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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 afterimage 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.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
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
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 CHAPTER 1 
Most of the weight of Damon’s sword lay balanced across three fingers, the foremost of which he’d recently broken. He twisted, using the familiar grip to swing the familiar weapon into an attack he’d spent years baking into his muscle memory. 

It was late spring in the Malagantyan, far too early for any of the trees to be shedding leaves. He’d resorted to using dander weeds instead for his practice. Bits of white fluff would dance and hang on the afternoon’s gentle breeze each time he disturbed a clump of the plants, taking slow, but unpredictable routes on their return to the ground.

His goal was to cut each of them through with his wrathblade before they hit the grass. It was an exercise well suited for testing the power he’d recently discovered hidden within the dark longsword. Or, at least it would have been, had he been able to coax the weapon’s magic into cooperating with him.

He settled for attacking within the boundaries of his own strength and speed. Striking outward, he neatly cut through two dander weeds in one swing. The motion disturbed a dozen more as his arm passed through the air. 

He twisted, slashing at one behind him and nicking its tip. Another weed fell lazily on a path apart from the others. He swung at it, missing twice, before slowing his movement and somehow missing again.

Damon’s fingers squeezed the wrathblade’s grip, and he tensed his jaw in a sudden burst of hopeful concentration. He’d managed to slow the state of the world to a crawl once before in a situation where it had likely saved his life. If he could learn to do it on command…

The stubborn dander weed came to a stop in mid motion, hanging where it was as though stuck to a glass window. Damon felt a rush of elation and relief, which faded as fast as it had arrived as he noticed the faint glow of crimson surrounding the edges of the white fluff.

“Aesta,” he said, letting his sword point drop. “It’s hard to tell whether you’re taking pity on me, showing off, or some combination of both.”

He turned around and found Malon watching from the edge of the clearing with a small, teasing smile on her face. Her red hair was down and loose from its usual braid, swaying gently to the rhythm of the wind. 

“I’m only being playful, solas,” she said. “I intended no slight.”

Her feet were bare and she wore a thin cotton dress. It was one of her older ones that he still remembered her patching and mending throughout his childhood. It struck a stark contrast against her outwardly youthful features, magically preserved by the nature of her crest.

She was unfairly beautiful. It was a simple fact, one as obvious as the rise and fall of the sun on a clear summer morning. She was the type of woman that inspired bards to sing new songs, or more often, give up their livelihood entirely and attempt to settle down. 

“Are we back to being playful with one another?” called Damon. He sheathed his wrathblade with a deliberately slow motion and took a few steps toward her.

The dander weeds scattered sideways as a passing gust whistled through the trees. Malon’s dress obeyed the winds every whim, clinging with emphasis to the wonderful curves of her breasts and hips. 

“I still remember how you used to play,” said Malon. “Little solas. Do you realize that I used to watch you do exactly this back when you still cried for me when you’d skin your knee or step on a bramble bush?”

“What do you mean?”

“The dander weeds.” Malon held out a finger, touching another bit of fluff and locking it in place with a small usage of her magic. “You would chase them when they’d blow through the air. I still remember having to pick them off your head come bath time.”

She’d drawn closer to him, closer than it felt like she’d been in weeks. She let out a meaningful sigh and reached her hand out. Damon felt his heart skip a pace as her fingers reached up to pull loose a bit of fluff from his hair that he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying.

“Much has changed since then,” he said. He caught her hand before she could bring it all the way back to her side, holding it with the same gentle firmness he so often used to keep his feelings in check.

“Much has changed, solas,” she said, with a nod.

The ambient tension that had colored nearly every interaction between them since arriving back on the farmstead from Avaricia returned with a vengeance. They’d shared an evening of passion under the stars, and he still remembered the soft touch of her hands and lips against a range of different places across his body.

She’d been better than any woman he’d ever had before, and he hadn’t even taken her completely. Malon had made it clear the morning after that she was still his aesta. She’d reinforced the boundary between them, turning it into an invisible wall. 

As close as they still were, Malon had made her caution into a habit. She was careful with her hugs and kisses and quick to chide him for stepping over the line. Damon had still tried to seduce her in their first few days back. At least, at first. The shame of being politely rejected and reprimanded by his aesta, of all people, quickly forestalled his attempts.

“You can still scour my hair in the bath if you’d like,” he said, throwing caution to the wind.

“Solas…”

“I don’t mind washing you, too.”

He brought her hand to his mouth, gently kissing it and moving to pull her into an embrace. Malon was wise to his ways, and without seeming evasive in the act, she slipped past him instead of into him.

Her fingers briefly tickled his stomach through his shirt before coming to rest on the hilt of the wrathblade.

“Has the sword’s power continued to elude you?”

Damon felt his face tugging into a scowl. “Still no luck.”

Malon set a reassuring hand on his chest. “Give it time, solas.”

She smiled, the expression laced with pride and something a bit more playful. Damon wished he could share in her mood. 

Mastering his wrathblade was the first step toward truly avenging Austine. His simple existence on the farmstead had left him with more time to contemplate his friend’s death. 

Len, his old troupe master, who’d set them up to fight to the death. The guards of the Gilded Amphitheater, trapping them in the situation at the point of their spears. The Godking, Avarice, himself, who’d waived the restriction against blood bouts and orchestrated the entire affair.

Damon would face all of them, eventually. He needed every advantage available to him, and the power of the wrathblade most of all.

“Solas.” Malon pulled him into a hug from the side. “I worry when I see your face darken into this type of expression.”

She was genuinely concerned about him, he realized. Malon had been so careful with her hugs and touches. With everything, really. He wondered what his eyes must look like to stir such a reaction in her.

“I’m fine,” he lied. “I’ll figure the weapon’s hidden power out eventually. One way or another.”

Malon frowned, drawing back a bit. “Were it any other magical artifact, I would be capable of probing it to get a better sense of the blockage.”

“Are you afraid of it probing back, in this case?”

He couldn’t resist giving her a teasing smile and attempting to pull her into a closer embrace. Malon leaned back on her heels, giving him a stern look that was clearly overlaid across a smile.

“In a very real sense, I am,” she said. “Of the seven Divine Remnants, Wrath may well be the most dangerous.”

“You aren’t suggesting that I abandon my efforts?”

“Of course not.” Malon let out a soft sigh. “I doubt you would even if I warned you to. I appreciate your tenacity, solas, even in this. Just be careful.”

She set a hand on the wrathblade’s hilt again, letting it trace its way from there up along the side of Damon’s body, to cup his cheek. He stared into her deep green eyes, and it took only an instant to lose himself entirely. 

He moved forward, pulling her toward him as he leaned to kiss her lips. He found her cheek instead, in no small part due to Malon’s reflexive evasion. 

She cleared her throat. “I should start on dinner. Don’t overtire yourself if you can help it.”

“It’s up to the sword, not to me,” he replied.

She rolled her eyes and turned around, walking back toward the clearing with slow, swaying steps. He felt ashamed of the intense difficulty involved in pulling his eyes from the curves of her hips and backside.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
Damon continued his training for another hour, falling into a standard sword practice in lieu of managing to unlock the weapon’s true potential. The sun was setting as he made his way back into the clearing, casting a long band of orange red across the lake from the way its reflection was broken up by the trees.

He felt a stirring of comfort and belonging as he made way toward the tower house. One of his chores over the past few weeks had been performing minor repairs to its exterior, replacing crumbling bricks and mending cracks with clay and limestone.

There was no lack of work on the farmstead, be it tending to the crops, or the horses, or the cleaning, or the cooking. The routine felt familiar to Damon, even though he’d taken on a greater share of the work than he ever had during his childhood.

It was a way of living that made it easy to forget about his father’s debts, or the troubles Malon had warned about, and even his own desire for revenge, at times. 

He recognized the trap of his distractions but found that he didn’t mind it. There was a simplicity to his life on the farm that was hard to measure in terms of absolute value on first glance.

He felt a powerful sense of ease as he came in through the front door. Malon glanced over her shoulder, flashing a smile that made his heart beat at a doubled pace. He settled into a chair in the common room, content to rest his muscles and watch her cooking over the fire.

“Solas,” said Malon. “There’s an open bottle of wine on the shelf, if you’re interested.”

“I could be,” he said. “Will tonight finally be the night that I entice you into breaking your abstinence?”

She glanced back to grin at him. “Perhaps.”

Ever since that night during their trip back from Avaricia, Malon had been studious about avoiding wine. Damon suspected that she was worried about letting her guard down around him even by just as much as a single cup might affect her inhibitions. He felt his excitement flare up as he wondered how thin her guard might be if that was truly the case.

The wine was on the shelf above the hearth. They’d been working on repairing Ria’s old bed, and where they’d left it on the floor necessitated Damon to slide in close behind Malon as he reached for the bottle.

It wasn’t until the moment his crotch made contact with her butt that he realized how his earlier thoughts of Malon drinking had manifested in his body. His cock flared to life as it felt the soft cushion of her butt pressing into him, and the sensation was enough to make his mind go blank.

He knew that she could feel it, perhaps even more vividly and intensely than he could. If there’d been an instant in which Damon could have played it off as an accidental brush of bodies, it had already come and gone.

He set a hand on one of her hips, ostensibly to steady himself, though the only thing throwing him off balance was the speed of his hardening cock. He felt Malon stiffen, back arching as her buttocks shifted and squeezed ever so slightly against the shaft now pinned between them.

Was she wearing her small clothes underneath her thin, cotton dress? The warmth Damon felt enveloping his cock seemed to suggest that she wasn’t. He let his hand run up the front of her body, stopping only just before cupping one of her perfect, plump breasts.

He knew what he was doing was wrong on every level. She was his aesta. She’d spent the past few weeks making her intentions clear, reinforcing the boundary between them. 

Damon heard a reluctant gasp escape Malon’s lips as she lifted her hands from her cooking utensils and set them on the wall above the hearth. Her butt pushed against his cock with more intention, though it was impossible for him to tell whether it was in reciprocation or an attempt to simply buck him off her.

His manhood was as hard as it had ever been for any woman before. He took hold of her with firm arms, knowing it was impossible to hide or excuse what he was doing. He thrust forward in the time eternal motion of ploughing into a woman from behind, his cock exploring the disgustingly soft crevice of her buttocks.

A shudder ran through Malon as he continued to dry fuck her. The action was, if anything, made far lewder by the addition of clothing. He was making a mockery of their relationship, and his shame was inseparable from his lust.

He wanted to pull up his sweet, patient aesta’s skirt and plough her like a freshly cleared field.

“Solas.” Malon cleared her throat as she spoke, the sound carrying such authority that it hit Damon like a slap in the face. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

He took a breath and forced himself to reach up, to grab the wine, to return to normal. “Yes, aesta. It’s right here.”

His cock was still buried against her ass, throbbing in a desperate plea for him to keep going, for him to go further.

“It took you a while to find it,” whispered Malon.

“I… suppose I forgot where to look.”

He thrust forward again, mind blanking out from lust, as he took hold of the wine. He saw Malon’s fingers, still splayed against the stone of the hearth, curl slightly at the tips.

“I’ll need the salt, as well,” she whispered. “If you don’t mind lending a helping hand while you’re here.”

“The salt…” Damon rocked back and forth, continuing to pump ineffectually into her butt. “I might have to feel around for it.”

Was he hearing her right? He couldn’t be. Malon was his aesta, and she’d been so careful and deliberate about restoring the boundary between them. She was a sweet, innocent woman, probably mortified by the way her solas was currently molesting her.

“Take your time,” Malon whispered, through a groan. “Just don’t… ransack the cupboard.”

Damon bit his lower lip and inhaled her smell. He thrust forward again, his cock throbbing as it again explored the wonderful softness of her rear. He was a second or two away from blowing his load in his undershorts. He would so much rather blow his load in her. Would she stop him if he tried?

Malon started and, with a long overdue shift of her posture, turned sideways, finally foiling Damon’s gentle assault. Her cheeks were flushed, and she suddenly scowled, not at him, but at the food cooking over the fire.

“I may have burned our dinner,” she sighed. “Solas, I need some space to work.”

“Ah.” Damon took a slow breath and reluctantly pulled back. “Right.”

“I hope you put anything you nudged around back where it belongs,” she said, seriously. “There is an order to the way I have it all set up.”

“Nothing is out of place, aesta,” said Damon. “And I found the wine, so I’ll just… sit down in the common room.”

Her focus was on the food again and she didn’t favor him with a reply. Damon stepped away slowly, glancing down at the tent in his pants, replete with a small wet spot from his body’s intensely aroused response. 

How much of what had just happened had been an illusion of his horny, boyish mind?

The question was hard to consider and harder to answer, especially when his aesta was on the other side of it.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
Malon had the cooking expertise required to salvage their dinner from the flames. The pork belly was slightly charred but seasoned to perfection. Damon put his focus into devouring his portion, along with the boiled turnips and sweet radishes that Malon served alongside it.

He had to put his focus somewhere, and letting it linger on what was otherwise one of the most awkward meals he’d ever shared with another person would have ruined his evening. Malon avoided his gaze and said little, though Damon caught her staring at him several times when she thought that he was looking away.

He sipped his wine liberally and was unsurprised when Malon announced that she was heading to bed shortly after they’d finished eating.

“I spent too much time under the sun in the garden,” she said. “I could use the rest. We’ll speak in the morning, solas.”

He nodded, feeling as though it was his turn to avoid her eyes. “Sweet dreams, aesta. Thank you for the food.”

“You’re welcome, solas,” she said. “Now and always.”

He brought his hand to his forehead as soon as he heard the door to her room close. The fire crackled, and it felt like a reprimand of his behavior. He’d completely overstepped the boundary between him and Malon, and for what? A minute of horny, unfulfilled humping?

“What would you think about this, Austine?” he muttered, pouring himself more wine.

He could almost picture his friend’s face and reactions as he explained the situation, especially as he recounted the more lurid details of his and Malon’s brief intimate encounters. Austine’s advice would be simple, some might say one dimensional, but valid.

“You’d want me to bed her and share an embellished, descriptive version of the story,” Damon muttered, to no one. “Of course, if I did somehow go through with it, you’d probably give me a royal mocking for stepping so far outside the bounds of acceptable behavior.”

He couldn’t help but remember Austine in his last moments, the way his gaze had become unfocused and glassy, the sudden slackness that overcame his bleeding body. He poured himself another glass of wine and finished half of it before setting the cup down.

Something tapped against one of the common room’s window, drawing Damon’s attention even as he continued to think of his best friend. His brother, really. There were two sides to Austine’s death, anger and fear.

He was angry at Len, at Avarice, at the world for setting him up. But it would be a lie to claim that he wasn’t also afraid, unnerved by the reality that witnessing someone he cared about die in his arms, at his hand, had exposed to him.

Damon approached the window slowly from the side, out of direct line of sight. He’d come back to the farmstead for a reason. He was there to protect Malon, along with Ria and Vel, at least as much as he could, given how seldom the latter two had been around the past few weeks.

It was what let him stay and live the quiet, chore filled life he shared with his aesta without feeling as though he was derelict in his duties. Damon reached for the lamp as he risked a sidelong glance into the window, dimming it enough to barely see out through what remained of his reflection in the firelight.

Someone was outside. Outside, and trying to get in. He felt for his sword, trying to sober himself up by force of will for the sake of thinking through the best approach. 

The front door was heavy and loud. Heading out through the same window would, at best, end with the brigand either escaping or breaking the glass. Damon let out a fake yawn and began taking slow steps toward the stairs, slightly exaggerating his level of inebriation.

His bedchamber was on the first floor, but whoever was attempting to get in wouldn’t know that. He felt his heart pounding as he made his way over to the second-floor window and began gently easing the pane to move quietly within its frame.

Whoever was attempting to do the same thing outside the common room didn’t appear to hear him. Damon gave it a moment before continuing, moving with as much silence as he could manage as he slipped himself over to hang from the windowsill.

He dropped down, rolling as soon as he hit the grass. His time as a gladiator had given him the dexterity to keep such movements light, but the night was far too quiet for even the minor disturbance to go unnoticed.

The man outside the common room window turned, his face illuminated by the hearth’s light as it streamed out the window. It was one of the Remenai, a tall, powerful looking tribal man with long dark hair.

He had facial tattoos, like most Rem, though not in the style of banishment marks. Curls of black patterns rose from his neck to his cheeks, like two waves set on a course to crash together.

The man hesitated. Damon didn’t. He drew his wrathblade and attacked in the same motion, feeling a sudden rush of anger toward his opportunistic opponent.

He hadn’t been expecting to end the fight with one slash, but the ease of which the Rem dodged still caught him off guard. The man pulled loose a weapon from his waist, and Damon barely had time to recognize the litheness of its length before several inches of whip wrapped around his wrist.

With a jerking motion, the man pulled Damon’s sword hand downward, forcing him to either drop his weapon or bury the point in the dirt. Had Damon been sober and had the memory of having his wrathblade stolen still not been such a sore spot in his memory, he might have done the sensible thing and abandoned the weapon in favor of hand to hand combat.

There was an instant that seemed to exist outside of time as he desperately willed the sword to work as it had during the fight against Gavel and slow reality down to a more manageable pace. He pushed the full force of his hope and confidence into the tightly gripped hilt, thinking that if there was ever a time for the wrathblade to oblige him, it was now.

Or not. Damon’s sword did nothing, and in fact, provided less than zero defense against the cudgel the Rem was suddenly swinging from the other side. He heard the tremendous crack of the weapon bludgeoning the side of his head before he felt the pain and collapsed to the ground.

Dazed but still conscious, he watched his opponent lift the cudgel, preparing for what would certainly be a much harder strike than the first. There was a creaking sound, and abruptly, the Rem was knocked off his feet and into a sprawl across the ground.

He saw Malon by the crimson glow of her crest, which lent an ominous red aura to her petite silhouette. She snapped a hand to the side, and a sphere of flames the size of a waterfruit began to dance an inch or two over her palm.

The man gathered himself and took a few steps back, hesitated, and then broke into a full sprint toward the trees. Damon tried to stand and felt a sudden wave of dizziness overtake him. Malon was at his side in an instant.

“Let him go, solas,” said Malon.

“He was trying to get into the tower.”

“I’m aware,” she replied. “No doubt to rob us of food and anything he could find of value. He had a banishment mark, yes?”

Damon shook his head, despite the objections of the pounding hammers within his skull. “He wasn’t an exile. I saw his face.”

“Hmm,” said Malon. “Well, even those in good standing with their clans can fall upon desperate times. I see no reason to waste our energy giving chase or spilling blood tonight.”

She began helping him toward the door, taking as much of his weight onto her shoulder as she could manage. Damon appreciated the help, despite the bittersweet nature of having his aesta rescue him in a moment where he’d been attempting to protect her.

She set him down in his own bed, leaving only to fill a basin and gather bandages before returning. Malon gingerly took his head and rested it on her lap, taking her time as she examined the extent of his injury under the lamplight’s faint glow.

It was a strangely intimate moment. Her fingers were cool against his skin, and Damon could both hear her breathing and feel each exhalation through the movements of her chest and stomach.

“It doesn’t look as bad as I’d assumed,” she said softly. She ran a wet cloth gently over his scalp. Damon felt a chill run through him from the cold touch of the water.

“I’m fine,” he muttered. “The blow simply surprised me. No damage was done.”

“I would still rather err on the side of caution, solas.” She smiled and cupped his cheek for a moment. “Wait here.”

She disappeared from his room, returning a moment later with a book in her hands. Damon felt nostalgia wash over him as he accepted it from her and read the title.

“The Chronicles of Snout,” he muttered. “The Pig Knight. You used to read this to Vel and I by the fire during the winter.”

“It was your favorite, if I recall,” she said. “For head injuries, it’s good to take time to focus on a task rather than heading straight to sleep. Read as much as you can before you retire.”

She gave his shoulder an affectionate squeeze and began to stand up. Damon grasped her wrist before she could make it to the door.

“Aesta,” he said. “What about you? You used your magic to fend that man off. Will you be able to recover on your own?”

He felt a stirring in his loins as he thought of how he’d helped Malon regain her strength in the past. It was an experience seared into his memory, the reluctant way she’d given into her passions with him, her kisses and her moans.

“I barely cast a single spell,” said Malon. “I’ll be back at full strength before you, I think.”

She smiled and leaned back in, kissing Damon once on the cheek, and then on the lips. It was the first true kiss they’d shared since returning to the farm, and it didn’t go on for nearly long enough to satisfy him.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
Damon was up first the next morning, which was rather unusual. Malon generally had breakfast made by the time he entered the common room, the smell of bacon and porridge greeting his stomach like old friends. 

He glanced out the window toward the garden, wondering if she’d remembered some overdue chore, but saw no sign of her. Damon moved to her door, hesitating as his hand drew near the handle. 

A faint moan came from within. His eye twitched in surprise, along with another, rather more excitable part of his body. Unable to resist the temptation, he pressed his ear to the wood, barely managing to make out a muffled gasp that made him question whether she might actually be in pain, or even danger.

“Aesta?” he called, knocking gently.

“Solas!” Malon’s voice held an edge of panic and she hurriedly cleared her throat. “I… didn’t realize you were up.”

“I, uh, wanted to return your book,” he said.

“You can place it on the table for now. I’ll be up in just a minute.”

He waited for her in the common room and did his best not to drink in the sight of her as she emerged from her room. She had on a simple nightgown of white and blue that only just fell past mid-thigh. Her hair was messy, with strands falling across and framing her face.

Her cheeks were still flushed, and there was a tinge of embarrassment to the set of her smile. She came to stand behind where Damon was sitting, gently running her fingers through his hair and around his injury.

“Good morning,” she said. “How is your head?”

“I’ve had worse,” he said. “True Divine, I’ve had worse. I think your ministrations last night greatly aided my recovery.”

“How far did you make it into the book?”

“Up to the tourney scene,” said Damon. “When Snout and his opponent began rolling in mud.”

“You always loved that part.” Malon grinned over her shoulder at him. “Do you mind porridge for breakfast?”

He was about to answer when he saw Malon bend forward in front of the fire and begin to prod what remained of the charred logs with one of the pokers. Her nightgown slid up an unseemly distance, just below where it would need to be for him to confirm whether she was wearing her girlshorts or naked underneath.

Her butt wiggled from side to side as she continued to deliver her attention to the dead fire. Damon’s attention was entirely for her. He felt himself getting hard as he considered how her morning had begun, whether she’d found a proper finish to what he’d overheard in her bedroom.

“Solas?” Malon snapped her gaze back at him, frowning. “The porridge?”

“Oh. Right. Porridge would be fine.”

Malon scowled at the unlit hearth and gestured a hand in his general direction. “Could you bring some wood over from the pile?”

“Absolutely.”

He stood up slowly, hoping that having a task to focus on would give him a chance to calm down, if only slightly. His thoughts were steadfast in their refusal to shift off Malon, his sweet, loving aesta. 

He remembered how he’d grabbed the wine the previous night, the intense, incidental contact of his crotch against her soft butt. He remembered how far he’d taken it, and how far she’d let it go.

They had plenty of split wood. Damon carried a large piece over slowly, his eyes never leaving Malon’s wonderful, wiggling backside. He was as stiff as the wood as he was carrying, and he experienced an internal argument over what he was about to do as he crossed the room.

It only seemed fair, given how stern and stubborn Malon was at maintaining proper boundaries. She hadn’t stopped him the previous night. It had just been a passing brush between an aesta and her solas. An interesting accident between their two bodies in a close space.

His cock seemed to throb in agreement as he lined himself up behind her, heart pounding with a mixture of anticipation and justifiable doubt. He slid forward, ostensibly to set the wood down beside the hearth, and pressed himself against his aesta’s ass in a motion far too deliberate to be played off easily.

If anything, her reaction was even more pronounced than it had been the night before. Malon sucked in a breath, her buttocks clenching in surprise, releasing, and then gently settling back into him. Damon took her silence and the set of her shoulders as a reluctant acceptance of the moment, if not a subtle submission to it. 

He took his aesta by the hips and began dry fucking her with motions that were anything but subtle. He couldn’t help himself. His cock felt like it belonged there, against her, inside of her, even. He pumped forward, shuddering from the intense pleasure, overwhelmed by the strange, seductive eroticism of the lewd act. 

The fact that Malon didn’t stop him as he kept going only emboldened him. He leaned forward, taking a more dominant posture over her soft, barely dressed body. He felt her gasp as he cupped one of her big breasts in his hand, pushing the limit of what he could get away with.

“Solas,” Malon whispered, ass quivering against him. “I don’t believe a piece of wood that size will fit here.”

Damon lifted the bottom hem of her nightgown up, slowing the speed of his lewd thrusts but maintaining his intensity. “We’ll just have to ease it in, aesta. Nice and slow.”

He confirmed that she was, in fact, not wearing her girlshorts. Malon shuddered as he gently ran his palm over the soft hairs adorning her crotch, fingers teasing into her womanhood.

She bucked against him, one hand reaching up to the stones over the hearth to brace herself. Damon gripped her hips again, pumping into her in anticipation of what he would have to do next. He had to take her as a woman. The temptation was too much, regardless of who she was to him, despite how it would shame them both.

“You’re so kind with your help, solas, but I…” Malon cleared her throat in a clear attempt to steady her emotions. “I think I can handle this on my own.”

He took the final risk, pulling his pants and undershorts down far enough for his shaft to snap loose. He pressed it between her thighs, feeling drunk off the sensation of his aesta wiggling her butt in deliberation of whether to give him the angle or not.

“I’m good at starting fires, aesta,” he whispered. “We’ll heat up in no time.”

Malon gasped, arching her back and squeezing his member tight in between her thighs. He let his fingers thread through her hair, preparing to guide her forward and slam himself balls deep.

A sudden unexpected and deeply unwanted knock came at the front door. Malon snapped out of the lustful trance he’d drawn her into instantly, pulling forward from him and pushing her nightgown back down.

Damon blinked, surprised by the fact that he’d exposed himself despite having been the one who’d done it. He felt his face flush as Malon pretended not to notice him fumbling his pants back into place. 

With a mixture of success, he managed to make himself look presentable as he followed her to the door.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
They didn’t receive many visitors at the tower, which in Damon’s opinion, made the interruption that much more tragic. Malon opened the door to reveal the eager face of Jonna, the wife of the local innkeeper and longtime family friend.

Jonna was a lively woman with curly brown hair, a big mouth, and a bigger smile. She was a bit on the chubby side, though it did seem like she’d slimmed down in the time since Damon had last seen her.

At least, in some places. The way the open neckline of her spring dress strained against the crowding of her pale, plump breasts was hard to miss. Damon had to imagine that her husband had some serious fun with those.

The man standing next to Jonna, however, was not her husband. He was tall, broad shouldered, and almost conventionally handsome with blond hair and an acorn brown tan. The almost came from a rather conspicuous missing front tooth, which seemed long past the point of bothering the man as he flashed a wide smile.

“Malon!” said Jonna. “I’m so glad you’re home!”

She pulled Malon into a tight hug. Damon noticed that his aesta’s cheeks were still flushed, but she smiled and seemed to have regained the better part of her composure.

“It’s good to see you, Jonna,” said Malon. “Though I must admit, I’m a little surprised by your visit. It’s not unwelcome, mind you, just unexpected.”

“Yes, well, the inn normally requires my full attention,” said Jonna. “Something has happened. I came seeking your help, and Damon’s as well, if he’s willing.”

“Of course,” said Damon. “What can we do for you?”

“Thank you so much!” Jonna’s gaze shifted to Damon, and before he could react, she pulled him into a hug as tight as the one she’d given to Malon.

He was still primed from the help he’d offered to his aesta with the fire and feeling Jonna’s massive bosom crush into his chest was enough to instantly stir his cock back to life. He gently extricated himself from the embrace, much less eager to test his luck with Jonna than he was with Malon.

“My oldest son Oberon has gone missing,” said Jonna. “We spent most of yesterday searching for him. I’m sure he’s just run off on some adventure or another, but I felt as though I couldn’t just sit and wait for him to return, as a mother. I was hoping you might have seen him, or at least be able to help me in my search.”

Malon frowned and shook her head. “He hasn’t come by the farmstead.”

Malon’s gaze shifted from Jonna to the man accompanying her, which seemed to prompt the plump woman into offering an introduction.

“Ah,” said Jonna. “This is Kent. He was passing through Morotai and staying at the inn looking for work. Since I needed someone to accompany me, and Bart obviously couldn’t come along and leave the inn untended… Kent graciously offered his aid.”

“Pleased to meet the both of you,” said Kent, offering another of his gap-toothed smiles. There was a slight, distinctive whistle to the way he pronounced certain consonants.

“We left last night, but the traveling conditions were not ideal, so we made camp,” said Jonna.

She exchanged a glance with Kent, who gave an odd chuckle. 

“Well,” said Malon. “We should begin the search immediately. How familiar are you with the area around the lake, Jonna?”

They quickly began discussing specifics of where Obi might be drawn to within the surrounding area. The Malagantyan could be confusing and intimidating, but it also presented a number of allures to a teenager intent on spending some time testing his limits in the wild.

“Kent and I will head south, then,” said Jonna. “It seems unlikely that Obi would have passed far beyond your farm, but it is possible.”

“Solas and I will start searching to the north,” said Malon. “I’m sure we’ll find him. He’s probably just chafing against the limits of living in a small town. Damon was the same at that age.” 

“Oh, he certainly was!” said Jonna. She shared a laugh with Malon, despite the circumstances. “I know my Obi well enough to know that he can take care of himself. I’m still debating how to go about punishing him for this when he does finally turn up.”

“Let’s meet back here at the tower by sundown at the latest,” said Malon. “If it comes to it, the both of you are welcome to stay here with us tonight.”

“Thank you,” said Jonna.

They split off in pairs. Damon couldn’t help but watch Jonna and Kent as they walked off. They were standing awfully close together for a married woman and her hired mercenary companion.

“They seem rather comfortable around each other,” said Damon.

Malon shrugged. “I suppose they do.”

“Jonna said they made camp last night on the way here,” he said. “Is she the kind of woman who would, well…”

“Solas!” said Malon. “It’s unkind to start such rumors. Especially lacking any definitive evidence.”

He shrugged, feeling a bit guilty for the direction his mind had been heading in, but still found it difficult to let go.

“I’m simply asking the question,” said Damon. “It’s clearly a possibility. They would have had ample opportunity to engage in any manner of dirty activities with one another, alone in a tent.”

“An opportunity is not equal to an event.” Malon set her hands on her hips and frowned at him. “Jonna is a married woman. She knows how to maintain a certain level of decorum.”

“You don’t have any questions about her and Kent, then?” 

Damon watched the pair as they approached the edge of the clearing. Kent pulled back a tree branch to allow Jonna a path forward, and she set a hand on his chest as she passed by.

“Well…” Malon shrugged. “I suppose if they do stay tonight, it might make sense for us to keep an eye on them.”

“Exactly. We wouldn’t want them to accidentally do something that they couldn’t take back.”

Malon nodded. “Very true, solas. Very true.”

A moment passed, leaving room for the awkward tension between them that they’d both been ignoring to find purchase. Damon scratched his head, only then remembering something he’d all but forgotten.

“What about the brigand who we ran off last night?” he asked.

“The brigand who I ran off, I believe you mean.” Malon flashed a teasing smile at him.

“Of course, aesta,” said Damon, rolling his eyes. “Do you think he might be involved in Obi’s disappearance?”

Malon licked her lips and gave a small shake of her head. “I don’t think so. Desperate as the man seemed, I would think there would be little to gain from harassing or kidnapping someone like Obi, who would have little of value.”

“Should we still tell Jonna, just to be safe?”

“It would only worry her,” said Malon. “Unless we find more traces of Rem activity in the nearby area, I see no point.”

They set about searching. Malon and Damon were both comfortable enough with the surrounding forest to split up from one another without risk. Damon took his time as he walked a meandering path through the trees, listening to the chatter of the birds and scamper of small animals.

The Malagantyan was deceptively peaceful in the spring. Evidence of the wildfires that swept through the forest on a seasonal basis, to some extent or another, was plain to anyone who knew what to look for.

Every second or third tree still had scorch marks visible underneath sections of healing bark. Fire moss grew in distinct patterns across tree roots and rocks, still juvenile green in places which had escaped the intense heat.  A few smoke scuttlers poked out from sections of scraggly grass, ready to release seeds into the powerful updrafts which usually accompanied the summer infernos.

Damon remembered going on similar walks throughout his childhood. He let himself sink into that mindset, though he’d always felt comfortable and confident within the forest. Where would a panicked youth, lost or running low on supplies, be drawn to?

There was a second motivation to his search which he hadn’t mentioned to Malon and Jonna. When Ria had last left the tower, he’d made her promise to return in a month, regardless of whatever else happened. There were few future events worth counting days for on the farmstead, and Damon was acutely aware that Ria’s return was now overdue.

He’d sought that commitment out of a desire to continue getting to know her as an adult. She was free in her actions, and he was under no preconceptions of her returning to live on the farmstead permanently. He simply hoped he could coax her into a more regular visiting routine.

Damon’s cheeks flushed as he considered the intimacy they’d shared. The memory of the sex still felt like a dream. Had it been? She was basically a sister to him, and he felt ashamed of the fact that he’d shifted into seeing her as much as a woman as family.

How would Ria react to him, unpredictable and volatile as she often could be, upon her return? Better yet, what of Vel? He felt an odd smile tugging at his face as he considered the tangles he’d made in what once had been simple, straightforward relationships with the women he loved.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
The afternoon slowly ceded the sky to the evening, and Damon made his way back to the tower with no better idea of where Obi might be than when he’d started. The wind carried him a preview of dinner as he crossed the clearing, garlic and grilled meat.

He wondered if the hearty meal might be in response to someone else having located the wayward youth, but suspected that Malon would cook to her best, regardless. If she couldn’t solve her friend’s problem, at the very least she’d fill Jonna’s stomach.

“…so I told her, ballast, not balance!” shouted Kent.

Jonna burst into laughter at his apparent punchline from where she sat next to him around the common room table. Kent bellowed and banged his fist down a few times. Malon, who was watching her food by the stove, gave a polite, though less entertained smile.

“Solas,” said Malon. “I was beginning to worry. Did you have any luck?”

Damon shook his head. “I didn’t find anything. Though I’m sure Obi is safe. He’s a tougher lad than I think he gets credit for.”

He gave Jonna a reassuring smile, but she was leaning in to listen to something Kent was saying in a whispered voice. She made a face and suddenly swatted him on the shoulder.

“Oh Kent, you’re simply too much!” she laughed. “True Divine. Your mother must have had a time with you!”

“My mother was the one who taught me that one!” bellowed Kent.

Damon shrugged off his mixed feelings toward Jonna’s apparent concern, or lack thereof, toward her missing child. He made his way over to Malon, who was flipping slabs of beef and potatoes over the fire.

“Well, at least our lack of success hasn’t put a damper on the mood,” he whispered.

Malon gave him a frown that looked as though it was hiding a smile. “Yes. Jonna and Kent have served as good company for one another, it seems.”

The two of them glanced back toward the table. Kent was showing Jonna a scar on his arm, and she ran a finger over it, marveling at the smoothness of the long-faded injury. 

“Are you beginning to understand my suspicions?” whispered Damon. “They did share a tent, by their own admission.”

“Not necessarily,” whispered Malon. “They could be carrying separate tents. Besides, even if they did share one, it’s not as though a man and a woman couldn’t harbor together for a single night without mischief.”

Damon was about to point out that the two of them had also been in that situation and failed miserably in the face of temptation, but from the look on Malon’s face, her thoughts had already shifted in that direction. 

He watched as Malon shifted forward to tend to the food, but even before he’d given consideration to restarting his dangerous game of contact, he saw her glance over a shoulder to give him a stern look.

“Could you mind to our guests?” she asked, deliberately. “I’m more than capable of handling the food, solas.”

“Of course, aesta.”

He grabbed a bottle of waterfruit wine from the pantry, rather than the shelf above the fire, and set about pouring Kent and Jonna glasses. Jonna had brought a bottle of blackberry brandy with her, and she insisted on each of them trying some, as well.

By the time Malon brought the food to the table, Damon was sporting a healthy buzz. He’d fallen into a conversation with Kent about sword fighting, and the two were trading points on which weapons were the worst to go up against for the unwary.

“I fought a man with a fucking flail once,” said Kent. “A fucking flail. I have a scar from that one, too. I’ll tell you, you come across one of those stupid ball chain weapons, best just turn and walk away if all you’ve got is a sword.”

“The chain is just a distraction,” said Damon. “One proper chop is all you need, assuming its wood. Even if you don’t snap through, it still renders the weapon useless if you can do enough damage to put stress on the base.”

He dug into his food as Kent considered the advice. Jonna leaned over to scoop more potatoes onto her plate and the action caused her dress to billow downward far enough to give everyone a show.

The meal continued in good, increasingly drunken, spirits. Damon let out a sigh as he finished his steak, setting his utensils down and smiling at Malon from across the table.

“I should have brought up the sleeping arrangements for tonight earlier,” she said. “Jonna, I’m afraid we currently only have one open bed until we finish rebuilding this one.”

She shot a glance toward Ria’s old bedframe, which was still under construction in the common room. Jonna waved a hand, seeming unconcerned.

“Oh, I’m sure Kent won’t mind the floor if you’ve got an extra blanket,” she said. “We shared a tent on the way here. I’m sure we can manage sharing a room.”

“Well…” Malon seemed like she was suppressing a frown. “Alright, then. Solas, would you mind fetching an extra blanket and pillow?”

He did, and Jonna and Kent were soon set up inside Vel’s old room. Damon lingered at the door as Malon shared a few last words with Jonna. She walked back out into the common room uncertainly, closing the door and exchanging a suspicious glance with him.

“They must be tired after their journey here and today’s long search,” he said. “I’ve no doubt that they’ll fall right to sleep.”

“Are you teasing me?” she asked, with a smile.

“It’s as you said,” he replied. “Jonna is a married woman. Surely she’d adhere to the proper decorum. What is the proper decorum, exactly, for sharing a room with a man other than one’s husband?”

“Oh, hush,” said Malon. “It doesn’t behoove anyone to be suspicious of their friends, even if…”

She trailed off as a few words of an ongoing conversation trickled out from within Vel’s room.

“I’ll teach you,” said Kent. “It’s simple. Just go slow.”

Malon brought her hand to her mouth. Damon couldn’t stop himself from grinning as he watched her slide into position against the door, listening with one ear to the wood.

He joined her as quietly as good, doing his best not to let the closeness of Malon’s body and her wonderfully familiar scent distract him from the drama.

“I know,” said Jonna. “I just… feel so embarrassed with you watching me like that.”

Kent let out a cocky chuckle. “Madam, I hope I don’t presume too much in assuming that you’ve polished more than a few swords in your day.”

Damon watched Malon blinking in either disbelief or disgust.

Jonna cleared her throat. “I mostly stick to polishing my husband’s sword, these days.”

“Obviously,” said Kent. “Is it bigger than mine?”

“Kent!” giggled Jonna. “Hmm… I don’t know. It’s so hard to tell.”

“That’s it,” said Kent, in a quieter voice. “Up and down. Careful where you point the tip.”

“Of course,” said Jonna. “We wouldn’t want it poking me in the wrong place, now would we?”

“Oh no,” muttered Kent. “We couldn’t have that.”

“How’s this?”

“Mmm… Perfection. Now be a right maiden and give it some spit.”

“What?” 

“Spit on it,” said Kent.

“Are you jesting?”

“It’s an old trick, but it’ll help get the job done.”

Jonna let out a laugh, and there was a brief, loaded silence, followed by the sound of her spitting.

“Is that enough, or should I give it a proper coating?” she asked.

Kent let out a roaring laugh, and then to Damon’s surprise, began walking. He and Malon had no time to react before the door was thrown open. Malon had so much of her weight leaned forward that she fell into the room, bumping against Kent before falling onto her backside.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
“Ah,” said Malon. “Hello. We were just… checking to see if you needed anything.”

Jonna was sitting on the floor near the bed, with Kent’s actual sword spread out across her lap. She exchanged a confused glance with Kent, who scratched his head and shrugged.

“I think we’re fine,” said Kent. “I was just slipping out to have another sip of brandy. Helps me sleep.”

“Malon is such a dutiful host,” said Jonna.

Damon did his best to keep from laughing as he watched from the door. Malon was blushing hard as she finished saying goodnight to Jonna a second time and left her and Kent to their equipment maintenance. 

“I cannot believe the direction you had set my mind heading in,” she muttered.

“Me?” Damon scoffed. “I only joined in on the eavesdropping after you’d already begun.”

“You concocted this entire inappropriate fantasy,” said Malon. “I should simply have trusted Jonna, as I normally would have. To think that I was on the verge of interpreting a conversation about a sword in such a… lurid manner. How foolish.”

Damon shrugged. “It’s not exactly the most outlandish analogy for a man to use to talk about his, uh…”

He felt ridiculous as he stumbled over his word choice. It felt dirty to say such things to his aesta, even after how far their teasing had progressed.

Malon took note of his discomfort, flashing a smile as though she’d won at some hidden game between them.

“Have you ever spoken of yourself in such terms?”

“Aesta…” He cringed inwardly.

“You should see your face right now,” she said, with a laugh. “Tell me then. Just how many women have polished your sword?”

The power shifted as she voiced the question. Damon stared at her, realizing that it was now his turn to embarrass her.

“In total, or do you mean in just the recent weeks?” he asked. He still remembered that night in the tent, the soft touch of her fingers and hot wetness of her mouth.

Malon cleared her throat. “I only mean to tease you with the question, solas.”

He stepped in close to her, running his eyes over her blushing cheeks and the gentle rise and fall of her bosom.

“That doesn’t make it any less of a dangerous question.”

He felt his cock getting hard even just from their mere proximity. He wondered if she had even the slightest idea of the effect she had on him.

“Then perhaps it’s best that you avoid giving a dangerous answer,” she whispered. “Goodnight, solas.”

He didn’t try his luck as she started toward her room, instead turning and resigning himself to tend to the edge of his own weapon for the night. He noticed immediately that his bed had been stripped and called out to Malon before she retired.

“Aesta,” he said. “Did you wash my quilt?”

“Ah,” she said. “I forgot. It’s on the line. I’ll get it for you.”

She disappeared and returned with the blanket a moment later. Damon followed her back into his room, watching as she bent over to begin spreading the edges of the quilt across his mattress. 

She’d put on a pair of half-leggings for the day’s search, and her plump buttocks underneath the thin fabric were visible as her dress shifted up. Damon could have resisted, had he truly wanted to. He felt as though the blame wasn’t entirely his, with Jonna and Kent’s seemingly lurid conversation and Malon’s suggestive question.

He embraced her from behind, picking up nearly right from where they’d left off as his cock swelled to granite hardness. Malon’s breath caught, but that seemed to be the full extent of her surprise as he began gently, but insistently, grinding into her.

“Need some help?” he asked.

He ran his hands up her body, pumping forward and back with no real attempt at disguising what he was doing. His bed was right next to them, and that fact made the moment seem openly illicit even compared to how he’d touched her that morning.

“I’ve… noticed how much help you’ve been offering lately,” said Malon, in a breathy voice.

Damon cupped her breast and he felt her butt push outward into him, almost as though she was giving permission. For ten of the longest seconds of his life, he had free reign. 

She made no attempt to stop him as he touched her all over, and it wasn’t until he’d pulled her dress up and begun teasing the waistband of her leggings that she cleared her throat and spun around.

“Solas,” she sighed. “You are so very young.”

Damon sat down on his bed, admitting defeat as his aesta leaned forward to give him a chaste kiss on the cheek. She’d just begun to turn toward the door when a creaking noise came from the next room over, followed by a low, feminine moan.

Malon spun around to face him, lips pulled into a tiny, surprised circle.

“I’m sure she’s still just working hard to polish his sword,” he said, smiling.

The creaking of the bed continued, joined now by a low, masculine grunt.

“Surely that’s it,” said Malon, dryly. “I do wonder if we’ve become unwitting embedders to this scandal. Tell me… Is it actually a thing to spit on swords to bring them to a polish, or was that just Kent being foolish?”

It was another dangerous question, at least coming from his aesta, and made more so by the fact that she took a seat on Damon’s bed next to him.

“It can be,” he said. “It rather depends on the sword and the desires of its wielder.”

Malon’s expression took on an odd quality, a mixture of hesitation and playfulness. Another feminine moan came from Vel’s room which Damon tried and failed to ignore.

“I suppose your time among the training circles and arenas has given you a fair amount of knowledge of swords,” said Malon.

She set a hand on his knee. It was an innocent gesture, and it shouldn’t have turned Damon on nearly as much as it did.

“More than some,” he said.

Malon ran her hand further up his thigh. “Tell me, solas. What sort of work really goes into maintaining a strong weapon?”

He had no idea what her game was. It was as though she’d taken a page out of his own book, flipping the situation around to instigate the teasing instead of simply taking it.

Damon felt more than a little thrown off by her boldness. He considered her question and what to do next, still distracted by the increasingly loud, breathy noises coming from the next room over.

“Keeping the blade sharp is most important,” he said, slowly. “It’s important to work the edge if you want to use a sword right.”

“Is that so?” asked Malon. 

One of her fingers teased at the side of his bulge through his trousers. Damon felt lightheaded from the unexpected intensity of the pleasure it brought him. He had to force himself to think about his words to keep the situation moving.

“Oiling the sheathe often goes overlooked,” he said. “It makes it easier to get the blade out in a hurry.”

“I see.” Malon poked the tip of his member with a finger through his pants. “A warrior might have to take his weapon out on a moment’s notice, after all.”

Damon undid the drawstring of his pants, holding his aesta’s gaze as he exposed his hard cock to her loving eyes. She seemed to hesitate, but only momentarily, before giving him an odd half smile and closing her hand around his tool.

Her grip was soft and gentle. Damon had given up on hoping that she’d ever do this for him again, and the dirtiness of the moment almost made him blow his load early. He stared into her eyes as she began to stroke him off, noticing how much Malon seemed to be enjoying the moment and her control over him.

The bed in the next room over had begun to tap against the wall in a staccato rhythm that could seemingly only be caused by one thing. Malon went at her own speed at first, but was soon matching that same speed, pumping up and down as the bed continued to tap, tap, tap.

“You still haven’t touched on polishing swords, solas,” she whispered.

She ran a thumb over the tip of his cock, smearing around the sticky wetness she found there.

“Polishing…” he mumbled, dumbly. “It comes last.”

“Does it take a while, or is it a quick, easy process?”

“I usually… take my time,” he said.

“You like to go slow, then?” whispered Malon, her hand switching to move at a fraction of its previous pace. “Or do you use faster movements?”

“Oh, aesta!” he groaned.

She flashed a wicked smile and kissed his lips.

“I’m still curious,” she whispered. “Is it so common, then, to spit on a sword when polishing it?”

He nodded, barely able to think through the pleasure. “I like it.”

Malon dipped her head forward. Even just seeing her shift her posture at that angle was too much for him. Damon was already charging off a cliff as he watched his beautiful aesta stick her tongue out in the direction of his hard cock.

She gave him a single lick along the underside of his shaft, from the very bottom to the end of his tip. And that was all it took. Damon groaned as a mind-blowing orgasm reverberated through him. He heard Malon let out a gasp in surprise as the first splatter of his seed took her full in the lips.

“Solas!” she chided. “You’re going to dirty your clean quilt.”

“Sorry,” he muttered.

She took the bottom of her dress and covered his cock, cleaning his seed up as she might have used her apron to clear a spill from the common room table. She sighed as he began to soften in her hand and the encounter drew to its apparent end.

“You are so very young,” she whispered. “It’s hard to express just how much love I have for you.”

“Aesta,” he said. “I love you just the same.”

She smiled, but her expression grew stern as she stood up from the bed. The stain of his seed on her dress was incredibly obvious against the fabric.

“This won’t happen again,” she said. “I think it’s time you begin a real search for a proper outlet for your energy.”

He wanted to object, to tell her that she was the outlet he both needed and wanted. Her eyes seemed to warn him against it, however, and instead, he simply leaned back on his bed and watched her make her way toward the door.

“Good night, aesta,” he whispered.

“Good night, solas.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
The tower was quiet when Damon awoke the next morning. He rose from bed slowly, still feeling a measure of awe regarding the previous night. His dreams had been of Malon, reenactments of the things they’d done along with new, forbidden additions.

He entered the common room to see Malon bent over in front of the hearth, busy stirring a pot of hot porridge. Damon could only see her butt, but the two of them were alone, and that fact was more than enough to entice him into making his move. After how far they’d progressed, it felt foolish to ignore the opportunity.

Even just moving into position behind was enough to get him most of the way hard. Damon bit his lower lip from eagerness as he set his hands on her hips and, in one smooth motion, gently pulled her in a lewd, humping embrace.

“Ah!” cried Jonna.  “Damon! You are aware that I’m a married woman, are you not?”

Damon was too surprised to even properly extricate himself from the hold as Jonna, not Malon, rose to stand upright. She was wearing one of Malon’s spare dresses, and though their builds were different, he’d been approaching at just the right angle to hide that fact.

Jonna cleared her throat, and Damon realized that his trouser covered hard-on was still firmly buried between her buttocks. He pulled back, feeling his face flush an increasingly intense shade of red. From the door to Vel’s room, Kent let out an amused snort.

“My word,” said Jonna, her eyes darting down to the rather obvious bulge in Damon’s pants. “Is that how you greet your aesta in the morning, young man?”

“I… was just…” Damon felt tongue tied, or at least entirely unable to think of a plausible excuse. The fact that he was still visibly aroused only made the moment that much worse, and visions of what might happen if Jonna took offense or even just told her husband played through his mind.

Malon would suffer the rumors as much as if not more so than he would, and those rumors would spread as fast as any scandal. She’d been so careful, for the most part, about holding herself back around him, and with one lazy thrust of his morning oak, Damon had all but ruined it.

“I believe solas was reaching for this,” said Malon, who’d come inside through the front door at some point. She slid in behind Jonna, setting a friendly hand on her back in the confined lane between the bed in progress and hearth, and reached to pull a small bottle from the shelf above.

“Maple sap,” said Jonna. “Of course. You spoil us, Malon. Putting this stuff in porridge seems extravagant.”

“We can always tap for more next thaw.” Malon smiled at Jonna, but she turned as they moved toward the common room table to give Damon a stern and severely displeased scowl.

She brought the porridge over, and revealed not just the maple sap, but a bowl full of wild berries to mix into each of their bowls. The combination made for a hearty, but sweet breakfast, though Damon could still sense the awkward mood.

“Malon must appreciate your help around the farmstead so very much, Damon,” said Jonna. “From what we’ve heard of your career as a gladiator in Morotai, it sounds like you could find work just about anywhere along Veridan’s Curve.”

He gave his most convincing shrug. “There’s plenty of work to tend to here on the farm. Not all careers follow a straight path.”

“I’d be supposing that there are plenty of other benefits that come with sticking around this quaint little tower.” Kent gave a gap-toothed, conspiratorial grin and elbowed Damon in the ribs. “Plenty of other benefits. Gotta think long and hard about those, aye?”

Malon set her bowl down on the table with a bit more force than she needed to. “If we’re quite finished discussing the results of solas’s life choices, would anyone care to return to the search at hand?”

They set out as a group of four, traveling southwest. It was an area that Damon, Vel, and Ria had always avoided as children due to the steepness of the terrain and the thick lanes of bramble bushes it harbored during the spring and summer.

“One of the wildfires last year cleared out a path down into the gorge,” explained Malon. “I have never had much reason to spend much time down there myself, but if Obi happened to stumble across the area, he may have felt so compelled.”

“He does like to climb when he’s in the mood,” said Jonna. “True Divine. That child had better have a good apology ready for making us go through this work once we find him.”

She seemed utterly convinced of the fact that Obi was still alive and well, and Damon had to suppress a growing sliver of uncertainty as to whether that would truly be the case. 

By Jonna’s account, it had already been several days since he’d gone missing. Each passing hour made it increasingly unlikely that the situation would resolve itself without tragedy.

The path Malon had mentioned led down into a rocky gorge by way of several steep, diagonal switchbacks. Damon marveled at how much more there was to the area than he’d realized as a child. 

The bottom had been an old riverbed and was clear of all but a few charred tree remnants and a thin layer of last season’s ash. He could see where the appeal might come from in the case of drawing a young, adventurous lad.

He’d already begun searching for Obi when he heard the noises. Someone was shouting for help over a chorus of loud growls and barks.

“There!” cried Jonna. “Oh, Rovahn’s luck! Obi!”

She pointed at the slope opposite the one they’d climbed down. Obi, a stout young man of fifteen or sixteen, had his back to a cliff face twenty or so feet above the ground. Beneath him, a group of wild dogs was barking and attempting to scamper up to snap at his legs.

“Savage beasts!” cried Kent. “Don’t you worry, Obi! I’ll handle them!”

He drew his sword and charged forward. Damon guessed what was about to happen from Kent’s stance a full second and a half before it did. Three of the dogs attacked him at once, sinking their teeth into his legs and dodging his attempts to slash at him with his weapon.

Damon drew his wrathblade, feeling slightly relieved at the fact that the encounter wouldn’t require its hidden abilities. He used it to hold the animals off simply by pointing it at them, and when one attempted to sneak up behind him, he gave it a solid kick to the mouth to dissuade it.

He’d never fought dogs before in the arena, but he still relied on the principles he’d learned tending to the beasts as a gladiator. There was little point in fighting them. He pulled a small piece of dried beef from the lunch satchel Malon had prepared and lobbed it across the gorge.

Most of the wild dogs took off. Two continued to harass Kent. Damon approached them, shouting wordlessly and tapping the tip of his weapon on the ground. One of them bolted, while the other continued to snarl.

“You stupid animal!” screamed Kent. He brought his sword up, clearly intent on cleaving the dog in two for the trouble it had given him. Damon caught the blade of the man’s sword against his own before it could finish coming down.

“Relax,” said Damon. “It’s just a dog. Looks more like a stray than anything.”

He tossed the rest of the dried beef in another direction, and the last of their mighty opponents scampered off in hopes of an easy meal. Damon glanced up to see Obi shakily climbing his way down the cliff, face pale and bruised on one side.

“Oh, my sweet boy!” cried Jonna. “Come here! What in the Leandra’s name were you thinking?”

She pulled him into a tight hug, which was both heartwarming and a little odd to see, given that Obi was several inches taller than her. Damon glanced over at Malon, who was watching him, rather than the reunion. She gave him a proud smile and a small nod of her head.

“I was just exploring,” muttered Obi. “Like Vestatille does sometimes. Like a green scout would.”

“You could have told us that,” said Jonna. “Your father and I wouldn’t have stopped you.”

“I… found something,” said Obi.

He pointed a finger to the side of one of the steep cliffs composing the gorge’s interior. Damon jogged over, noticing an irregularity in a section of rock mostly covered by thick moss and tangled vines.

There was a perfectly circular pattern set into the rock, with grooves along the edge and various Remenai rune words etched into its surface. Damon ran a hand over it, realizing from its shape and size that it only made sense for it to be some sort of passageway.

“Aesta,” he called. “Did you know this was here?”

Malon shook her head, a small frown creasing the edges of her mouth. “I had no idea. This looks to be some sort of ancient Rem tomb. I don’t recognize these runes, however. It must be ancient, far older than the clans that currently occupy this region.”

Damon leaned his weight forward against the rock and was surprised to feel it shift slightly, enough for him to sink his fingers into the gap at one side. He slowly began to pull it open, and though the act took all his strength, he could feel himself making progress.

“Solas,” said Malon, setting a hand on his shoulder. “Perhaps it might be best for us to return another time?”

She gestured toward Jonna and Obi, who both looked exhausted in different shades, physically and emotionally.

“Of course,” he said. “We should head home.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
Damon could sense a palpable feeling of relief among the group as they returned to the farmstead. Malon set about preparing food for Obi, while Jonna fussed over her son’s scrapes and bruises. Kent waited outside, and it was clear after a few minutes that Jonna’s goal was to return to Morotai with Obi as soon as possible.

“We could always take you back, if you’d rather ride in the carriage,” offered Malon.

 “Oh, that’s quite alright,” said Jonna. “It’s barely midafternoon. We’ll make it home with plenty of time to spare before dark.”

“That’s good,” said Damon. “I’m sure the sleeping arrangements in your tent wouldn’t be nearly as comfortable with three people.” 

He couldn’t resist getting the quip in after the way Jonna had teased him earlier.

“Very true,” said Jonna, irritably. “With us gone, it’ll just be you and your aesta bumping into each other, it seems.”

Malon cleared her throat. “Well, know that you’re always welcome, Jonna. You as well, young Oberon. Please remember that if you ever accidentally wander out of Morotai again, you should at the very least leave word with us here before disappearing into the Malagantyan.”

“I will,” muttered Obi.

Damon and Malon watched Jonna, Kent, and Obi start back up the road to Morotai from the tower’s entrance. The uncertain ambience between him and Malon seemed to grow more oppressive with each step their visitors took into the distance.

He had no idea what Malon would allow him to get away with in terms of their teasing and affection. Moreover, after the way she’d handled him last night, figuratively and literally, he was left wondering if perhaps she was now the one leading the reins.

“We didn’t tend to all of the chores yesterday,” said Malon. “There is a wealth of work for us to address before we settle in for the night.”

“I’d be happy to get straight to work, aesta,” he said. “Whatever you need.”

“Good.” She licked her lips, glancing toward the stable shed. “I could use your help with the horses. Their stalls need to be cleaned, and they could use some food and some exercise.”

“I’ll ride them both.”

“Take your time,” said Malon. “I’ll be getting my hands dirty in the garden until dinner.”

“Of course,” he said.

He smiled at her and saw the way she suppressed her own reaction. The tension was still there, but it made his heart race now instead of contributing to the awkwardness. It was just him and Malon on the farmstead. They would work now, share dinner and wine later, and perhaps after that…

He didn’t let himself finish the thought, knowing it would only lead to him spending the afternoon feeling a certain amount of frustration. The horses were happy to see him, and he spent a minute brushing them before tending to their more direct needs.

For some reason, his thoughts lingered on Jonna’s words from that morning. He’d put his life on hold to come back to Malon and the farm, and it had been justified. He was genuinely concerned about her safety, from both his father’s debtors and the other dangers she’d described to him.

But if that had been the only factor keeping him at the tower, he would have long since begun to chafe against the remote, routine lifestyle. Damon saddled one of the horses and brought it out into the clearing.

He saw Malon watching him from her garden as he climbed onto the animal and urged it into a trot. He waved to her and saw her flash a broad smile back in response. 

He loved her, and he loved being home. He felt like he was where he was supposed to be, and he couldn’t help but wonder if his attraction to Malon as a woman was merely the logical extension of how comfortable he’d grown at the tower.

If that was the case, it was entirely possible that she was right about him needing to find a new outlet for his energy. He frowned, feeling like his thoughts were stuck in a loop as he continued to steer his horse in a lap around the edge of the clearing.

He did the same with the second horse, gave them both food and water, and started to move on to the next chore. He’d only taken a few steps away from the stable shed when he heard a rustle come from the nearby forest.

It came and went abruptly enough to enflame Damon’s suspicions. He set a hand on the hilt of his sword, remembering the Rem brigand from earlier in the week as he identified the silhouette of a stranger amidst the foliage.

He drew his wrathblade and attacked in the same motion. There was a heavy thunk as the edge sank into a stiff piece of blackwood too hard for it to properly cut through, followed an instant later by an amused, mocking chuckle.

“Young Damon,” cooed Ria. “Is this truly the greeting you are about after so much time apart?”

He yanked his sword back, surprised by the amount of strength it took to free it from the shaft of Ria’s spear. He grinned, sheathing his weapon and pulling his fellow former orphan into a tight hug.

“Ria!” he said. “You came back.”

She separated from him, dropping the tip of her spear and leaning forward against it. “I told you I would. Are you of that much surprise simply because I’m a few evenings late?”

Ria’s deep violet eyes were brimming with an intense emotion that Damon couldn’t quite place. She was tall and beautiful, an inch or two taller than he was, in fact. Her body was a lithe mixture of wispy, feminine curves and toned muscle.

She wore a leather tunic with horizontal slits in a few strategic places displaying her taut stomach, and the cleavage of her fairly mid-sized breasts. She’d cut her black hair boyishly short, which emphasized the tips of her pointed ears, but she’d left the lock of silver that hung in front playfully long.

“I knew you’d be back soon enough,” he lied. “Come on. I’m sure aesta will be happy to see you, too.”

“Happy may be an overestimation, but I have no doubt she will find my return of interest.”

Damon couldn’t keep the grin off his face as he trotted alongside her. Malon had gone inside at some point, and he opened the door to the tower to let Ria enter before him.

“Merinian chivalry is so quaint,” sighed Ria. 

Malon was stoking the fire, and the surprise and relief were obvious in her expression when she turned around.

“Seta,” she said, softly.

“Malon,” replied Ria. “I have returned. I promised Damon that I would check in. I hope my visit does not become of so many complications, this time around.”

Damon suppressed a wince as he remembered the way the two women had fought with their magic previously. The feeling between them now wasn’t warm, exactly, but it at least seemed less volatile than it had been in the past.

“You’re always welcome here, seta,” said Malon. “I was going to start the preparations for dinner. Does beef stew sound agreeable to the both of you?”

“I’ll always eat your stew, aesta,” said Damon.

Ria’s eyebrow twitched. “Such eagerness. Though I can hardly disagree. It has been a long journey, Malon. I would be of appreciation toward whatever you deign to cook.”

“I still have some work left to finish,” said Damon. “We had a bit of a situation today and yesterday and the chores have started to pile up.”

“Nonsense, solas,” said Malon. “We can play catch up tomorrow.”

“I have no qualms about helping,” said Ria.

Damon found that slightly odd, given how Ria had always been reluctant to volunteer to help out around the farm during their childhood. 

“Both of you, please, sit,” said Malon. “Relax. Let me cook and handle dinner. I’d like nothing more for us to simply have a quiet evening sharing in each other’s company.”

There was a glow to Malon that reminded Damon of just how much she cared for them. It stirred an odd conflict within him, and again, he couldn’t help but wonder if his time alone with her on the farmstead had distorted his perception of who they were to each other.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
“I saw Jonna and her son departing along the road on my way here,” said Ria. “Were the two of you hosting visitors?”

“We actually helped Jonna and her, uh, hired mercenary locate her son,” said Damon. He launched into an explanation of what had happened that morning and the previous day, omitting his own shenanigans with Malon and the incident with Jonna.

“Interesting,” said Ria. “Have there been any other abnormal events across the last few days?”

Her phrasing made Damon lift an eyebrow, but he answered her question, regardless. “Actually, yes. A Remenai burglar attempted to force his way through the window the night before last. Aesta and I chased him off.”

“Ah,” said Ria. “How very strange.”

Damon wanted to ask if she might know of any particular suspects, but Ria had risen from the table and moved to the door leading to her and Vel’s room. She gave several exaggerated sniffs before glancing back at him and Malon.

“It smells as though someone has been having sex in my room,” said Ria.

Damon chuckled, noticing the way Malon flinched in surprise.

“It’s, um, possible that Jonna and her mercenary friend were, well…” Malon trailed off, her face turning a rather deep shade of red. “I’ll replace your quilt before you head to bed, seta.”

“I would appreciate that greatly,” said Ria. “Truth be told, I am of some surprise to find you back before me, Damon. My understanding was of your plan to return to your career as a dance warrior.”

“Gladiator,” he corrected. “I did return to Avaricia, for a time. It… ended poorly.”

He left it at that. 

Part of him hoped that Malon would find time to explain what had happened with Austine at the Gilded Amphitheater and save him from having to relate the tragedy himself. He wasn’t at the point where he could speak much on the subject without his voice betraying the pain he still felt.

“Ah.” Ria reached a hand out, setting it atop his. “That is a shame. Though I am sure Malon appreciates having her precious solas home and around the tower.”

The edge of teasing still in her voice swept away Damon’s dour mood before it could dig its teeth in. He smiled at her, running his thumb along one of the fingers of the hand she had on top of his. He couldn’t help but wonder, in light of how intimate they’d been when she’d last left the farmstead, if they could simply pick up from where they left off.

“There’s plenty of heavy lifting for me to set my arms to, along with ploughing the fields,” he said.

“I hope all of your focus has not been on ploughing Malon’s field, Damon,” said Ria. “I admire your swordsmanship. Though, I found that strike you ambushed me with to be rather lacking of intensity.”

Malon shifted in the direction of the table, looking as though she wanted to cut in, but Damon was quicker with his own response.

“That attack was intended to disable, rather than kill,” he said. “I think you’d find that I’d be more than you could handle in the sparring ring.”

“I think you would be surprised by what I can handle,” said Ria. “Have you forgotten how we used to wrestle as children?”

“I remember pinning you about as often as you pinned me by the time I hit my growth spurt.”

“Yes, as I remember spanking your backside in retaliation for whenever you tore at my clothing.”

Malon cleared her throat. “I could use your help on a number of chores that are currently overdue before the two of you shift your focus toward your training tomorrow.”

“Of course, aesta,” said Damon, still looking at Ria. “We’ll be sure to tend to the chores before going at it.”

Ria flashed a slightly twisted smile. “It sounds as though young Damon wants to receive another spanking.”

“You’re confident now, but you’ll be begging for mercy by the time I’m finished.”

“Of that, we shall see.”

Malon began serving the food, which provided a moment of relief from their increasingly charged verbal banter. The stew was hearty, with thick cubes of beef, potatoes, and fresh peas seasoned with salt and spices.

Damon savored his own portion, but he noticed how quickly Ria devoured hers and asked for seconds. She looked a bit thinner than usual, a fact which made him begin to worry as soon as he noticed it.

“What have you been up to recently?” he asked. 

“Oh, this and that.” She shrugged. “Nothing of major interest.”

“You’re always so vague,” he muttered.

He felt a foot kick his underneath the table and resisted the urge to push the point.

“Why don’t you ask her about the discovery you made, solas?” suggested Malon.

He pursed his lips. “Good idea. Ria, in the bottom of the gorge to the southwest, we found what appears to be the entranceway to an ancient Rem tomb.”

“Now that is interesting…” said Ria. “Had it been accessed previously?”

“The door was closed, and it was set into the cliff wall in a manner that nearly hid its presence,” said Damon.

“I would quite like to see it.” Ria spooned up the last of her second helping of food with a thoughtful expression. “If you are the first to locate it in modern times, treasures might well be present within.”

“Music to my ears,” said Damon. He hadn’t forgotten his father’s debts, and in fact, felt a growing amount of background stress over when the next group of thugs or mercenaries would show up to demand a payment.

“Would you care to delve into this dungeon tomorrow, then?” asked Ria.

“It’s a date,” said Damon. “We’ll head out as soon as we’ve finished with our chores and finished sparring.”

“Still of the mood for a spanking, then?” she teased.

“I wonder if you’ll be so glib once I’ve pushed you face down into the grass?”

Malon cleared her throat. “Chores first, remember. I also think it would be best if I came along when you begin investigating this tomb, if only to keep the two of you from stumbling into trouble.”

“Of course, aesta,” said Damon.

The day ahead required them to rise early, and they began preparing for bed almost as soon as they’d finished eating. Malon slipped outside to grab a new  quilt, leaving Damon and Ria alone in the common room.

“I see Malon is of a mind to repair my old bed,” she said, running a hand along the conspicuous furniture project still occupying the center of the space.

“It makes sense,” said Damon. “I doubt she was comfortable with the idea of us having to share beds.”

Ria held his gaze, and her violet eyes were like stained glass windows in how they reflected the light of the hearth.

“We’re grown adults now, young Damon,” she said, slowly. “It’s impossible to ignore just how inappropriate that would be.”

He had no idea what to say to that, and even less of an idea of what he truly wanted. He was aware of the subtle balancing act taking place, the tension between Ria and Malon, how fragile the roles they’d all occupied since their childhood had become.

“Seta.” Malon appeared at the door with a neatly folded quilt. “Here.”

“Ah,” she replied. “Thank you.”

She shot one last glance at Damon, her expression seeming to mirror his own uncertainty, and disappeared into the second bedroom.

“You should head to bed as well, solas,” said Malon. “Tomorrow will be a busy day for you.”

“No doubt,” he said. He hesitated for only a moment before deciding to take at least one minor risk that night. “I seem to have tangled my quilt. Would you care to spread it out for me again tonight?”

Damon saw Malon suppressing a smile, the movement more evident more in the way that her faint cheek freckles twitched than in her mouth.

She drew in close to him, looking him up and down with patient, loving eyes.

“You’re capable of making your own bed,” she said. “Goodnight, solas.”

She gave him a chaste kiss on the side and gently brushed by, disappearing toward her bedroom.

 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
Damon woke up with the worst case of morning oak he’d ever experienced in his adult life. He blamed it entirely on Ria and Malon, or more accurately, their dream manifestations.

For a few minutes, he weighed continuing his game with Malon before deciding that it was too dangerous. If Ria discovered him grinding into their aesta from behind, the careful balance he’d respected the previous night would be lobbed out the window.

He was a grown man, and as he’d described to Malon the day before last, he knew when it was time to polish his own sword. Even just wrapping his fingers around his throbbing erection was enough to send pleasure pulsating through the rest of his body.

He leaned his head back, eyes fluttering as he remembered a few of his loaded exchanges with Malon and Ria from the previous day. Even Jonna made an appearance in his imagination as he thought of how her plump ass had felt against his member. If she hadn’t stopped him in such a hurry, he would have delighted in getting a few more thrusts in, married woman or not.

“Oh!” Malon’s voice coincided with the unfortunate sound of his bedroom door opening. “I… didn’t mean to wake you.”

Damon rushed to shift the sheet over himself, though if anything, it simply drew more of Malon’s attention down to the hardness he was attempting to hide. He felt far more embarrassed than he would have expected, but it was his aesta who’d caught him, after all.

“I was already up,” he said. “I mean. I was simply readying myself for the day.”

“Of course.” Malon nodded as though nothing unusual had happened, though she had her gaze turned away from him to an unnatural extent. “I just wanted to check on your appetite. I’m cooking bacon. Thick slices.”

“Bacon sounds good.”

“Right,” she said. She hesitated as she started to close the door, finally glancing at him again. “Good morning, solas.”

“Good morning, aesta.”

 She entered his room, blushing and smiling as she crossed the floor to his bed. She had on one of her old nightgowns, the fabric threadbare and loose in a few places. As she leaned forward, the neckline billowed open, giving Damon a gratuitous view of her milky white cleavage.

She kissed him on the cheek with lips that felt hot to his skin. “I’ll let you finish readying yourself.”

“Ah…” He suppressed a cringe and cleared his throat. “I’m sure it won’t take too long.”

Malon left his bedroom. Despite how primed he was for the type of relief he needed, Damon found that he was simply too self-aware to continue polishing his sword with the knowledge of his aesta being in the common room, wise to his horny ways.

He dressed slowly, focusing on his breathing to calm himself down through a more subtle, but less enjoyable means. Ria was already eating at the table, her plate stacked high with bacon and freshly baked scones.

“You need to eat better when you’re out on your own, seta,” chided Malon.

“I eat well enough,” she replied. “There is no need for you to be of such worry for me.”

“I will always worry,” said Malon. “It’s just the way of things.”

Damon mostly listened to their conversation as he chewed his own food, still out of sorts after the early morning interruption. Malon had a range of questions for Ria about the movements of a few of the larger Remenai clans further north of them.

Ria, for the most part, was her perpetually vague self. She gave a few direct answers and a couple of cryptic warnings. Damon came to the conclusion that she probably didn’t know much beyond what she’d revealed and was veiling her answers to their aesta for her own amusement.

After breakfast, he went through the backlog of chores at a blistering pace. He weeded the melon and berry patches. He brushed and fed the horses. He broke a sweat chopping firewood, carrying it back to the tower in dangerously high stacks. 

Ria had apparently finished her work at a similar speed, as he found her waiting for him by the lake once he’d finished. She’d changed out of her tunic and into one of Vel’s shirts, a rather flirty blue blouse that looked incredible on her, if slightly out of character.

“Young Damon,” she called. “I see the spring in your step. You are of such eagerness to face me?”

He grinned and rolled out one of his wrists. “I’ve been looking forward to this all morning. I rather like the idea of pinning you down and making you squeal.”

“Mmm, you are extremely cocky,” said Ria. “I hope for the sake of your ego that you can back those words up.”

They both took their shoes off and faced each other at a distance of a few paces. They’d done a small amount of sparring the last time she’d been at the farmstead, but certainly not enough for either of them to figure the other out.

It began as a game of feints. Damon would make as though to grab at Ria’s arms or fake a dive at her legs, only to watch her spin to the left or right, or dive completely over him. 

She retaliated with a series of grapples of her own, her supple body briefly pressing into Damon’s back as she attempted to lever him into a reverse trip.

He spun amidst her grip, his fingers groping for leverage against one of her thighs. Ria shifted, and the movement threw them both off balance. 

The real wrestling began in earnest as they both tumbled to the ground, entangled in each other’s limbs. Though Ria was slightly taller than him, Damon was the stronger and heavier, by far.

He used his advantage to its full extent, constantly rolling and foiling her attempts to set him up for a submission hold. She grunted and twisted, one of her hands trying to push back against his chest.

Damon flipped her onto her stomach and pulled one of her arms back, straddling her. Ria wiggled underneath him, continuing to make heavy, labored noises that sounded far more lewd than they should have.

“I hope you don’t think you’ve got me,” hissed Ria.

Damon leaned in closer, pushing the weight of his upper body down between her shoulders as his crotch pressed against her butt. “I’ve already had you.”

“Careful, Damon,” whispered Ria. “Arrogance is a dangerous weakness to be about.”

She shifted suddenly, trying to buck him off her. Damon held firm, pressing her down with his forearm.

“Ria,” he whispered. “I think it’s about time you admit defeat.”

“I am far from defeated, young Damon, and I think it’s about time you—”

He gave her butt a hard slap, eliciting a sudden gasp that sounded as much of pleasure as it did of pain. Ria bucked again and Damon shifted position, not trying to hide how hard the wrestling had made him as his erection pressed into her soft behind.

“You cheeky little brat,” hissed Ria. “What will be about next? Pulling my hair?”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Why don’t you try it and find out?”

He was reaching a hand toward Ria’s scalp when Malon’s voice called to them from the tower.

“Solas? Seta? Are you finished with your chores?”

Damon hesitated, knowing that if they didn’t answer, Malon would simply come find them. They weren’t exactly hidden from view in their current position. He ran a hand down Ria’s side, resisting the urge to thrust his erection against her, though only just.

“We’re finished, aesta,” called Damon.

Malon looked them over with a disapproving frown as they arrived back at the tower, both with sweaty faces and tousled hair. She’d changed into a tunic and leggings, and she carried a small traveling bag over her shoulder.

“I thought now would be a good time to return to the gorge,” she said. “It’s already midday and we’ll be in a race against the setting sun if we wait.”

“I see no reason why not,” said Damon. “Let me grab my wrathblade and meet you by the edge of the clearing.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
They set off without delay, passing through the forest on much the same path they’d taken the previous day. There was no sign of the wild dogs at the gorge, though that was unsurprising to Damon, given the lack of easily available food nearby.

“This is it,” he said, approaching the circular stone entranceway.

“Fascinating,” whispered Ria. “Yes. You were right to take interest in this discovery. Do you see these rune words here, and over here?”

Damon focused on the points she’d indicated. The words meant nothing to him, but there was a level of intricacy to them that harbored a sense of solemnity.

“This is no ordinary tomb,” said Ria. “It is a kestian.”

“Kestian?” echoed Malon. “I am sorry, seta. This is a Remenai word I find myself unfamiliar with.”

“I would be of difficulty translating it with perfect accuracy,” said Ria. “It is a place of worship, but worship of rebirth, rather than death. A type of constructed womb for a person seeking reincarnation to section themselves within.”

“Are you speaking of the Forsaken?” asked Damon.

He glanced at Malon, noticing the sudden intensity of her expression. As a crest sorceress sworn to Lascivious, she had direct experience with at least one of the Forsaken, the reincarnating demigods who wielded so much control over their realm.

Damon’s own experience with them was limited to his brief encounter with Avarice, who he’d thrown his sword at after Austine’s death. He forced his thoughts away from that memory, knowing it was neither the time nor the place.

“The Venmalese, or Forsaken, as you Merinians so often call them, have existed since ancient times,” said Ria. “The Remenai did not always denounce the Venmalese for their evil, manipulative ways, as most of us do now. There was a time when my people revered them as minor gods.”

She ran a hand over the stone entranceway. Malon stepped in closer, letting her hand rest on Ria’s shoulder.

“Seta,” she said, in a quiet voice. “Is there danger within this place?”

“Perhaps,” said Ria. “It is hard to say. The purpose of a kestian was to pay respect to each of the Venmalese in hopes that its occupant, usually a disabled or dying clan member of high standing, would be reborn in their image.”

“Tis a foolish hope,” said Malon. “The Divine Remnants have no control over where they reincarnate or who their eternal souls bond to.”

“I don’t mean to claim otherwise,” said Ria. “I’m of no strong belief when it comes to the supposed divinity of the Venmalese. I consider them to be demons. I… worry for you in that regard, Malon, given the oath you’ve sworn.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, seta,” said Malon. “Truly, I do. But now is not the time to discuss it.”

“I agree,” said Ria.

Malon took a step back, folding her arms and scrunching up her expression. “Though if this kestian, as you call it, is truly meant to worship all of the Divine Remnants equally, then I don’t think it’s wise for me to join you on this expedition.”

“Why not?” asked Damon.

“The Divine Remnants have certain… senses, in regard to latent magical energies aimed in their direction. It may be that entering such a place, as the recipient of Lascivious’s crest, could alert or even draw the presence of her rivals.”

“That is not a risk we should be about,” said Ria.

“Agreed.” Damon took Malon’s hand and squeezed it. “We’ll be careful, aesta. It’s probably best for you to wait for us back at the tower.”

He could see the concern in Malon’s eyes, but she slowly nodded her assent. “Be careful. Both of you. If you haven’t returned by sunset, I’ll come looking.”

“I will make sure your precious solas stays out of trouble, Malon,” said Ria. “Thank you for being agreeable about this. I am of optimism toward what this historical find might hold, both in terms of knowledge and treasure.”

Malon drew forward briefly to kiss Damon on the cheek before turning and heading back up the trail leading out of the gorge. He glanced at Ria, who’d watched the exchange with an interesting expression, and then set his sights on the circular stone door.

“Push it forward,” said Ria. “It looks as though it will then be able to slide sideways.”

“Let’s hope so.” He grunted as he continued to match his weight against the doors. “Why, exactly, aren’t you helping?”

“Kestians are sometimes used by my people as fire shelters when a clan cannot be of proper distance from a mala, a wildfire,” said Ria.

Damon felt a rush of triumph as the stone finally shifted and began to roll sideways. “Your point being?”

“I’ve heard stories of entire communities becoming trapped inside kestians and slowly starving to death,” she said. “The doors are rather difficult to open from the inside.”

She’d found a large stone the length of her arm and several times as wide. As soon as Damon had the sliding door far enough to the side for them both to pass, she set the stone down against the carved track it was rolling on, preventing it from easing back into a closed position.

“Better to be safe,” said Ria. “I would not be of worry, however, regardless. Malon did say she’d return if we lingered here for too long.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” Damon felt a rising sense of claustrophobia at the idea, which was amplified as he stared into the pitch blackness that lay ahead of them.

Ria had brought a small lantern with her, and with some effort, she was able to light it and set it illuminating the space ahead of them. She still had her spear hanging across her shoulders in a manner that caused it to briefly bump against the edges of the circular entranceway.

“Is there anything else we should be expecting?” asked Damon, as he followed at her side. The air was cool within the kestian, but nauseatingly stale.

“Traps,” she replied. “Both of the standard variety and magical. Enemies, perhaps, as well.”

“Are you being serious?”

“This is no jest,” said Ria. “The Remenai of old had much greater access to what we call magic than any culture alive today. There could well be enchanted golems within, or the bound servants of some long dead plains witch or wizard. I am not of enough certainty to claim otherwise.”

Damon slowly drew his wrathblade, though with the two of them still within the narrow entrance hallway, he knew he’d be hard pressed to use it effectively.

The path began to slope downward after a few feet, though it otherwise ran in a straight line. It felt to Damon as though they’d passed beyond an early threshold as they entered far enough for the light from the entrance to no longer be seen over their shoulder.

The walls to either side were both long, rolling canvasses of stone. The tunnel’s original constructors had seemingly carved reliefs of dramatic, ancient battle scenes. Damon felt a chill run through him as he began paying attention to them, noting that most were of entire armies warring against singular men and women.

“The Venmalese,” said Ria. “As I told you, this place was of their worship.”

Damon paused in front of a carving that depicted a haggard old woman gesturing angrily with one hand as the weapons and armor melted off the group of opponents in front of her. He thought at once at Avarice, the Gilded Amphitheater, and his desperate display of fury.

“I tried to kill one of them once,” he said.

Ria scoffed. “Within the embrace of your dreams, perhaps?”

She kept walking, only slowing to a stop when she realized that Damon was serious and still staring at the artwork behind her.

“Damon,” she muttered. “You’re serious?”

He nodded. “I didn’t succeed. Obviously. I’ll tell you the full story later.”

Ria blinked, her nostrils flaring slightly as the implication of what he was saying hit her. Damon wasn’t sure if it was her restraint that kept her from asking more, or their surroundings. They continued, eventually reaching the end of the hallway and coming to face another door.

It was different from the entranceway, a simple rectangle of iron bound wooden slats with a rusted handhold at the bottom. Damon glanced at Ria before dropping to a crouch to take hold of it.

“Be ready with the lantern,” he said. “I want to see whatever is on the other side of this door as soon as it’s open.”

“I’ll make sure of it.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
Damon was pleasantly surprised by the ease of which the door slid upward compared to the stone slab he’d moved earlier. It caught as the handhold bumped into the top of the doorframe, holding open, at least for the moment. 

He felt slightly concerned that they might need to find another suitable object to hold it open in case it wasn’t accessible from within. It was a fleeting thought in the face of what the lantern revealed in front of them.

“Jad’s mercy…” muttered Ria.

They stood at the mouth of a large, high ceilinged chamber. A disproportional statue of a bald, eyeless head stood in the center of the room. Surrounding it were more than a dozen corpses, though calling them that seemed overly generous toward how little of what was left could be described as flesh.

The air was filled with the subtle stink of petrified death. The mostly skeletal remains of the kestian’s unfortunate denizens were arrayed sitting against walls, or spread out across the floor.

They were still clad in the clothing they’d died in, and still carrying the weapons they’d seemingly brought for protection. There was no obvious indication to what had killed them, which made Damon think of starvation, which also made him increasingly anxious about the rather underwhelming rock Ria had used to bar the rolling rock door open with.

“Thoughts?” asked Damon.

Ria walked deeper into the room, carrying the lantern with her and slowly bringing it around to get a complete view.

“There was a battle of some sort,” she said. “Some of them still have their weapons in hand. Who or what it was against, I am of no guesses.”

“This is a question I should likely have asked earlier, but how effective is your tempesting magic underground?”

“As grisly as a scene this is, it obviously cannot hurt us,” said Ria. “To answer your question, it is substantially more difficult for me to harness the power of storms in such a place.”

As a tempester, a spellblood capable of channeling the power of lightning and ambient static, Ria was extremely powerful. Damon still remembered the intensity she’d showed during their fight against Shank and his men. It wasn’t exactly comforting for him to think that she would be limited to fighting within the kestian under such a major restriction.

“Is it possible, though?”

A sharp edge of anger and irritation entered her reply. “For those who have spent decades apprenticing under master tempesters, perhaps. In case you overlooked it, I am not of that privilege, young Damon. I did not grow up within a clan, let alone one harboring that kind of talent, and I haven’t had—” 

“Hey.” He reached out, touching her shoulder. “I wasn’t trying to question your usefulness. We’ll manage, regardless.”

She set her free hand on top of his and exhaled, nodding slowly. 

“Let’s start by taking the obvious approach.” Damon crossed the chamber, stepping around the statue to reach the door on the far side. It was identical to the one they’d entered through, and he crouched low to take grip of its grimy handhold.

The door refused to budge. Damon tried for nearly a full minute before abandoning his attempt. Ria was still scrutinizing the chamber, her gaze now focused on the statue in its center. He drew up beside her, slowly forming his own conclusion as she appeared to form hers.

“This is a taifa,” said Ria. “A minor demon which features in many Remenai legends.”

“Taifa?”

“It roughly translates to biter.” Ria flashed a wide, toothy grin for emphasis.

“If the kestian is intended to be a shrine to the Forsaken, who do you think this chamber was intended to worship?” asked Damon. “Famine?”

Ria scrunched her mouth to the side and then gave a slow, pensive nod. “I would assume so.”

Damon took a slow breath, hating the way the air smelled and tasted. “Do you think these people starved to death?”

“In truth, I doubt we’ll ever be of knowing,” said Ria. “It is unimportant. The question we seek to answer is what will unlock the door ahead of us. This is a puzzle. That much seems obvious.”

They spent the next few minutes investigating the room’s obvious centerpiece. The taifa statue was as intricately sculpted as it was ugly and discomforting. The front of it was a grotesque mockery of a face, a wide-open mouth pulled up into a dimpled grin, jaw stuffed with too many teeth by half.

The lack of a nose, eyes, or hair line made the statue all the more unnerving, especially given the fact that it was otherwise as tall as a man, and far heavier. It was a disembodied head, with six powerful clawed legs protruding from its bottom. A painter’s nightmare of insect and distilled ugliness.

Its tongue was visible within its giant jaws and matched the same distorted motif of the rest of the monster. It was thin and long, and it lay rolled into a coil like a sleeping snake against the inside of the taifa’s mouth.

“Maybe we try poking its teeth?” suggested Damon.

Ria gave him a look that made the idea feel as ineffectual as it had originally sounded in his head. Lacking more reasonable options, they gave it a try, regardless.

“Not with our hands,” said Ria, drawing her spear. “Too much risk.”

Damon drew his own wrathblade, and they spent the next few minutes poking and prodding the inside of the taiga’s mouth. They tried teasing its tongue with their weapons afterward, again with no visible success.

“Hold on,” said Damon.

He reached into his satchel, pulling out some of the lunch Malon had prepared for them. Ria’s eyebrows lifted, and she brought a hand to her chin, stroking it in thought.

“Interesting,” she muttered. “Yes. Your plan is to see if the mouth reacts to the presence of food?”

His plan had, in fact, been to munch on salted beef, but he nodded sagely and acted like they were of the same mind.

“Be ready,” he said. “There’s no telling what this might trigger.”

He was expecting it to be nothing, to the point of only breaking off a fingernail sized piece of meat to expose to the grime of the statue’s mouth. He flicked it in, watching it spin through the air and bounce once before coming to a stop just short of the tip of the taifa’s tongue.

The change was immediate. The pale stone of the taifa’s body shifted into a more vital, pinkish hue. The jaws snapped shut, teeth striking together with such force that the resulting crack sent a stab through Damon’s ears.

“Get back!” shouted Ria.

Damon tossed the rest of his food aside, taking up a grip on his wrathblade as the reanimated monster began to scuttle across the floor. It moved like an unbalanced crab, the top of its heavy head swaying unsteadily with each step.

He and Ria both gave ground, circling around it, rather than launching the first attack. It was a wary strategy, and it would have been a wise approach under different circumstances.

The taifa lashed out with its tongue. Damon realized that he’d vastly underestimated the length of the appendage as he watched it soar through the air, toward Ria.

She attempted to swat it aside with her spear, but the taifa had a surprising amount of control. The tongue dodged sideways, threading past Ria’s guard, and began wrapping itself around the length of her body.

“Disgusting!” she cried. “Damon! Do something!”

He rushed forward, slashing at the tongue. With a shocking amount of strength, the taifa simply lifted Ria higher, keeping Damon’s attack from getting the angle it needed to sever the appendage and save her.

He watched in horror as the tongue began teasing at Ria, sliding underneath the borrowed blouse she wore. She was glaring, but her face took on a sudden embarrassed flush as the tongue slipped downward, sneaking under the waistline of her leggings.

“Ugh!” she cried. “Damon, its… oh!”

A shudder ran through her as the tongue seemed to bob forward and back between her legs. Further along its length, the edge of the tongue pulled her blouse all the way up, revealing Ria’s full breasts, each one emphasized by the faint tan lines left by the pattern of her most often worn tunic.

“Ria!” he shouted. “Are you alright?”

Her answer cut off into a lusty squeal on first response. Flailing her legs, Ria made a halfhearted attempt at closing her thighs and then gasped. Her back arched as the tongue continue to do whatever it was it was doing, and Damon suspected it could only be one thing.

“Stop watching and do something!” she screamed. “This is not the time for you to, ah, be about your per… per… perversions!”

“Right!”

Damon gripped his wrathblade tight and launched into an attack, aiming for the taifa’s body in lieu of being able to reach its tongue. He was surprised at the ease of which his sword sank into its grotesque head, drawing a spurt of blood that oozed in streaks down its pallid face.

Ria let out a sudden, lewd gasp. He could see the monster continuing its violations of her out of the corner of his eye, along with the way she continued to feebly fight back. Damon took aim at the center section of his tongue a safe difference from further up, where it was busy wrapping and probing into its captive.

He flung his sword in one of the fanciful attack arcs he and Austine had spent many long days perfecting in the training circles. It spun hilt over tip, gleaming in the light of the lantern, and cut straight through the taifa’s tongue. Ria fell to the ground in a sprawl, rushing to pull the tongue off her even before rising to her feet.

The monster let out a hideous roar and began to thrash and seize. Damon’s focus was on retrieving his sword, but his expectation of the taifa falling into a rage and rushing to overwhelm him proved to be wrong. 

It moved around the room wildly, like a blinded giant, smashing into skeletal remains and bumping off walls. Damon helped Ria to her feet, noting how her legs continued to quiver unsteadily. Her face was flushed, and she glared at him when their eyes met.

“May I ask why you were of such slowness in freeing me?” she snapped.

“I… was just surprised. It caught me off guard with how easily it, ah, handled you.”

“We will never speak of this again.”

The taifa eventually found its way back to its original position, and with the same suddenness it had come to life with originally, it turned back to hard stone. Damon picked up his wrathblade and spent a few minutes poking its hard exterior for confirmation.

“Try the door,” he told Ria.

She took the lantern over and gave the handhold a pull. It swung upward without any resistance.

“As eager as I am to continue forward, this seems like an appropriate breakpoint for today,” she said. “I need to bathe. Badly.”

“That’s understandable.” Damon smiled at her over his shoulder, and his eyes caught sight of gleaming metal from underneath one of the piles of ancient human remains.

He kicked a few bones aside, revealing an old metal shield that still looked extravagant, despite its age. It was a proper kite shield, with a slight curve to deflect strikes more easily, inset with decorative jewels and words written in gold dust across the front.

The words almost looked familiar. Damon suspected they were written in Old Manitian, the parent language of Merinian. He hefted the shield in one hand, rubbing dust off and whistling appreciatively.

“The jewels alone are probably worth ten or twenty silver sables,” he said. “If I found the right buyer… I’d be surprised if I couldn’t get a gold crown or two for this.”

“Wonderful,” said Ria. “Now, if you don’t mind, I am of the limits of my patience for spending time in this disgusting place.”

“Of course.”

They retraced their steps. Damon felt a stir of claustrophobia as they made their way up the original hallway, constantly expecting to arrive back at the entranceway to find the stone slab firmly sealing them in.

The door was still open, however. The sun’s light pinched at his eyes as he stepped out into the afternoon light. He looked at Ria and tried not to stare as he noticed the way the taifa’s tongue had left a few obvious marks across her body, creating clean streaks against the layer of dirt she’d acquired from dungeon delving.

He saw the instant in which she caught him. She glanced down, seeing herself, and then gave him a small, ambiguous smile and moved to walk in the lead.

 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
They made their way out of the gorge and started along the path leading back to the tower. Damon’s attention kept being drawn back to the prize he’d found in the shield, and he didn’t realize that Ria had come to a stop until he’d bumped into her from behind.

“What’s—”

“Shhh!” She clamped a hand over his mouth and pulled him down to crouch behind a bush. “Someone is waiting in ambush for us.”  

Damon rose to peek out of their cover. A tall, rather familiar looking Remenai man with long dark hair and curling facial tattoos stood further down the path. He was positioned as to have a view of the clearing ahead, which in Damon’s mind, the man could only be watching for one reason.

“That’s him,” whispered Damon. “The brigand who attempted to sneak into the tower a few nights back.”

He slowly began to draw his wrathblade. Ria put her hand atop his, arresting the movement of his hilt.

“That is no mere brigand,” she muttered. “This situation is… of certain complications.”

Damon shook his head and sighed. “Complications?”

“His name is Joyell.” She gave him a slightly embarrassed looking shrug. “He’s been stalking my movements and harassing me off and on for over a year now.”

Damon’s expression darkened into a scowl, and he made to draw his sword again.

“Would you sit a moment more and listen, you buffoon?” she hissed. “Bah! What is it with men and fighting?”

“I’m listening,” he said. “My ears are open and auditioning reasons as to why I shouldn’t ram my sword through his leg.”

“He has of a traditional mindset, even among the Rem,” said Ria. “It happens that, some time ago, he stumbled across me bathing in the nude. I may have… teased him. The teasing may have put ideas in his head.”

Damon blinked. “Are you saying that you and him…?”

“No!” snapped Ria, voice low. “I teased him, young Damon. I showed my body and made some comments about his lack of ability to, ah, satisfy… a woman. In a carnal sense.”

“You taunted him, and now he’s stalking you to, what? Rape you?”

“As I said, he is of a traditional mindset,” said Ria. “He wishes to bring me back to his clan for, ah… marriage.”

Damon wasn’t sure whether to laugh or to throw up. “That’s why he was trying to get into the tower, wasn’t it?”

“I suppose it would be.” Ria shrugged, avoiding his gaze. “He must have learned that I occasionally reside there. He is likely watching for my return at this very moment.”

“What outcome are you expecting here? It’s not as though we can just sneak around him to solve the problem. He’s already proven his persistence. He’ll continue watching for an opportunity to get you alone.”

“I was not going to suggest that,” said Ria. “There is another way.”

Damon made to draw his sword again. Ria stopped him, flashing a glare with enough intensity to chasten him for the moment.

“I wish to confront him,” said Ria. “I know he will not be of listening, but he is not so hardheaded as to continue pursuing a woman he legally cannot have. Damon, would you be willing to, ah, help me in that regard? For the sake of bringing this problem to a solution?”

“If you explain what you mean, I might be able to oblige you.”

Ria glanced sideways, seeming uncharacteristically off balance for a moment.

“The initial matridai are drawn on a young woman’s face with charcoal,” she said, hesitantly. “We have easy access to that here.”

She reached toward a nearby tree with fresh markings of the previous summer’s wildfires and snapped off a piece of ashen bark. She offered it to Damon, who accepted it with a confused shake of the head.

“Matridai,” he echoed. “I have a guess about what that word might mean, but…”

“Mark of marriage.” Ria folded her hands together and refused to look directly at him. “It would be simple to fool him if you, ah, placed your mark upon me, Damon. It would just be in charcoal, not a tattoo of permanence.”

Damon stared at her, feeling as though he still didn’t have the full details. “You seem awfully set on pacifism here, Ria. When have you ever shied away from a fight?”

“It is not a simple situation.”

“Is that right?” He shifted, making it so she couldn’t continue avoiding her gaze. “Why are you so put off by the idea of me fighting this man?”

“His clan is…” Ria exhaled through her nose. “…influential. It would create a situation of needless trouble for me. Please, Damon. I am in genuine need of your help.”

He sighed and began picking at the bark, bringing its charred end to a serviceable point. “Right then. What’s one of the matridai marks supposed to look like, anyway?”

She grinned at him. “That is entirely up to you, honored husband. The positioning matters more.”

She gestured a line that ran from the bottom of her chin up to the topside of her cheek, just under the eyelid.

“On both sides?” asked Damon.

Ria nodded. Damon shifted closer to her, sitting cross legged between her open legs as he began to work.

He began with two simple curves running along the angles she’d indicated. Ria held totally still, and he could feel her breath tickling his wrist as it escaped through her nose. 

Her eyelids fluttered as the charcoal neared the bottom of her eye. Damon could practically see the tension in her posture as he began to add more detail.

He drew a stylized “D” on her right cheek, and a similar one on her left, though with the letter reversed. 

The bottom of the letter looped and swirled upward back into the main line, as though he’d simply signed his name across her face in the lazy, rushed way he’d occasionally done when giving autographs after some of his gladiatorial bouts across Veridan’s Curve.

“There,” he said, admiring his work with a smile. 

“Do I at least look presentable?”

“You look beautiful.”

Ria flashed a teasing grin. “Dear husband, when did you become such a charmer?”

Finally, they rose and began moving through the forest once more. Within a few dozen feet, Ria’s unwanted suitor had taken notice and spun around to face them. Damon felt an odd, passing stab of sympathy as he saw Joyell’s expression liven at the sight of Ria, and then crumble in horror at the matridai across her face.

They began to converse, speaking too fast in Konokai, one of the local Rem languages, for Damon to catch even one word in twenty. 

Ria had her hands on her hips and jutted her chin out, as though brandishing the charcoal marks on her face as weapons. Joyell became increasingly red faced, his voice pitching up and out with growing anger.

The man suddenly jabbed a finger at Damon, shouting what must have been an insult at him.

“What did he just say?” he asked Ria.

“It is unimportant,” she replied. 

“Tell me.”

Ria sighed and rolled her eyes. “He said that you are a barbarian, and I’m a whore for spreading my legs for you, let alone agreeing to marriage.”

The insult hit Damon harder than it should have, given it was based on a falsified version of events. “Tell him that he’s a creepy stalker and will never marry anything beyond his own palm and fingers.”

“I am not going to—”

“Just say it!”

Ria massaged her temples, looking as though she was beginning to regret several of her recent decisions. She said something that Damon hoped was a literal translation of his words, and then rubbed a hand across her forehead.

“He says that you are pathetically short and that you have a limp dick,” said Ria.

“What?” snapped Damon. “That’s ridiculous! I’m slightly above average in terms of Merinian average height, and…”

He realized that he’d stepped forward at some point, and was now shouting directly into Joyell’s face, who was muttering back at him in Konokai. 

There was a flash of movement as the Rem man attempted to either grab him or shove him. Damon slammed his elbow forward upward, striking him hard across the nose.

“Enough!” boomed Ria. She seized Damon by the hand and began pulling him toward the farmstead. She paused as they passed by Joyell, who was tending to a bloody nose, for long enough to share a few harsh last words in Konokai.

Damon waited until they were a few hundred feet into the clearing before asking his question. “Well… Did that go as you planned it would?”

Ria’s expression was irritated on the surface, but he could sense a smile lurking behind it. “I am not sure of what outcome I was truly expecting. I suspect he will be back. Violence may end up being the only viable option next time.”

Ria reached her fingers up to her face and began to rub at the bottom edge of the matridai.

“Keep those on,” said Damon. He immediately began wondering why he’d made the suggestion even as he finished speaking.

The smile Ria gave him as she pulled her hands away from her face seemed like a partial answer. “Are you of fondness for the way it sounds when I call you husband?”

“It has a certain ring to it,” he said, nodding slowly. “Besides, I think my mark looks good on your face.”

“Mmm, is that right?” Ria stepped closer to him, letting her hips bump against his.

“Yeah,” he said. 

“Then I suppose I can leave them on for now,” she said, softly. “Husband.”

“Wife.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
Damon continued to hold Ria’s hand as the two of them walked into the tower. Malon was sweeping the floor in front of the bedchambers, and her gaze pivoted back and forth between Ria’s matridai and their intertwined fingers in a state of bewildered silence.

“Seta…” said Malon. “Your face.”

“Ah.” Ria pulled a step or two away from Damon and gestured to herself. “These are known as matridai, which means—”

“I know what they mean,” said Malon.

A sharp, silent tension held across the span of the next few moments. Damon was the first to muster the courage to break it.

“Aesta, I placed them on her as a ruse,” he explained. “As it turns out, the brigand outside our window the other night had come seeking Ria.”

He related what Ria had said about Joyell stalking her in a misguided attempt at courtship. Malon listened without interrupting, expression still serious, leaned forward against her broom in a manner that pressed it between her breasts.

“I see,” she said, when he’d finished. “I am truly glad that you were there to help, solas, but certainly there were other ways of handling the situation.”

“Aside from injuring or killing the man in question, I struggle to think of much we could have done,” said Ria.

“You are so very young,” sighed Malon. “Kindness goes so much further than I think you realize. You could have simply invited him by for dinner and discussed the situation like a grown woman.”

Damon and Ria both snorted in unison.

“It sounds more as though you are of the idea that he should have been given a chance to convince me into an arrangement I have less than no interest in,” said Ria.

“I’m only thinking of your future, seta.” Malon shrugged and let out a small sigh. “You shouldn’t dismiss marriage out of course, given your circumstances.”

“That is a suggestion more suited for Velanor’s ears than mine,” said Ria. “Or your own. Have you never considered how strange it is for you to continue life unmarried at your age?”

Damon cleared his throat, deliberately stepping toward the center of the room and into the tangled conversation. “Should I prep the hearth for dinner? What did you have in mind, aesta?”

“Flat bread, cheese, and salted beef. I can handle the fire, solas. Seta, why don’t you go wash those marks off your face before we eat?”

Malon folded her arms and looked at Ria expectantly. 

“My plan was to bathe in the lake before bed,” she said. “I will clean up then.”

Malon’s eyes narrowed. Ria sighed and made a halfhearted attempt at wiping the matridai off, smearing the pattern just enough to satisfy their aesta.

It didn’t take Malon long to prepare dinner, and the three of them settled in around the common room table, sharing in each other’s company as they ate and drank wine. Damon took the shield off his back and showed it to Malon, describing some of what they’d experienced within the kestian.

“A living statue,” she muttered. “That is ancient magic. Dangerous magic, as well. Strange that you would find a shield of this make within the tomb, however.”

“Can you read the language it was inscribed with?” asked Damon. “I think it’s Old Manitian.”

“It appears to be, though unfortunately, I’m not familiar with the script,” said Malon. “I can only marvel at the fact that they had a presence within Veridan’s Curve during their time. The histories that I’ve read say nothing of it.”

“I can’t wait to see what it’s worth,” he replied. “I’ll take it to Morotai the next time we head to the market.”

“I suspect you may have to travel further than that to get answers. It would surprise me if anyone in the local area could provide you with a proper assessment.”

Damon let himself relax and enjoy the night as he listened to Ria and Malon discussing more of the taifa, and he teased Ria a bit about her compromised role during the fight. Malon took their plates to wash as they finished, and Damon downed the last of his wine.

“I should probably wash up before bed.” He ran a hand through his hair, cringing slightly as he came back with a few strands of cobwebs.

“As should I.” Ria flashed a teasing smile as she stood up from the table. “We can share a towel cloth and save Malon from having to launder much mess.”

The idea stirred a level of excitement within Damon that was almost vulgar. He stared at Ria on the other side of the table, acutely aware of the subtle rise and fall of her bosom and the way one of her fingers continued to rub at the edge of the matridai mark he’d claimed her with.

“We have enough towel cloths for you both,” said Malon, sharply. “Solas, go ahead. Seta, I’d like to speak with you some more in the meantime.”

Damon reluctantly tore his eyes away from Ria, grabbing a towel from the clean piles of laundry Malon had in the closet and headed out to the lake. Eldritch, the ghost moon, was nearly full in the night sky, lending a spooky green hue to the surrounding area.

He waited for a while, wondering if Ria might catch up if he took his time. She’d seemed so flirtatious with him over the course of the day, but he wondered if putting the matridai marks on her face may have colored his impressions.

His shame caught up with him as he realized how hard his cock had gotten. He and Ria had already delved into the realm of physical intimacy, but it had only lasted for a single, impulsive night.

He remembered the sternness in Malon’s voice when she’d told Ria to wash the matridai off. Nothing happened in isolation on the farmstead. She was their aesta, and her opinion mattered as much in present as it had during their childhood.

He scowled and splashed a hand across the water. Thinking of Malon brought to mind the night in his room, with Jonna and Kent creaking the bed in the next room over, and his loving aesta’s hands pumping his cock.

Nothing happened in isolation. A part of him felt almost like a victim of circumstance, living on the farmstead, tempted by beautiful women who would always be off limits to him. He scowled, feeling foolish for indulging in such a strange sort of self-pity.

He washed his hair and body and quickly dried off. Ria was waiting in the common room when he reentered the tower, silently attending to a few of the night’s remaining chores.

“Damon,” cooed Ria. “Was the water still warm?”

 “Warmish,” he said. “It’s starting to cool off a bit.”

“Then I should get in while I still have the chance.”

She walked out of the tower with a towel cloth in hand. Damon headed for his bedroom, noting Malon’s closed door as he passed by. He briefly considered checking to see if she was asleep or needed anything before bed, only deciding not to as he considered his own ulterior motives.

He stripped down to his undershorts and climbed into bed. A few minutes passed by, and he heard footsteps in the common room, followed by his door creaking open.

“Husband,” whispered Ria. “Are you still awake?”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
Damon sat up in bed, taking in the sight of Ria. She wore one of Vel’s nightgowns, which was far too small on her and barely past her slender hips. Her impish smile was made more dangerous by the glow of the ghost moon. 

“I see you cleaned yourself up,” he said.

“For the most part.” Ria slowly walked across the floor, gently but firmly closing the door to his room behind her. “I may have missed a spot or two. You know how much I sometimes struggle at being of patience.”

He saw her face as she took a seat next to him on the bed. The matridai were still on both her cheeks, smudged but recognizable, especially the two stylized Ds.

“I think we both struggle,” he said. “It can be a challenge, I’ve found.”

“So it seems.”

Damon reached his hand out, gently caressing the end of the marriage mark on her left cheek. “Should I wipe this off for you, beloved wife?”

“Should you?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

Damon slid his thumb further over, letting it glide across her lips. Ria leaned forward, taking his finger into her mouth for a brief, tantalizing suck.

He was on her in an instant, kissing her neck, her cheeks, and then her lips. Ria’s tongue flitted out to meet his as they fell sideways into an embrace on his bed, both already breathing heavy.

“I am not of certainty that this is a good idea,” she whispered.

“My mark is still on your face.” Damon cupped her cheek, grinding his rapidly stiffening cock forward against her body. “Let’s pretend for a while longer.”

“We’ll have to pretend… quietly,” whispered Ria. 

“I’ll be sure to bury your face in the pillow when you start moaning.”

Ria let out a soft moan as if on cue. Damon kissed her more aggressively, working her nightgown up with one hand as he yanked his undershorts down with the other.

“Aesta can never know about this,” she whispered. 

Damon noted her slip. Ria had nearly always insisted on calling their aesta by name, always Malon, over past few years.

“She must already suspect,” he said, planting a kiss within her wonderfully tanned cleavage. “We could come clean, if we wanted.”

He began pulling her thighs apart, his cock practically buzzing from the state of his arousal. He felt the underside of his shaft brush against Ria’s silky, unshaven bush.

“And what would I tell her?” said Ria, between rolling breaths. “That I, her beloved seta, couldn’t resist letting her precious solas spread my legs and fill me up?”

Damon leaned his hips forward into a leading thrust, feeling his cock slide lengthwise between her thighs and along her hot slit.

“Maybe I’ll tell her that I got horny at the idea of having you as my wife,” he whispered.

Ria shuddered. Damon kissed her neck, shifting his lips to briefly suck on her nipple.

“Maybe I’ll say that I dragged you in here under the pretense of realism.”

He eased the tip of his member into Ria’s tight, wonderfully wet womanhood. She rocked her hips toward him, arching her back.

“Maybe I’ll admit that I decided to see what I could get away with,” he said. “Even if it involved pinning you down on my bed and abusing your virtue.”

He leaned forward, giving her a teasingly slow thrust.

“You’ve got a dirty tongue, young Damon,” moaned Ria.

“More than I think you know,” he said, as an idea came to him.

He pulled back, slipping underneath the quilt and between her legs. He saw Ria trying not to smile in delight as she looked down at the position he’d taken underneath the blanket.

He loved every single different facet of her reaction. Ria was clearly trying to keep her cool, but even as he began gently stroking the inside of her thighs and letting his breath tickle her, he could feel the mask breaking.

He started with a slow march of kisses, each one progressing further up her thigh toward her crotch. She shifted on the bed, sliding into a new position that, incidentally, opened her legs even further to him. 

Her hands, just as incidentally, began to caress his shoulders and slide through his hair, not so subtly urging him forward. Damon took his teasing to the next level, kissing closer and closer, drawing as near as he possibly could.

He felt her fingers tighten in his hair. He responded by squeezing one of her thighs tight in his hand, almost pinning her down with the strength of their wrestling earlier in the day. Ria was practically bucking with anticipation.

He let her have it, gently licking and kissing with a slowness that was patently cruel. It was a revenge that should have been directed at Malon as much as Ria, perhaps even more so at Malon.

Regardless, it felt absolutely right.

“Damon…” Ria let out a shuddering, almost ecstatic moan. “Husband.”

“You make it sound like a challenge.”

“Is it not?”

He kissed her on the lips. Ria’s hips bucked slightly, and then intensely as he continued with a more directed series of licks, followed by a soft suck. Damon felt a rush of urgency, a rush of absolute need.

He slid forward, entering her with a rough motion with nearly his full length. Ria gasped at the same time he did. Damon ran his hands up her slender body, fondling her breasts with the enthusiasm of teenager. 

What remained of the matridai stood out against Ria’s cheeks in the pale Eldritch light. Damon leaned forward, gently stroking the smudged “D” on her right cheek.

Ria’s eyes fluttered, and it seemed like she couldn’t decide whether to glare at him or pant under the weight of her pleasure. Damon began to thrust. He went slow, for about as long as he could shield his patience, and then was thrusting into her like a man looking to put in work.

“Damon!” hissed Ria. She let out a gasp of a volume near twice as loud. “We… must remain… Oh!”

He knew as well as she did that they needed to stay quiet, but knowing something and doing something were seldom one in the same. Damon pumped into her at an accelerating trot, mesmerized by the way her breasts swayed in lopsided little circles.

She was tight, and there was a sense of lingering drag each time he pulled back, as though her hot womanhood was reluctant to let his cock go. So, he’d give it back to her a little harder each time, until the bed was creaking underneath them. 

Ria wrapped her arms around his neck, moaning from the lewd onslaught he was inflicting on her. Damon held true to his word, sliding off her for long enough to flip her over and bury her face in a pillow. 

“Is this of your desire?” whispered Ria. “Face down and butt up for the… ah… taking?”

“You look good like this. True Divine, Ria… you’re too much.”

He returned his cock to her tight, sexy sheathe, letting out a low grunt as he began to move. He gripped her hips tight enough for his fingers to leave faint marks across her pale flesh. 

The sound of his hips slapping against her butt created an undeniable and fast accelerating rhythm. It was one of the dirtiest noises Damon had ever heard, and his cock throbbed as he raced to continued making it.

Each thrust sent a ripple along their bodies, and the sight of Ria’s plump breasts and womanly hips in motion made him wonder if he’d overestimated her athleticism and underestimated her femininity.

He ran his hands over her again, cupping her breasts, pinching her nipples, and finally taking hold of the curve of her shoulder and neck. Ria gasped as he began taking her at full speed, her fingertips digging into the mattress as though she was holding on for dear life.

“Damon!” she cried, each syllable a wavering, pleasured hiss.

“Go ahead.”

He felt Ria have her orgasm. It seemed to shake her to the core, muscles clenching briefly as though in defense against pleasure before all the tension seemed to melt out of her. 

Damon hugged her from behind, softly, at first, and then with a dominant, leading insistence. He rolled her onto her back again, kissing her cheek and then her lips as he slid his cock back in.

He took her face to face, caressing what was left of his mark on her cheek as he pumped with shallow, selfish strokes. Ria’s eyes were glazed over with pleasure, but she had a coy smile on her face, as though she’d resigned herself to allow young Damon to take his well-earned reward.

“Oh…” he moaned. “Oh, fuck. Ria!”

He unloaded his seed inside her, continuing to pump as pleasure rang through him like the sound of a well struck bell. It felt like he was shooting days’ worth of it deep inside, all the pent-up arousal born from the tension between him and Malon, from speculation about Jonna, and of course, from her. 

She kissed him greedily, sucking on his lower lip. They remained entwined together, a pair of sweaty, sexually satisfied bodies. 

Forbidden lovers under the same roof.

Damon wasn’t sure how much time passed before Ria gently pulled away from him and found her nightgown. He didn’t stop her, and he didn’t say anything, and she left the room with near silent footsteps and a single brief glance back.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
Damon wasn’t alone when he awoke the next morning. He felt a familiar weight settle down on the bed beside him and became acutely aware of his obvious morning oak tenting the center of his quilt.

It wasn’t Ria. She wouldn’t have risked sneaking in to see him in the morning, and there was little need for her to after the intensity of the previous night. Which meant that it was Malon, a fact that made Damon instantly wonder if he might be better off feigning sleep a while longer.

“Solas,” she said, sternly. “I know you’re awake.”

He let out a low sigh and slowly opened his eyes. Malon wore her favorite apron and a small frown. Her hair was in a braid, and she’d opted for one of the thin, flirty spring dresses that were best suited to her days off.

“Aesta,” he muttered. “Good morning. Is it so late already? I know how much it irks you when I sleep in needlessly.”

“It is still relatively early,” she said. “Though Ria is already up and at her chores.”

The tone in her voice was as much of a warning as Damon could ask for. He rose to sit up straight in bed, reining in his yawn as he recognized the serious expression on her face.

“I think you should consider taking the artifact you found within the kestian to Morotai for appraisal,” said Malon. “Spend a few days in town and take the time to… stretch your legs, a bit.”

She gave him a smile that seemed oddly sad. Damon shifted, ditching the quilt to sit directly beside her on the bed. His lower half was still suffering the morning curse of all men, and his undershorts were thin enough to leave him adjusting an obvious bulge.

“Is there a reason why you’re posing this suggestion to me?” he asked. “I see no reason to hurry. We’ll need to make a trip to Morotai with the wagon to pick up supplies soon enough, and I can bring the shield along then, when we all go.”

Somewhat awkwardly, Malon cleared her throat. “The walls in our home are… very thin, solas.”

It was as if an arrow had taken him in the stomach, or perhaps the throat, given how hard it was for him to say anything in response. He felt the shame hit him on multiple levels as he considered the various facets of what Malon must have experienced, listening in.

The creaking of the bed, no different than the noises they’d overheard from Jonna and Kent. Ria’s moans. The short, dirty commands she’d issued to him in a voice that’d probably been louder than he realized. Again, Ria’s moans. She’d even called him her husband at one point.

“I didn’t really mean for that… to happen,” he muttered, feeling his face burn.

He wasn’t entirely sure what he was even referring to, whether he was addressing the entirety of his lustful tryst with Ria or the fact that it had happened within Malon’s earshot. 

He knew it was objectively wrong for him and Ria to bed one another, given their history, but True Divine, it had felt so incredibly…

His thoughts were doing his morning oak no favors, and neither was the fact that Malon kept surreptitiously glancing down at it. He made an attempt at adjusting himself, spreading his legs further open at the end in a manner that completely undid his efforts.

“You’re young,” whispered Malon. “So is Ria. You’re both filled with energy and ideas, more than you probably know what to do with. But there are certain basic boundaries that must be maintained, solas. We’re a family.”

“I know.” Damon sighed, wishing he could be anywhere else in the world. “Aesta… It’s been hard for me. You of all people must know that. You even said as much when you mentioned that I should find a proper outlet for myself.”

“Seta is not that outlet!” snapped Malon. Her hand came down on his thigh, squeezing it for emphasis in a manner that had more of an effect on Damon than he suspected she realized.

“Should I return my focus to where it was, then?” he asked, speaking slowly.

His cock twitched slightly, testing the tailoring of its undershorts as it adopted a more obvious, upright position. Malon’s hand was still on Damon’s thigh. She rubbed back and forth, her knuckles briefly grazing against the edge of his member.

“You…” Malon swallowed and took a breath. “Should bring the shield to Morotai, solas. I think that would be best for all of us.”

There was an aspect of uncertainty in her voice that made him realize how much Malon was also treading into uncharted waters. He stared at her, feeling as though they were both inches away from a hot, roaring hearth.

He felt a nearly overwhelming temptation to simply slide in closer and start kissing her, grinding into her, playing their dangerous game. But at least in that, he could guess how things would end.

There was simply too much long simmering tension between Ria and Malon. Damon wasn’t interested in creating the type of chaos that might cause his aesta to see her wayward seta disappear from her life again.

“If you think it best, aesta, then I’ll go to Morotai,” he said. “But only for as long as it takes to sell the shield.”

Malon let out a relieved sigh and grinned at him. “Thank you, solas. Truly. I don’t think you realize how important this may be for us in keeping what we have. I’ve already spoken to seta about your departure and plan on having a deeper discussion with her tonight, once she’s cooled down.”

“I’m surprised I didn’t wake up from the sound of it,” said Damon. “Ria is always most defensive when she knows she’s wrong, and as you said, the walls in our home are, um, very thin.”

Malon’s cheeks flushed, and she rubbed his thigh again, being less careful with her movements. For an instant, her fingers were nearly caressing his cock.

“She’ll come around,” said Malon. “This time away will help all of us clear our heads.”

“I guess I should start packing my bag.”

“I prepared your things already.” Malon gave him an affectionate smile. “There’s lunch for you to eat on the road in the smaller satchel.”

“Thank you, aesta.”

He stood up, intending to begin getting dressed. The action unintentionally put his morning oak at face level with Malon, his cock straining against his undershorts and pointed almost directly into her face.

She stared back, eyes fluttering for a brief, but definite instant, and then stood up along with him. 

With a warm smile, Malon pulled him into the most cautious hug Damon could ever remember them having shared, keeping her hips and midriff well out of reach of any accidental pokes.

“Take your time, solas, and enjoy yourself,” she said. “If you manage to get a tidy sum for that shield, don’t hesitate to return with gifts.”

“Ah, I see how it is!” He grinned, squeezing her hands as they pulled back from the embrace.

Malon’s mouth pulled to the side in an expression as coy as it was sheepish. “It looks like a truly valuable artifact. I’m sure Ria might appreciate a new headscarf, or perhaps a nice pair of slippers.”

Damon snorted. “Oh, yes, surely. Are there any other potential gifts you think Ria might find acceptable?”

“A bottle of brandy might perk her spirits,” said Malon, smiling conspiratorially. “A dress, though that might be spoiling her overmuch.”

She gave him a soft kiss on the cheek and left after they’d said their goodbyes. Damon watched her hips swaying from side to side, the fabric of her spring dress clinging to her backside in a manner that was far lewder than he thought she realized.

He dressed quickly and collected his wrathblade, the shield, and his traveling gear. Malon was upstairs when he passed through the common room, and he spotted Ria tending to the melon field as he stepped outside.

She gave him an embarrassed smile, her expression so deeply chastened that Damon wondered if perhaps his conversation with their aesta had been the easier of the two. Ria waved to him, and he waved back.

He resisted the urge to cross the distance and give her any more of a goodbye. Malon’s insistence on him leaving to give the two women space seemed increasingly wise to him. It would give them all a chance to breathe, a chance to consider what’d happened and in some ways, undo the impact of it.

He briefly considered saddling up one of the horses before deciding that there was no real reason to rush. Damon crossed the clearing, appreciating the clear sky and gentle spring sun, and set off down the road.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
Damon emerged on the other side of the forest after spending the first few hours of the day following the dusty, winding road. Morotai was beautiful in the spring. 

It was an old tradition for the villagers and shop owners to cultivate flowers anywhere within the palisade safe from the crush of feet. The result rendered the town in full bloom, with orchids and daisies and amaranths lending splashes of color against the pale stone and wooden buildings.

The smell was also a noted improvement. It almost reminded Damon of the scent of the dress stores and perfumeries back in Avaricia. It was during the weekend, which meant the market square was empty aside from the old Rem scout Vestatille, who gave Damon a tiny nod as he passed by.

He headed straight to the general store. There was no real rush for him to sell the shield, especially how Malon seemed eager to have him off the farmstead for a few days. Despite that, his own curiosity over how much it might be worth lent a spring to his step.

The general store’s owner was a stout, ruddy faced man named Finicci. He was busy scribbling his quill against a ledger as Damon entered. His eyes widened when he saw the shield, and wordlessly, he slid his current task aside.

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Finicci. “Where in the hells did you find that thing?”

“Underneath a pile of skeletons in an ancient Remenai tomb.”

Finicci snorted, though his expression sobered as he seemed to realize that Damon wasn’t joking. “Well, pass it here, I suppose. I can see that it’s valuable from a distance, but I’ll need to take a closer look to give you an estimate of its true worth.”

Damon had spent much of the morning’s walk gingerly polishing the shield with a scrap of cloth. There were still some scratches and dings across its majestic surface, but the dust and grit had all been removed, and the shield didn’t have a single spot of residual rust.

Finicci pulled a small magnifying glass from within his desk and made a great show of inspecting the inscription across the shield’s interior. He furrowed his brow, frowning and shaking his head dramatically.

“The most I could give you is, say… fifteen sables.”

“Fifteen sables?” snapped Damon. “I wouldn’t be surprised if I could get ten times that for the jewels and gold in this shield alone.”

“You misheard me,” said Finicci. “I’m saying that’s the most I could give you, unless you’re willing to do an obscene amount of bartering on top of the monetary amount. I’ve no doubt the shield could well fetch more than that from the right buyer, but this is Morotai.”

Damon scowled, but gave the offer a moment of serious contemplation. Fifteen silver sables was a respectable sum in terms of what it could buy for Malon and the farmstead. He could cover the cost of the gifts that she’d joked about and still have a small amount of coin left over for himself to save or spend.

“No deal,” he said. 

The more he considered the farmstead, the more he realized that it made far more sense for him to find the right buyer, rather than the nearest one. Even if it meant putting off selling the shield until he could find his way to Veridan’s Curve and see what the merchants in Avaricia or Silke might offer him for it.

Regardless, he knew that it made sense to wait for the morning before seeking a caravan south. He made his way through the inn’s heavy oak door, breathing in the smell of fresh stew and stale ale.

Jonna was at the bar, dressed in a low-cut bodice which offered a sweeping view of her cleavage to any patron interested in copping a glance. The inn’s only patron, Kent, was doing just that, at a much closer distance than would normally have been socially acceptable.

Kent grinned as he leaned forward against the bar, and Jonna made a show of polishing the glass in her hand as the gap-toothed mercenary leered at her goods. Jonna glanced toward Damon as he wiped his boots off, only then seeming to remember her propriety and shift back to a more respectable distance.

“Damon!” shouted Jonna. “I’m so glad you stopped by!”

She hurried over to him, pulling him into a tight hug that let her plump breasts squish against his chest.

“Of course,” he said. “I came to town to sell an artifact I found, but it seems as though I might need to head to the city to find the right buyer.”

“Your room is on the house tonight.” Jonna still had her arms wrapped around him, shifting within the embrace with interesting movements. “It’s the least I can offer you after what you did for Obi.”

“I’ll take whatever you can give, Jonna,” he said. He couldn’t resist sliding his hands down a bit further, fingers edging toward the top of her butt, which he still remembered the softness of.

“Well, I should probably get back to work.” Jonna flashed an odd smile, looking first toward Kent, and then toward Bart, who’d reentered the common room carrying a keg.

“Sure,” said Damon. “Hey, is Bylia still in town?”

“In fact, she is!” said Jonna. “She might just be the most popular woman here.”

“Second most,” said Kent, with a roaring laugh. Jonna waved a hand at him. Damon almost felt like pulling out a piece of parchment to take notes. He was fascinated by what Malon would say when he related the situation back to her.

He took up a seat at the bar and was less than disappointed when Kent announced that he needed to help out elsewhere in the town. He spent the later hours of the afternoon sipping good beer, eating Jonna’s stew, and considering the balance back at the farmstead.

He was worried, in his opinion justifiably, that Ria might not still be at the tower when he arrived back. It seemed possible that she might grow frustrated with Malon’s authority and storm off, perhaps even in a literal sense, given her tempesting magic.

It seemed equally possible that Malon might ask Ria to leave in just the same manner she’d asked him. Damon stared into the frothy amber beer in his mug, wondering how much simpler his life would be if he’d been more careful with his prick.

The evening crowd began trickling into the inn, raucous and flush with coin to spend. A caravan of traders had arrived in town, and Damon was optimistic enough to ask a few of them to take a look at the shield.

The offers they made seemed stingy even compared to Finnici’s price, but he didn’t miss the way their eyes lingered on the artifact even after he’d rejected them. Damon was considering calling it an early night when the Smoke and Stage’s popular young songstress finally made an appearance.

Her chestnut brown hair was up in a practical bun that left only two strands free to dangle on either side of her face. 

She wore two overlapping dresses of green and grey, fabric missing on one where it covered her on the other, and covering strategically little of her chest, arms and upper body. The upper section hung by two crisscrossed shoulder straps so thin that they almost seemed to welcome attempts to pull them sideways by preying fingers.

The room welcomed her with thunderous shouts and foot stomps. Several men moved to her side, each one ready with a greeting or joke that Damon suspected they’d been building their courage toward since the start of the night.

Bylia was polite to all of her admirers as she brushed by them, carrying the case of her chime cord over one shoulder and resisting the men’s offers to carry it for her. Her path took her straight to Damon, which honestly surprised him, given how many people were seeking her attention.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” she said, with a smile.

“Bylia Benicia,” he replied. “It’s good to see you. Big crowd tonight.”

“About the biggest I get here.” She slapped her hand down on her shoulder as a passing drunkard attempted to tease one of her dress straps in an expected manner. “I’ll be playing until my fingers tire, for sure. Are you staying the night?”

He nodded. “Seems like it.”

“I’ll come see you when…” She trailed off as several borderline belligerent men at a table near the stage began chanting her name. “…Ah, when I finish.”

She waved to the crowd with her free hand as she continued toward the stage. It reminded Damon so much of his own time as a gladiator that he had to suppress a wave of nostalgia. 

Bylia set her charm cord case down on the stage, crouched to take out the instrument, and began her own beautiful battle against the silence of the night.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
The evening passed quickly, with Damon spending most of it appreciating Bylia’s performance from a distance. He wasn’t particularly keen on his prospects of getting time alone in his room with her, given he’d be competing against a large, heavily tipping, late night crowd for her attention.

He finished what he decided was his last beer of the night sometime after the Eldritch moon reached its zenith. Bart was behind the bar, and he frowned and leaned forward as Damon attempted to get his attention.

“Jonna gave me a room,” he said.

Bart grunted. “Upstairs. Last on the right.”

Damon thanked him and slowly made his way toward the stairs. The crowd was attempting to coax Bylia into playing another song as her current one drew to a close. She was sweating visibly, and seemed reluctant about the prospect, or at least coy about it.

He caught sight of Jonna as he made his way along the otherwise empty second floor hallway. She was outside the door of one of the other rooms, whispering to someone through the crack.

A large hand reached out from within, seizing Jonna by the wrist and pulled her inside. Damon would have been slightly concerned, had he not recognized the character of the exaggerated gasp she gave in response.

He waited for a minute, unable to keep his burning curiosity from getting the better of him. Malon would want to know what her friend was up to. It wasn’t about spying or invading anyone’s privacy. He was simply assessing a situation that Malon should obviously be appraised of.

He peered through the crack betwixt the door and its frame. Kent was sitting on a partially made bed, leering openly at Jonna as she worked to add the finishing touch by stuffing a pillow into its case.

“Is that pillow as fluffy as it looks, though?” asked Kent.

“You’re more than welcome to grab a feel and find out,” said Jonna.

“Bring it here, then.” Kent patted his lap. “It might do, I think.”

Jonna leaned forward, and though her posture provided a nice view of her backside, it prevented Damon from seeing much more of what was happening. It looked as though she’d brought the pillow down and set it into his hands.

“Mmm…” said Jonna. “How’s that?”

“Not bad,” said Kent. “Not bad at all! But do you know what I think?”

“I’m all ears.”

“I think this pillow could use a nice, quick, little fluff.”

Jonna let out another exaggerated gasp. “Is that right?”

“That’s right!” said Kent, with a dirty chuckle. “Go on. Fluff it for me.”

“Well, I suppose if it’s just fluffing a pillow…” said Jonna. “I’d be a poor host not to oblige you with such a small request.”

“It’s not that small.”

“I’m sure it won’t be, once I get to the fluffing.”

Damon watched, wide eyed, as Jonna’s hands began to move. His sliver of a view made it impossible to tell if she was actually fluffing a pillow over his lap, or fluffing something underneath it, or perhaps using the pillow to fluff that something in a strange combination of both activities.

He felt the excitement of indulging in such lurid voyeurism manifest in his own body, his cock hardening more from the context surrounding the situation than the actual details. Jonna’s husband was right downstairs. Should he go tell Bart that he needed to come reclaim his wife? Did Bart already know?

He was so transfixed on the potential scandal playing out before his eyes that he nearly flinched forward into the door when a feminine set of arms suddenly enveloped him from behind.

“Is this your room, Damon?” whispered Bylia.

“Um…” He smiled sheepishly and spun around to face her. “No.”

She blinked. “Are you spying on—”

He pressed his hand to her mouth, cutting her off. Gesturing to the slit in between the door and its frame, he guided Bylia into position to steal a glimpse of what was occurring within.

“That’s… Jonna?” whispered Bylia. “True Divine, is she… She isn’t? Wait… is she?”

Damon slid in close behind her, letting his crotch grind against her butt as he peered through a higher spot in the crack. Jonna was fluffing the pillow even more vigorously now, in a manner that might involve her breasts, perhaps even her mouth. The angle was truly terrible for discerning the scene in full detail.

“Come on,” said Damon. “Let’s go to my room.”

He led her down the hall by her hand, closing the door after them. Bylia’s face was full of questions and mischief as she sat down on the bed, shaking her head.

“If you can believe it, that’s not the first time I’ve caught Jonna and Kent in a… potentially compromising situation,” he said. “They stayed with Malon and I at the tower during the search for Obi.”

“I heard about that,” said Bylia. “So you saw them while they were doing it?”

“I didn’t see them. Malon and I heard some rather suspicious noises, however.”

“Noises can be misleading.” Bylia shrugged halfheartedly. “It’s not as though we could even see anything scandalous just now, either. Jonna may well have been simply giving Kent’s pillow good… fluffing.”

She broke out into laughter as she attempted to finish her sentence. Damon grinned and sat down on the bed next to her, putting an arm around her waist.

“Should we make this public?” he asked.

“What?” Bylia’s brow furrowed. “Of course not!”

“But…”

“Damon, it’s none of our business,” said Bylia. “There have been… a few rumors about Jonna and Bart being a bit more open than some innkeepers when it comes to entertaining their patrons. But Morotai is a small town. There are rumors about everyone here.”

Damon snorted. “Is that right?”

“It is right!” said Bylia, flashing a playful smile. “You aren’t above the fray, just so you know. The handsome gladiator who returns home to the remote farmstead to give his attractive, unmarried aesta a helping hand.”

He gaped, struck more by how Malon would react if she ever caught wind of such whispers rather than his own embarrassment. He saw Bylia’s expression and wondered if she was simply teasing him with her own suspicions.

“Well, I wonder if I should share some of the rumors I heard about you tonight from a few of your adoring fans,” he countered.

“I’m sure I’ve heard them already. Men like to gossip, especially when it comes to a young songstress meandering about a tavern into the late hours of the night.”

Damon stared into her eyes, letting his hand wriggle up a little higher along the side of her body.

“Are there any songs that you reserve for singing in private?” he asked.

“Oh, there’s one,” she replied. “I think you’d quite like it.”

“Is that right?”

She nodded. “It’s a special song, and I can only sing it in private once per night. If a man tips me just right during one of my performances, or a group of men, even… I will sing it for them, sometimes.”

He was fairly certain that she was teasing him again, but his stiffening cock didn’t care whether the words were true or not. “I can almost imagine what the words are.”

“If you could only see their faces when they hear the first note,” whispered Bylia. “Mmm, and the last one. Sometimes I have to end my performance early because they can only handle so much.”

“Not tonight,” he said, taking a firm hold of her hips. “Tonight, we’ll find out how much you can handle.”

He pulled her onto his lap and began touching her all over. She let out a soft sigh, squirming as he rubbed her ass on his cock. He took inspiration from the sheer number of horny, drunken men he’d seen ogling her that night. Where would they have touched? What would they have done to Bylia, the pretty young songstress, had she deigned to sing her song for them?

He slid her intersecting skirts up. She was wearing undershorts, like a good girl, but wiggled her hips to help him as he slid them down, like a bad one. Damon kissed her neck and cupped her breasts.

“That’s the end of the first refrain,” whispered Bylia. “You’ll have to tip if you want the rest.”

“We’ll start with the tip.” Damon pulled his trousers and undershorts down, letting his cock probe against Bylia’s thighs. 

She sucked in a breath, setting her hands down against his wrists. He had her by the hips, but they both wanted the same thing. She rocked back and forth, helping him find the angle. Damon groaned as his cock slid into her womanhood. Just the tip, as promised.

“I’m… supposed to stop you, you know,” she whispered.

“Stop me from what?”

“You know what.”

He held her in place, suspending her with only an inch or so of his length pushed in. “If you’re going to, this is your last chance.”

Bylia let out a moan of faltering willpower. “Nobody can know about this, Damon. I do have a reputation of sorts to protect.”

“I won’t tell anyone about your secret song, Bylia,” he said. “But this won’t be the only time you sing it for me.”

She leaned her head back limply against his shoulder as he began to sink her onto his prick. He resisted the temptation to take her hard, as though she really was a whore for the money. 

Taking a firm hold of her hips, Damon bounced Bylia up and down on his cock, drowning in each burst of pleasure her tight womanhood had in store for him. She released breathy, musical little gasps, as though there really was a song to be sung. As though Damon’s cock was forcing the air out of her lungs each time it plunged upward into her.

Her multicolored skirts rippled, lagging a second or two behind her soft butt as it drummed down on his crotch. Damon pulled her straps sideways and down, revealing her large, full breasts to the cool night air.

He was a little surprised by how content she seemed to let him take her. She’d been so confident on stage, quick to shut down hecklers, open about expressing her boundaries. She was a different person around him, still that trusting, naïve young teenager she’d been when they’d first met, years back. 

“That’s it,” he whispered. “Keep going.”

“Like this?” She set her feet down, bouncing herself on his cock.

“Just like that.” Damon shifted his hands, letting his fingers tease the most sensitive part of her womanhood. Bylia gasped, hitting one of the high notes of her song.

Damon flung her down onto the bed, barely taking the time to adjust her skirts out of the way before plunging in and taking her in the classical position. Bylia seemed eager to kiss, and eventually her lips found his as he found the rhythm of his thrusts.

“Damon!” she cried. “Oh, True Divine!”

He took no small delight in hearing her shout his name. He sped up, letting his pumping become an indomitable, accelerating assault. Her words before about how she was supposed to stop him echoed in his ears. She hadn’t stopped him, and now in deep, past the point of second thoughts.

He felt her shudder underneath him, her head lulling sideways against the pillow. She was drooling slightly, though it was impossible for such things to be anything but cute on her young, beautiful face. 

Damon ran his hands over her breasts, gently kneading and caressing as he continued at his own pace. It didn’t take long. Bylia’s song had pulled him in.

He grunted and did the sensible thing, pulling out the last second as he finished. It still felt dirty to blow his load on her crotch and stomach, and especially in a way that stained her intricate, colorful skirts.

Bylia stared down at the mess he’d made on her with a blissful, exhausted expression. She made room for him on the bed as he slid in to lie beside her.

“Can I sleep here tonight?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said. “Assuming you sing for me again in the morning.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
As it turned out, Damon was up and moving the next morning before any true sunrise fun could happen. Jonna was kind enough to knock on his door and warn him that the only wagon heading into Avaricia would be leaving in less than an hour.

“You’re so lucky to have our sweet Bylia in your room to help you dress,” she added, with a laugh.

Damon bit back a quip about fluffing pillows and started collecting his clothes. Bylia moved to hug him from behind as he finished pulling on his shirt. She was still naked, with faint, wonderfully seductive odor so common to newly awoken women.

“Is this the shield you were talking about?” she whispered, moving to where he’d set the artifact down.

“Yeah,” he said. “Aside from my wrathblade, it may well be the rarest object I’ve ever encountered.”

“Hmm…” Bylia tapped a finger along the back. “I can’t read much Old Manitian, but I know what this is. It’s the old royal signature of the Alcina line, the ancestors of the current Alquin line. King Antoine might be interested in recovering this, you know.”

“Hearthold is across the ocean,” said Damon. “Though… Princess Kastet is in Avaricia. Vel has been serving as one of her ladies in waiting. This might be ideal!”

Bylia smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m half tempted to ask you for an appraisal fee for that bit of information.”

“If I manage to sell this shield for anywhere near what it’s worth, I think you’ll enjoy the tip I leave on the next performance of yours I’m around for.”

“Is that right? Well then, Damon Al-Kendras. I might just have to compose a new song to sing for you.”

They shared a long, tender kiss. Jonna knocked on the door again with breakfast, and then he was on his way, eating on the go as he hurried to catch the wagon before it departed town.

*** 
Damon arrived in Avaricia a few days later, and he wasn’t feeling overly eager to be back. The prospect of selling the shield had given him a buffer against the memory of his volatile last visit, but as the wagon made its way through the city gates, it all came rushing back.

He’d cut down Gavel and a number of goons with his wrathblade. There was a chance that he was a wanted man, but the possibility seemed to diminish with each armored city guard he passed. It wasn’t as though he was unrecognizable, given the nature of his career as a gladiator.

More than likely, whoever had taken over the Old Shipyard in Gavel’s place had simply disposed of the bodies to avoid drawing attention. He could almost picture them being rolled off the docks and into the ocean in the middle of the night, when the sharks were most hungry and active.

Avaricia felt strange and unfamiliar. The high buildings, paved streets, and incessant hustle and bustle was so different from the peace and serenity he’d come to take for granted on the farmstead.

The crowd was thick and constant. Damon had to pull old habits to the fore, switching his coin purse to one of his inner shirt pockets to dissuade the city’s many talented thieves. 

He passed through the central market square, spotting one of the taverns that had been one of his and Austine’s favorites. It was a dirty, dingy place that served cheap ale, and he felt a lump take up residence in his throat as he considered how many barely remembered nights the two of them had spent within it.

He desperately wished that Malon or Ria was there with him, if only to hear him ramble about someone they’d never met. They were back home, but Vel was in the city. The thought gave him clarity, and he turned the corner onto the street that led through the Gilded District and toward the Royal Lodgings.

He waited within sight of the main entrance until he saw a courier headed in the same direction. A small bribe, plus the cost of a scrap of parchment and ink, was enough to send the man on his way into the Royal Lodgings with both the message he’d originally been tasked with delivering and Damon’s message for Vel.

It was close to half an hour later when she finally appeared. They’d been apart for only a month, but it still seemed like an age to Damon since he’d last seen her. He couldn’t stop himself from grinning as she hurried across the cobblestone toward him.

She wore an extravagant cream-colored dress with a respectable neckline along with a pair of white silk slippers that looked as though they’d never seen a dirty days’ work. Her golden hair was loose and playful, and her deep blue eyes never left his as she made her way over.

“Damon!” 

She held her arms out and he swept her into a hug, unable to resist the urge to pull her briefly up and off her feet.

“Vel,” he said. “It’s so good to see you.”

The questions poured out of her even before their embrace drew to an end. “Are you okay? Your note was woefully vague. Did something happen? Is it aesta? Did she—”

“We’re all fine,” he said.

“Why are the two of you so stubborn about writing?” pouted Vel. “A single missive here and there, even just to send your best wishes, would have put my mind so much more at ease. I’ve had nightmares, Damon, of Shank and what could be happening back at the farm during the… Wait, what’s that on your back?”

“My reason for being here.” He grinned and pulled loose the shield, holding it out for her to run a hand across. “Do you remember that gorge near the farm that we never bothered with as kids?”

Vel’s eyes went wide, and she licked her lips, expression taking on a covetous edge as she inspected the inscription. “This is written in Old Manitian. I studied it for a time back in Hearthold.”

“So you can read what it says?”

“Yes…” She hesitated, face scrunching up. “I mean, sort of. We should take this to Kastet first. She has a fondness for history. I would be surprised if she didn’t buy this from you on sight.”

Damon needed no further convincing. “Lead on.”

They entered the Royal Lodgings, which served as the palatial guest house for the Godking Avarice’s most respected visitors. The floors were polished marble, and extensive work had gone into painting the walls a regal mixture of white, silver, and gold.

A number of house guards in crisp, clean uniforms eyed Damon warily, but he noticed how they would each drop their gaze as soon as they recognized Vel. She seemed to command no small amount of influence within the guest estate.

Kastet was in a rooftop garden, drinking tea and tossing bits of bread to a variety of exotic looking birds. It was Damon’s first time meeting her up close, and she was different than what he would have expected from the views he’d had of her from a distance.

Kastet was strikingly beautiful in a traditional sense, like a portrait of an attractive woman remade in the flesh. Her skin was pale, and there was a reserved, hidden quality to her soft face that made her seem far older than Damon knew she was.

She was shorter than he’d expected her to be, shorter even than Vel, with a petite figure that he could only assume was hidden by the style of dresses she typically wore. The loose curls of her light brown hair were held back by a thin, golden circlet, which was all she wore to signify her status as the third heir to the throne of one of the most powerful kingdoms in the realm.

Damon had the requisite social grace and poise to drop to one knee as he came within speaking distance of her. She smiled and gestured for him to stand, shaking her head.

“Please,” said Kastet. “There is little need to stand on formality. I’m simply feeding my birds, not holding court.”

“Milady, this is Damon Al-Kendras,” said Vel. “He and I—”

“I recognize him,” said Kastet. “He is your brother, is he not?”

Damon saw Vel prickle and blush at the suggestion, stumbling with her reply. “Ah, he’s… that is to say… we grew up together, but we’re not… um…”

“We share the same aesta,” said Damon.

“That’s a Remenai word, isn’t it?” said Kastet. “I feel as though I’ve heard it before.”

“An aesta is a woman who guards and raises orphans during times of trouble,” said Damon. “Vel and I were both raised on a farmstead to the far north of here.”

“Yes, she’s told me much of both it and you.” Kastet stepped forward, reaching out to take one of Damon’s hands in hers. “I owe the deepest apology I can offer, Damon Al-Kendras. I was not privy to the terms of the arena duel you and your fellow gladiator were subjected to until it was too late. It is my fault that you were forced to kill someone you cared for.”

The suddenness and sincerity of her apology was enough to steal Damon’s voice. He’d spent so much time considering how to take revenge against Len and Avarice for what they’d done. Kastet had never entered his thoughts as a co-conspirator, but hearing her express herself so directly soothed a tender, hidden place within him, a place he’d forgotten existed.

“I… thank you,” he muttered.

She didn’t let go of his hand. Damon felt a strange intimacy in the way her small, soft fingers pressed against his calloused palm and hardened knuckles. He sensed Vel glancing back and forth between the two of them and wondered if he was perhaps seeing a side of the young princess which she didn’t often present to the world.

“Milady, I brought Damon to meet with you to share an interesting discovery he’s made,” said Vel. “He found a shield with the royal signature of the ancient Alcina line upon its underside.”

“That is indeed rather interesting,” said Kastet. “May I see it?”

She let go of his hands so Damon could pull it free from his back. He offered it to Kastet, who nodded to Vel to receive and hold it for her.

“My knowledge of other languages has waned over the years since my education,” said Kastet. “Would you mind reading the inscription for me, Lady Velanor?”

Vel chewed her lower lip, her cheeks flushing for a reason that Damon couldn’t readily identify.

“Perhaps we should bring in a scholar to read it for us?” suggested Vel. “I doubt that I have the skill to—”

“Vel,” said Kastet, sharply.

She let out a defeated sigh and briefly passed the shield back to Damon. Reaching into a small fanny pocket in the front of her gown, she revealed a pair of round rimmed spectacles.

Damon watched in a mixture of awe and amusement as Vel slid them onto her face, blushing as red as he’d ever seen her before. 

“Spectacles,” he said, dumbly. “I didn’t realize you wore them.”

“I had my physicalist take her eye readings after she began struggling with reading at a distance,” said Kastet. “Spectacles have become commonplace in Hearthold over the past year. It would have been imprudent for me not to outfit her with them, given her status as one of my ladies in waiting.”

“Uh-huh.” Damon attempted, with partial success, to contain his laughter as he saw Vel glaring at him. He could imagine what she’d say, had Kastet not been there to overhear.

In truth, they didn’t look unattractive or even unwieldy on her. They emphasized a side of Vel that he hadn’t seen in years, the curiosity she’d been so defined by as a young girl, full of questions and imagination.

“I think they look adorable on her,” said Kastet.

“Absolutely,” said Damon. “They give off the air of a learned woman. Vel has always had such clear aspirations to become a scholar, or perhaps a painter.”

Vel was practically seething, and she shot him a glare that could have stripped the polish off a tavern table. Kastet let out a small, girlish laugh and set her hand on Damon’s shoulder.

“You are delightfully devilish, Damon, but we shouldn’t tease her overmuch,” she said. “Velanor, if you would?”

“By all means, milady,” said Vel, through gritted teeth. “The inscription is a single message. Of pride and justice, Lord Alcina IV carries the bulwark of Rovahn in defense of our people.”

“Fascinating…” Kastet reached over to accept the shield from Vel, stroking a finger along the top edge of the metal. “You were wise to bring this to my attention, Damon. I must have it for my collection.”

He felt his heart leap and did his best to seem nonchalant as he pushed forward. “If you must have it, milady, then of course I can let it go. For a reasonable price.”

There was a distinct moment during which Kastet’s eyes met his when Damon realized that he was dealing with a woman of power and not just a noble in name. He’d played his cards, and she was the type to let the moment linger into borderline uncomfortable territory before so much as blinking.

“In theory, Lord Avarice has an outstanding claim to all artifacts of a historical nature excised from the colonial New North,” said Kastet. “You were wise to bring this to me first, as I could well be the only buyer capable of purchasing your find with confidence of holding it.”

“There’s a thin line between being clever and making enemies,” said Damon. “As I’m sure a princess of your particular upbringing must know.”

Kastet gave him a true grin. “I was merely speaking aloud. I can see what the value of this find represents to you, Damon Al-Kendras. I would not deny you nor your sister of a fair compensation.”

“She’s not my…” He gritted his teeth, annoyed at how she’d thrown him and how clear it was that she savored his reactions. “What I mean to say is I’m sure your wisdom on this matter is fair and overflowing, milady.”

Kastet chuckled, and Vel contributed her own betrayal with a tiny smirk.

“If this is truly the shield of Lord Alcina IV, then it is worth its weight in silver, if not at least partially in gold,” said Kastet. “The Alquin royal line will pay you handsomely. I will, of course, need to send a missive to the King and Queen before confirming the purchase, but I can provide a preliminary outreach of funds in the meantime, along with an opportunity.”

“Fifteen gold crowns,” said Damon. “Take it or leave it.”

He knew that, at least on the surface, it was an absurd, life changing, land and servant buying amount of money to ask for. He doubted whether he’d ever known anyone on a personal level who couldn’t say the same. 

But he also wasn’t stupid. He knew how deep the royal pockets were and how to bargain. Starting at 15 for the shield would leave plenty of room for him to grudgingly be bargained down to five, or more likely, one or two gold crowns.

“Done,” said Princess Kastet Alquin of the Merinian Summoners. “I can only give you an initial payment now, but I pair it with an offer of an ongoing partnership.”

She hadn’t specified the amount. It was a fact that Damon forced himself to keep in mind as he contemplated how, assuming she kept her word, he and Malon and Ria and Vel would have enough money to set themselves up for an incredibly comfortable future.

“Go on,” he said.

“I would aspire to enlist your services as a treasure hunter to continue exploring and excavating the area in which you found this artifact,” said Kastet. “You’d work in tandem with one of my trusted advisors, who would be responsible for making sure that all discoveries are reported and handled properly.”

She smiled at Vel. Damon felt his reaction momentarily mirroring her own bewildered face.

“Me?” asked Vel, poking a finger against her chest.

“Who else?” Kastet made an open palmed gesture with one hand. “You’re still young, Velanor, but this task seems particularly suited for you. The surrounding area is your homeland. You’ll have convenient lodgings nearby, along with assistance from family. I know how bored you must be here in Avaricia as a girl still beneath her twentieth year of majority.”

“But I… don’t know anything about treasure hunting, or excavating,” said Vel. “I doubt if I even have suitable clothes.”

Damon snorted, which drew a brief scowl from Vel and a pensive reaction from Kastet.

“Part of my thinking in this matter is the preestablished rapport you and your brother already share,” said Kastet. “I’m sure Damon would be far more open to taking orders and delivering reports to someone who he’s familiar with and cares about.”

“Taking… orders.” Vel blinked. “Ah. Yes, milady, I believe I also see the wisdom in this arrangement.”

“Hold on,” said Damon. “As much as I would welcome Velanor’s help, I’m not sure that it would be entirely necessary, or even safe, for her to be—”

“The terms are non-negotiable, Damon Al-Kendras.” Kastet pulled out a small red coin purse. “One gold crown now. Fourteen when the funds from Hearthold arrive, along with enough to recompensate you for any additional artifacts you recover. You’ll report directly to Velanor, who will give me a full appraisal of your actions upon her return to Avaricia. Do we have a deal?”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
After accepting Kastet’s offer and gold, Damon accompanied Vel to her room within the Royal Lodgings. 

It was a shared space, with a second bed he presumed was usually occupied by another lady in waiting. It smelled like perfume and fine silk, and his eyes held for longer than they should have at a stray pair of girlshorts poking out from underneath the curtain of one of the windows.

“That could have gone worse,” he said. He still held the gold crown in his hand, staring into the face of King Laurhal Ancina and considering what he could buy with it.

“I suppose leaving the city won’t be so bad if it means getting a chance to head home and see aesta again,” muttered Vel. “You’re going to have to give me more details on this tomb you discovered.”

“There will be plenty of time for that once we…” 

He turned around, seeing Vel, still with spectacles on, scribbling notes across a parchment pad. He couldn’t keep from smiling, though it was more in amazement than in mockery.

“What?” she snapped.

“You just look different with spectacles on,” he said.

Vel blushed and immediately took them off. “They’re perfectly common in Hearthold, not that a grimy colonial like you would know!”

“I didn’t say that it was a bad look,” said Damon. “Besides, I see how they could be helpful. For reading or writing or… recognizing faces at a distance. Faces of people you may not have seen in a while, perhaps years, even.”

Vel blinked several times in quick succession. It seemed like an age passed before she mastered her expression, glaring at him while gripping the fabric of her skirt with clenched fingers.

“What are you insinuating?” she asked.

Damon took a step closer to her. “It’s past a mere insinuation at this point.”

“Again, with the stupid cat mask fantasy,” said Vel, dismissively. “You’re delusional. Listen to yourself. Don’t you have ample ports to dock your ship in without working me into your lurid fantasies?”

She jutted her chin out with the same bratty defiance he’d so often experienced during their childhood. But they weren’t children anymore, and they hadn’t been for a long time. He drew even closer to her, watching the way mere proximity strained her composure.

Damon set a hand on her hip, smirking with a bit more confidence than he necessarily felt. He leaned in slowly, giving her ample opportunity to draw back. She didn’t, even as his lips met hers and his hands began to roam.

But eventually, she did stop him, drawing free just as the lust began to addle Damon’s reasoning and he attempted to shift her onto the bed. She pushed him hard in the chest, narrowing her eyes into furious slits.

“Don’t you ever do that again within these walls,” said Vel. “If anyone who knows me here ever saw something like that, if they ever even suspected… I would never escape the rumors.”

“Didn’t our aesta used to warn you about not playing with fire if you don’t want to get burned?”

“You really are something else.” Vel folded her arms. “Damon, Kastet put me in charge of this expedition.”

Damon snorted. “Right. What are you going to do, order me to wash your small clothes as punishment?”

Vel’s smile took on a mischievous edge. “That sounds like a terrific place to start. You’ll find them in and around that basket in the corner.”

“Vel,” he said, locking eyes with her. “I’m not your lapdog.”

“How does that coin feel in your pocket?” she asked. “I hope you savor the feeling, because if you don’t play nice and follow my commands, you’ll never see another copper penny from Kastet.”

*** 
Damon grudgingly accepted defeat, though a large measure of his reluctance melted away when he began rifling through the clothes basket as he carried it down the Royal Hall. Vel had more than a few pairs of girlshorts that their aesta wouldn’t have approved of.

He felt an odd flush of heat across his shoulders and neck as he considered whether perhaps she had someone in mind to show off for within the city. The thought was a fleeting one. Vel was still under twenty years majority. Any man attempting to seduce or even court her, as a respectable lady-in-waiting, would face gelding as punishment.

He winced as he considered his own words to her. Playing with fire was an easy way to get burned, indeed.

The laundering basins were in the basement, and Damon was relieved to discover that he wouldn’t have to do the actual washing himself. Half a dozen washwoman stood alongside wooden tubs over metal grates, turning basic mechanisms to spin the clothing inside in quick, churning circles.

He was in the middle of negotiating a fee he hadn’t realized he’d need to pay with a short woman with powerful looking arms when he spotted something out of the corner of his eye. Rather, he spotted someone. It was both a face that he’d been hoping to see again, and a face that haunted his nightmares.   

The former troupe master of the Gleaming Scythe Gladiatorial Entertainment Troupe stood along the far side of the chamber, dressed in a green silk shirt and flirting openly with a busty young washerwoman. 

Len looked as though the previous few weeks had treated him well. Damon could only assume that he’d been paid handsomely in return for setting up the blood bout.

He was moving before he realized it, crossing the chamber with loping steps, one hand grasping the hilt of his wrathblade. The sudden rush of justified fury and unbridled rage was enough to make him unable to see anything else, to think of anything else. Len had to die.

Time seemed to slow down. He blinked, realizing that it was more than just a trick of his mind. He’d drawn the wrathblade and begun swinging it. Droplets of water from the washwoman’s churning tub floated through the air in a slow ballet of suspended animation.

He felt as though he’d become a servant to his anger, his true master. It wasn’t a feeling that Damon liked. He remembered Austine, dying in his arms, along with the promise he’d made. 

“Revenge,” the sword seemed to whisper.

He blinked, forcing himself to think of Vel, Malon, and Ria. He wasn’t alone with Len in the chamber. The guards would treat his attack as murder, perhaps justifiably so. He would be executed, or at least imprisoned. Vel and the others would suffer the consequences.

“Do it,” hissed the sword, in a voice that was distinctly feminine and seductive. “Spill his blood. Make me wet and sticky with all that hot, dripping red. Mmm… Just a single hard thrust!”

The voice sent tickles of excitement and arousal with every syllable, and somehow, he knew that he was the only one who could hear it. Though as engaging as the sound of it was, it only fed into Damon’s suspicion. Swords weren’t generally supposed to slow time and fetishize the act of drawing blood.

He shifted his strike upward at the last second, cutting a single clump of hairs from atop Len’s balding head and nothing else. Twisting back around, he finished in a pointless flourish, sheathing his weapon back into the scabbard and ignoring the soft, disappointed sigh it let out in response.

Time sped back up.

Len fell backward onto the damp floor, eyes wide in terror. The washwoman gave him a quizzical look. He wondered how much of what had just happened they’d seen and how much had simply been an indistinct blur of motion.

No words were exchanged between the former gladiator and the former troupe master. Len staggered to his feet and sprinted from the chamber. Damon knew that even if he gave pursuit, there was no way it would lead to a better opportunity to kill the man.

“I haven’t forgotten, Austine,” he muttered. “Be patient.”

After ensuring that the washwoman he’d left Vel’s small clothes with would return them once cleaned and dried, Damon left the Royal Lodgings. He wandered the streets of Avaricia, picked up a few interesting gifts for Malon and the others with his newly earned coin, and eventually found a tavern.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
The next few days flowed together into a basic, regular routine. Damon met Vel at the city gates after spending the night in a cheap inn. They set off almost immediately, sharing the back of a carriage with two royal guards who Vel seemed familiar with.

The presence of the guards precluded any real conversation between him and Vel. Damon contented himself with watching the scenery past, his thoughts still circling around Len and Austine, and whether he was doing his friend’s memory justice by moving forward with his life.

It was late in the afternoon after several comfortable days of traveling when they finally arrived back on the farmstead. Vel climbed down first, grinning as she took in the sight of the old tower. It looked vaguely orange in the light of the setting sun.

“You’re smiling,” he said.

“Should I not be?” asked Vel.

“I still remember when you first arrived back after your time abroad,” said Damon. “You nearly threw a tantrum when it became clear that you’d be staying indefinitely.”

Vel gave him a small shrug. “I’ve… begun to see things differently, I suppose.”

“The spectacles must be working, then.”

She hadn’t, in fact, worn them much since they’d left Avaricia and didn’t have them on now, which made the glare she gave him seem a smidge overblown.

“Oh, hold a moment,” she said, stopping one of the guards in the process of carrying her traveling bag toward the tower. “I’m sure Damon would be more than happy to carry my things in for me. Feel free to head about your way.”

He rolled his eyes, wondering if he’d be able to stomach respecting her authority once they got back underway with excavating the kestian. Across the clearing, Malon and Ria had stepped out of the tower, both smiling and hurrying toward Damon and Vel with outstretched arms.

“Ria!” shouted Vel. “Why didn’t you tell me that Ria had come back, Damon?”

He winked at her. “I felt like it would be better to surprise you.”

In truth, he’d been worried that Ria might not still be on the farmstead, given the circumstances of his own temporary departure. Claiming that Ria was waiting for them at home in advance would have been gambling on a possibility, with Vel’s emotions as the currency.

“Seta,” said Malon, pulling Vel into a tight hug. “It is so good to see you again! If I’d known all I needed to do to see you home was send Damon on a trip to Avaricia, I would have done so weeks ago.”

“I am as happy to be home as you are to have me here. Truly.”

Ria hugged Vel next, and the two sisters in all but name swapped smiles and compliments.

“I’m far from a fan of Merinian fashion trends, but this dress looks of brilliance on you, Velanor,” said Ria.

“Thank you,” she said. “You can wear it sometime if you want.”

“I already wear your clothes whenever I want,” said Ria, with a teasing smirk.

Malon was more reserved in her greeting of Damon, squeezing his hands and nodding, but not opting to risk bringing their bodies into a hug and what it might entail.

“Solas,” she said. “How was your journey?”

“Productive,” he said. “I’ll explain once we’re inside.”

He was beginning to think that the evening would be off to a smooth, uneventful start when Ria came up behind him. She pulled him into a reverse hug, and after a moment, Damon turned around to face her directly.

They kissed each other once on the lips, and then several more times in quick succession. Damon could feel his arousal getting the better of him as he saw Ria’s flushed, excited expression. He remembered Malon’s stern warning a full minute too late.

Vel gaped at them, glancing away as they both looked in her direction. Malon frowned and folded her arms, looking as she so often had before dishing out punishments during their childhood.

“I’ve already begun preparing dinner,” she said. “You’re lucky I decided on mincemeat and potato pie. We always have leftovers. I’m sure it will be more than enough to feed us all.”

“I can’t wait,” said Damon, still looking at Ria. “I’ve worked up quite an appetite after being stuck on that carriage for the past few days.”

Ria and Malon were gracious enough to help Damon carry their traveling bags in, despite Vel grumbling a bit about how she’d entrusted the task to him. He immediately noticed that Ria’s bed had been moved from the common room into Vel’s room, which both women would now presumably be sharing.

Damon kicked his boots off and settled into a chair around the table. Vel and Ria had the most catching up to do, and he listened to them speak of Vel’s duties in Avaricia and Ria’s mundane adventures through the forest as he watched Malon cutting thick slices of mincemeat pie.

“I may as well open a bottle of wine,” said Malon. “It’s been far too long since we’ve all been together like this.”

“Open two,” said Damon. “As you said, aesta. It’s been far too long.”

She gave him an appreciative smile and passed him a plate with a slice of mincemeat pie. Damon couldn’t resist sneaking a bite before the others had been served. It was still hot enough to burn the roof of his mouth, but the crust was buttery and flaky, and the filling was perfect, a rich blend of meat, potatoes, and spices.

Malon had returned with the wine, and she poured him a goblet full to the brim. Damon took a deep sip, leaning back in his chair and feeling a deep sense of belonging as the four of them ate their food and complimented Malon on her cooking.

“Ah, I almost forgot,” he said, as the meal drew to a close. “I picked up a few gifts for the three of you in Avaricia.”

“You bought them gifts?” asked Vel. There was a slight poutiness to her tone that he wondered if she was even aware of. “When?”

“After I washed your…” He cleared his throat. “After meeting with Princess Kastet. Don’t make that face, I got you something too.”

“Really, solas,” said Malon. “Gifts weren’t necessary. I hope you didn’t spend too much.”

“I know how to shop and haggle in Avaricia,” he said. “I didn’t split my purse.”

He still had around fifty silver sables left, almost half of Kastet’s first payment and more than he really needed to contribute to the farmstead’s near future expenses. He grabbed his traveling bag and made a show of setting it on the table before beginning the grand reveal.

“For Ria,” he said. He drew a short dagger made from a single, carefully worked piece of steel with a balanced edge. “It’s a throwing knife. I thought you might like to have a weapon manageable at distances that might be unwieldy for your tempesting magic or spear.”

Ria’s eyes lit up, and she let her fingers linger on Damon’s as she accepted it. “I love it. Though, I’m not of knowledge of using such a weapon. Would you be willing to find time to give me some… private lessons?”

“I’ll teach you everything you need to know.” He held Ria’s gaze, suddenly aware of the soft rise and fall of her chest underneath the thin tunic she had on.

The surge of tension that filled the space of the silent moment that followed apparently wasn’t lost on Malon.

“Solas,” she said, sweetly. “Are there other gifts inside your bag?”

“Right,” he said, drawing his eyes from Ria. “Aesta. I thought you could use a new cookpot. It’s one of the expensive ones with handles and a matching lid with a steam vent on top.”

Malon’s smile was wide and genuine as she accepted it. “This is so thoughtful. I can hardly wait to have a chance to use it. Would any of you object to eating stew again tomorrow night?”

“I’ll eat anything you put on the table,” said Damon.

“Thank you, solas.”

She reached out and took his left hand, holding it and affectionately running her thumb against the inside of his palm. He couldn’t help but stare at her, and the fact that she stared back, face still imbued with a hint of an affectionate smile, said much to him.

Vel cleared her throat with an impatient edge. Damon let his fingers linger against Malon’s as he reached into his pack again and removed her gift.

It was a small ornate box of stained mahogany with a polished copper clasp. Vel grinned as she accepted it from him, giving it a gentle, curious shake.

“Can I open it?” she asked.

Damon nodded. She slowly pulled the lid back, glancing back up to flash another smile at him.

“It’s not jewelry is it?” she asked. “Damon, you’re so sweet.”

“It’s not jewelry,” he said, quickly.

Vel’s expression took on a confused cast as she pulled loose the box’s meager contents, a thin length of fine black silk. She looked up at Damon, and then back down into the box, poking a finger around inside in search of whatever else might be within.

“The bottom and top are both padded,” said Damon. “The cloth is for cleaning. I thought you might appreciate having a proper case and cloth for your spectacles.”

He felt deflated as he recognized the intense disappointment on display in her reaction. It took him a moment to realize that the emotion wasn’t solely about the gift.

“Spectacles?” asked Malon. “Seta. You were fitted for spectacles?”

“Sort of,” muttered Vel. “Kastet, um, insisted. But it’s not as though I have to wear them all the time!”

“I simply can’t imagine it,” said Ria. “Please, young Vel. Put them on. I must see this.”

“We’d all like to see them,” said Malon, voice earnest.

Damon recognized the trap he’d inadvertently laid for Vel and felt guilt and empathy twisting at his chest. With slow movements, she reached into her gown and withdrew the spectacles, draping the cord around her neck and sliding them into position on her face.

She looked as embarrassed as he’d ever seen her before, and vulnerable, on top of that. Her hands were clenched into unconscious fists on the table, and she refused to meet anyone’s gaze.

“Not a word,” she muttered. “I’m aware of how ridiculous I look. I only need them for reading at certain ranges. It’s not as though I want to have to wear them.”

Malon and Ria both began speaking over one another in an attempt to reassure her. Damon simply reached across the table, settling his hands on top of her still clenched fists and forcing her to look at him.

“I like you like this, Vel,” he said. “It’s like discovering a new side of you.”

It was the truth. She had so many different sides, and he loved all of them. Damon felt as though he’d won a small, hidden victory as she unclenched her fists and briefly entwined her fingers with his.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
Damon sipped another goblet of wine as he watched the three closest women in his life continue to examine the gifts he’d brought home for each of them. He remembered a facet of the night he’d spent in Avaricia that he’d nearly forgotten, given how drunk he’d been for much of the afternoon and evening. 

“There were, ah, a few other things I picked up,” he said. “Nothing major. A bit of clothing for comfortable sleeping, or lounging.”

The three expensive, immodest linen nightgowns had cost him nearly as much as the other presents combined. They’d been an impulse buy after he’d caught sight of one of the gowns clinging to the carves of a wooden mannequin in a manner that had sent blood rushing to his cheeks… and various other places.

He’d gotten them each a different color. Pink for Malon. Green for Ria. Baby blue for Vel. Each one was a combination of thin shoulder straps, fabric that was near see through under certain lighting conditions, and dangerously flirty skirts.

He saw Malon react first, folding her arms and letting out a tired sigh, despite her continuous smile. 

“Oh, how sweet, solas,” she said. “You shouldn’t have. Really.”

Vel let out a giggle and brought her hand to her mouth in an attempt to hide her amusement, still wearing her spectacles. Ria accepted hers and raised a teasing eyebrow.

“Ooh, I think I like this,” she said. “It is of such softness. Should I try it on for you now, young Damon, or perhaps later… in private?”

“Seta!” snapped Malon. “We talked about this.”

“What was going on inside your head when you bought these, Damon?” asked Vel. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate your generosity, but this is more the type of gift a man might buy for his… ah, you know.”

“I was rather drunk at the time,” he admitted.

Vel’s expression grew serious. “Was this on the day you arrived in Avaricia? You never told me what happened to make you so moody and distant after you met with Kastet and I.”

He really didn’t want to talk about it, as much because of how hard it was to explain as because of how much it hurt. But he had to talk about it.

“I… ran into Len,” he said. “My old troupe master.”

The table was silent. Ria was the first to react, reaching out a leg hidden from view down below to gently caress the side of his leg.

“Malon explained to me what happened within the Gilded Amphitheater, Damon,” said Ria. “I had no idea you were carrying such weight. You should have told me.”

He shrugged, feeling his emotions war between numbness and overreaction. Perhaps he should have told her, and he wasn’t sure whether it was because he knew how readily Ria would have offered to help him take his revenge, or because he feared her pity.

“There’s something else,” he said, mostly to shift the topic. “Aesta. There was a moment in which I was considering rash action against Len. I drew my wrathblade.”

“Solas…” she chided.

“I know. I did realize that it was a mistake, but… it was as though the sword didn’t.”

He recognized the character of the blank stares facing him from around the table. They had no idea what he was talking about. He wasn’t entirely sure the he knew himself, either.

“I drew upon the wrathblade’s power,” he said. “The speed, or awareness sorcery it’s imbued with. It was as if the world had been submerged in molasses. As it happened, the sword began to speak to me.”

Ria had shifted her leg caressing to firmly, but gently, kicking him in the shin underneath the table. She had her arms crossed, and it was plain from the line of her mouth that she thought he was spinning fiction.

“Interesting,” muttered Malon. “What did it say to you?”

Damon hesitated. “It wanted me to attack. It seemed… extremely passionate on that point.”

“What were the exact words?” asked Malon. “It’s essential for you to tell me if you can remember, solas.”

He hadn’t forgotten. He’d even dreamed of the voice repeating itself once or twice on the journey back from Avaricia, in a variety of less than dinner table friendly contexts.

“It asked me to ‘spill his blood’,” said Damon. “It said it…” He cleared his throat. “It wanted me to ‘make it wet and sticky with all that hot, dripping red’ with a ‘single hard thrust’.”

Ria burst out laughing, slapping her hand down on the table. Vel looked as though she was on the verge of doing the same, with the addition of heavily flushed cheeks.

Malon was stone serious. She pointed toward Damon’s side and motioned upward with her hand.

“Lay it across the table, solas,” she said.

He drew his wrathblade and carefully positioned it between the gifts and their mostly empty food plates. Malon ran a finger along the sword’s flat, closing her eyes and tapping as it approached the tip.

“I am… concerned,” she said. “Your wrathblade is imbued with a portion of Wrath’s power, hence the name. For the magic to remain potent, the weapon must continue to draw essence through that connection.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“It isn’t simply a question of your strength and emotions, solas,” said Malon. “The weapon is intrinsically linked to Wrath. Many wrathblades were produced, so many in fact that the original enchantment of the weapon was diluted by the number. In the time since, most have been lost or destroyed.”

He shook his head. “So, what? My sword is even more powerful than I thought it was?”

“Danger is not the same thing as power.” Malon frowned and reached out to take his hands. “The voice you heard while drawing from the sword’s power could have only been a facet or artifact of Wrath, herself. This implies that she is gaining in power, and with it, influence.”

The table had grown dead silent. Damon felt like the tension belonged to him as the moment held. He still had the fingers of one hand draped around his wrathblade’s hilt, and he let each finger open and close in sequence.

“What should I do?” he asked.

Malon let out a sigh that seemed to emphasize the problem. “Truly? I know not. It would be wise for you to at least consider buying another weapon, but to suddenly stop using your wrathblade might draw Wrath’s attention in an unfavorable manner.”

“What if he destroyed it?” asked Vel. “Or cast it into a river?”

The thought of getting rid of his wrathblade, after all he and the weapon had been through, was enough to make a pit form in his stomach.

“There is no simple solution,” said Malon. “Solas, please let me know immediately if you hear this voice again, or if anything else unusual happens with the weapon.”

Damon nodded. “I will.”

The meal drew to a close under a mood partially doused by his admission. He noticed the wary looks Vel and Ria gave his sword as he pulled it back from the table and slid it into its scabbard.

Malon cleared their plates. It was later than Damon had realized, and an exaggerated yawn from Vel began the procession of goodnights.

“I should get some rest,” said Vel. “I want to see the interior of this kestian first thing tomorrow morning. Be ready to rise early, Damon.”

“Of course, Lady Velanor,” he said, with mock sincerity.

She didn’t seem to notice, smiling in a manner which made Damon feel as though his quip had rebounded into the realm of respectful obedience. Vel said goodnight to Malon as she finished with the plates, and then shared a few whispered words with Ria before disappearing into their shared bedroom.

Damon saw mischief in Ria’s expression as she leaned forward from across the table.

“I hardly feel tired at all,” she said. “The gown you gave me is of such prettiness. I should at least try it on for you, young Damon, should I not?”

“I think you need to,” he replied.

She lifted her green nightgown, pressing it against her front and smiling a rather dangerous smile. “Perhaps I’ll spin around once I have it on. Send the skirts a flutter. See how the fabric performs under the stress I’m sure it will often be subjected to.”

“The stitching is solid,” he said. “I’m sure the gown can take quite a beating.”

“I should hope so,” said Ria. “I plan on wearing it often.”

Malon cleared her throat and slid her chair back underneath the table, eliciting a grinding screech from the wooden legs. “Seta. Please refrain from teasing solas.”

Ria seemed to hesitate and think better of her response. She sighed and stood up, arching to stretch her back.

“Will you begrudge us even a simple goodnight hug?” she asked.

“Hugging is fine,” said Malon.

Damon closed the distance to Ria, feeling his heart begin to pound as he pulled her into an embrace. Malon had said that hugging was fine. It was a small allowance, but one that he was grateful for. 

He could hug Ria each night and each morning, and during the day, if they could find the time. From the front, and from behind. He breathed in her scent, still fresh and natural, like a field of wildflowers. 

“I can’t decide whether to sleep in your nightgown,” whispered Ria. “Or naked.”

He felt himself getting hard at a gallop. “Sleep in the gown, but don’t put on your girlshorts underneath.”

They parted after another moment of subtle undulations against one another. Damon felt his grin fade as he noticed Malon’s peeved expression.

They were alone in the common room as Ria joined Vel and closed the door to their chamber. Damon felt unsure of whether he should simply retire to his own bed or attempt to undo the damage he’d unwittingly just done.

Navigating the balance of emotions and authority on the farmstead felt like a job unto itself. He noticed that there were a few goblets left on the table and moved to begin clearing them.

“I can handle those,” said Malon.

“I know you can, but I want to help. In any way that I can.”

Malon gave him a reluctant smile. “I know that, solas. Your help is appreciated.”

She stood up to clear the last of the cups, and they faced each other in the space alongside the table as she set it down.

“Goodnight, aesta,” he said.

“Goodnight, solas,” she sighed.

He pulled her into a gentle hug, not testing his luck, despite the temptation of her soft body against his. She caressed his cheek as they parted, and he couldn’t resist giving her a kiss on the lips.

A tender kiss on the lips. A chaste kiss on the lips, if such a thing could exist between grown men and woman. Malon sighed at him, her eyes briefly darting down to the obvious bulge in his pants, and then firmly pushed him on the chest in the direction of his room.

He was hoping she’d follow him, but he knew that she wouldn’t.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
Damon understood that frustration in all its forms was an emotion defined by both a floor and a ceiling. The floor of his current experience was a full stomach, a light feeling of drunkenness from wine, and the comfort of being back in the farmstead with no pressing problems.

The ceiling was the image of Ria, probably lying in bed in much the same mood, naked or wearing just the nightgown he’d given her, desperate for a man’s touch. Not just a man’s touch. His touch.

He tensed his jaw and leaned his head back on the pillow, taking hold of his annoyingly hard cock. Images of Malon and Vel danced in the periphery of his mind, but it was Ria in the forefront. He remembered the way she’d teased him with her foot under the table, the look on her face as she’d held the gown up against herself.

It was too much. Slowly, Damon slid from his bed and began creeping across the floor. He swore as he listened to the wood creaking underneath his feet. He’d been much better at stealth as a boy, and the memory of which floorboards made which noises had been lost to the years.

The incredulousness of what he was attempting struck him as he reached the door. Even if he managed to reach Ria and Vel’s room… it was still Ria and Vel’s room. 

He stood no chance of sneaking inside of it, let alone seducing and bedding Ria without Vel waking up at some point. She’d never been a heavy sleeper, to begin with.

He accepted the bitter taste of defeat as he moved back toward his bed to collapse into it. A light tapping noise came at his window, and his heart nearly skipped a beat as he noticed a hand waving to him from outside of it.

Ria, clad in her lurid new nightgown, stood outside on the grass. Damon grinned, holding her gaze for a moment before heading out to join her.

He didn’t get ahead of himself. Half a dozen feats of stealth still separated him from making out his door, across the common room, and into the night. He marveled at how Ria had done it so silently as he slowly began coaxing his door open, wincing at each creak of wood and cry of the hinges.

He took long, careful steps. Some of his once cherished knowledge of the locations of the noisiest floorboards came back to him as he began to make his way forward. The chamber was lit by only the dying embers of the hearth, and he was careful to avoid bumping into any mislaid chairs.

He was at the door when it all fell apart. The sound of footsteps came from Ria and Vel’s room, followed by the door opening. Damon tried to keep the despair from showing on his face as Vel made her way over to him, suspicion evident in the way she set her hands on her hips.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“Relieving myself,” he said, in the quietest voice he could manage. “I didn’t feel like wasting my currently clean chamber pot.”

“Liar,” she said. “Why isn’t Ria in bed either, then?” And—”

Damon brought a finger to his lips, glaring at her. It wasn’t ideal to be caught by Vel, but it was still vastly preferable to being discovered by Malon. He took her hand in his as though she’d been part of the plan from the beginning and gently began easing the front door open.

Vel let out a sigh but followed along as they emerged into the moonlit night. The pale green glow of the ghost moon made it feel as though they were stepping into a dream, and the feeling was multiplied by the soft, cool grass against the underside of his bare feet.

“Damon,” said Vel. “What are the two of you planning? Is this something that aesta needs to know about?”

Ria had come around from the other side of the tower. Damon saw the excitement deflate from her pose as she caught sight of Vel following after him.

“Relax, Velanor,” said Ria, in a soothing, but irritated voice. “Damon and I were simply going for a moonlight swim. Remember how much we used to enjoy such things when we were of our youth?”

“And it’s just a coincidence that you happened to put on the new nightgown he bought for you before sneaking out?” countered Vel.

Ria blinked. “Velanor. You’re wearing yours, too.”

Damon hadn’t noticed in the dark of the common room and couldn’t help but snort as he realized that Vel was, in fact, wearing his gift. It looked good on her, and he took pride in the fact that he’d managed to estimate the size of both their busts with such accuracy.

“Only because I didn’t feel like digging through my luggage for comfortable sleeping wear,” said Vel. “I wasn’t planning on dressing to impress for a moonlit stroll, or whatever you two intended for this to be.”

“Are you coming swimming with us or not, Vel?” asked Damon.

She folded her arms and pouted. Damon hooked one arm through Ria’s and extended the crook of the other, which Vel accepted after a moment of hesitation.

“Can you see okay in the dark, or do you want to run and grab your spectacles?” he asked.

“Damon!” shouted Vel.

“He’s teasing you,” said Ria. “Aren’t you of authority of him with the reports you’re making to your princess? Threaten to have her dock his pay.”

“Why did you feel the need to remind her?” asked Damon.

“I think I’ll be recommending to Kastet that you lose fifty silver for that comment,” said Vel.

“Seriously?”

“It just went up to seventy-five!”

They parted from one another and broke into an impromptu foot race as they approached the bank of the river. Ria’s long legs easily outstripped the others, and Vel called for them to slow down as Damon outpaced her.

The sight of the lake’s surface was almost too beautiful to disturb, still as glass, reflecting the majesty of Eldritch and the surrounding stars. Damon dipped one of his toes in, watching the ripple it sent through the brilliant nighttime tapestry.

“How’s the water?” asked Ria.

“Warmer than it’s been in days,” said Damon.

“Perfect.” Without ceremony, Ria reached down to the bottom hem of her nightgown and slowly began to pull it up and over her head. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath, and the tantalizing nature of the display reminded Damon of the type of thing men would pay good money for in the various dancing dens of Silke’s boudoir district.

“Ria!” hissed Vel.

“Relax.” Ria let the hem of the nightgown pull above her breasts, each one falling loose like fruit bouncing on the ends of pliable branches. “It’s just Damon. It’s nothing he hasn’t seen before during our childhood.”

“We aren’t children anymore,” said Vel, though her tone already sounded defeated.

“I’ll be in the water soon enough.” Ria carefully folded her nightgown and set it down on a clean section of dress. “Would you truly expect me to soil my new gift by swimming in it?”

“I… suppose not,” muttered Vel.

Ria blew Damon a kiss before Vel could look her way again and, with graceful steps, bounded off the bank and into a smooth, shallow dive. Damon tugged his shirt off in record time, though he paused as he stepped out of his trousers, trying to divine where the line was.

He couldn’t use the same excuse as Ria. If he took off undershorts, there would be no attempting to hide his intentions from Vel. With that said, he suspected Vel already knew his intentions, with her if not with Ria.

It came down to the simple matter of introducing a needless complication. He kept his undershorts on and hoped it wouldn’t be a barrier to having fun.

Vel eventually joined them in a similar state of undress, though in the dark, it made almost no difference to the lewdness of her silhouette. Damon did a slow lap of the entire lake before coming to a stop near Ria and Vel, feeling the depths of both the water and his burgeoning arousal.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
“Let’s play the catching game, like we used to,” suggested Ria. “The one where one of us is of blindness and the others avoid.”

Surprisingly, Vel seemed to perk up at the suggestion. “I think Damon should be the searcher first. His eyes have been far too open across the past few minutes.”

“Fine by me,” he said.

He closed his eyes, giving Vel and Ria a small head start before beginning his search. He would have assumed that not being able to see either of them would have dampened the excitement of their nighttime swim. He would have assumed wrong.

“You’re drawing closer, Damon,” called Ria, from his right.

“Ria!” snapped Vel. “You’re giving him hints by talking.”

“Perhaps I want him to catch me,” she cooed.

He felt water splash the side of his face from directly behind him and to his left. He knew it was Vel, and he ignored it. He was more interested in catching Ria and giving her the usual combination of tickling and dunking the game had involved during their childhood.

He started in what he thought was Ria’s direction, but another, larger splash of water hit him. He turned and grabbed, only touching air, but hearing a tight gasp escape Vel’s lips.

He hurled himself in her direction, one of his hands getting a full grip of  soft flesh before she could dive away. He felt her kick near him and begin swimming underwater.

“Young Damon,” cooed Ria, from a different section of the lake. “You might find me easier to catch.”

There was a slight teasing edge to her voice that made him wonder if he would. He started moving toward her, but felt a sudden, pesky pinch on the back of one of his calves.

He sank his hands under the water and dragged Vel to the surface. She let out a laugh and playful cry and tried to wiggle out of his grasp.

“I caught you, you little brat!” he said.

“Noooo!” Vel cried dramatically. 

The sensation of her squirming within his arms brought his earlier arousal back in a sudden rush. They were both wearing their small clothes, but Vel’s petite ass still felt glorious as it brushed and bumped against his crotch.

“I’m coming to your defense, Velanor,” called Ria. “Hold on!”

A set of soft hands settled on Damon’s back as he felt Ria ostensibly try to free Vel by rubbing her naked body against his back. Vel wiggled and let out a small, husky breath. She slid down slightly and for an instant, he was cupping one of her breasts through her half shirt.

He let go of Vel and acted as though he was engaged in the game again, mostly to calm his lower regions down. Ria played along, slipping to a new spot in the water with movements that announced her presence rather than playing for stealth.

Another splash hit him from the left, presumably from Vel. He ignored it, heading for Ria as though he was being pulled by the head of his hard cock. Ria churned through the water as she made a halfhearted attempt to get away. Damon reached out and took hold of a soft, giggling body.

“Oh no, young Damon!” cooed Ria. “You dastardly rogue! It seems you’ve caught me.”

She surged against him. Damon had to stifle a groan in response to the sensation of her wet, naked body slipping and sliding along the front of his chest and front. He had no idea if Vel was watching them or not.

Ria’s lips brushed against his as though offering a dangerous answer to his unasked question. True Divine, he’d missed her. His tongue lashed forward to tease against her as they began writhing together.

 Her naked thighs squeezed against either side of his hard, but still contained cock. She slid a hand down, toying with the waistline of his undershorts in an apparent attempt at remedying the situation.

“What are the two of you doing?” called Vel.

Ria pulled her lips back, but her hips continued moving under the surface of the water, thighs gently stroking back and forth along Damon’s erection.

“I’m tickling her, Vel,” he said. “She’s putting up a fight, though.”

“There’s no need to worry,” called Ria. “I can easily handle young Damon.”

He reached his hands around, alternating squeezing her naked ass cheeks together and pulling them apart. Ria suddenly pushed down on his shoulders, dunking him in the water in a fashion that sent his face sliding through her bosom on the way down.

She yanked his undershorts down while she was below him, and Damon felt the situation veering into uncontrollable territory. He opened his eyes as Ria resurfaced, noting the flirtation in her moonlit expression. 

“Distract him, Velanor, while I escape!” she called, spinning around as though to dive away.

She could have easily moved faster, if she’d wanted to. Damon reached forward, seizing her by the hips, and pulled her back into him. The angle was so perfect that  he almost felt evil for abusing it, despite the sound of Ria’s playful laughter urging him on.

He sank his cock as deep as it could possibly go on that first, hideously pleasurable thrust. Ria shuddered, almost giving the game up in the way she arched her back and momentarily forgot about her escape.

“Run, Ria!” laughed Vel. She splashed water against them and blundered into Damon, oblivious to what she was interrupting.

He got an extra half thrust in as they parted. It was a struggle to contain his disappointment, but he did his best as they game continued.

Damon and Ria found precious few chances to renew their fun. Eventually, all three of them retired for a soak in the far section of the lake, where a shallow shelf let them sit in the water as though it were a bath.

“What do you think we’ll find in the dungeon tomorrow?” asked Vel.

Ria let out a small, somewhat mocking, snort. She was sitting with her shoulder against Damon, and her hand moved from where it had been resting against his leg to gently caress his inner thigh.

“It is a kestian, Velanor, not a dungeon,” said Ria. “As to what we will fine.” She shrugged. “It is hard to say, with absolution.”

Her fingers moved to tease Damon’s erection as she said the word hard. He moved his own hand into her lap and began to reciprocate.

“We aren’t simply delving in blind,” he said. “Perhaps we’ll get a taste of more enemies and more puzzles.”

“More treasure?” asked Vel.

“But of course,” said Ria, in a playful voice. “The biggest treasures are still yet to come.”

She pulled his cock out of his undershorts and began stroking it with enthusiasm, limiting the motion to wrist and forearm. Vel was leaning back, seemingly entranced by the enchanting night sky.

“I can’t wait,” said Vel. “I’m so glad that Kastet chose me for this adventure. It’s exactly what I needed.”

“It’s what we all need,” said Damon. “A perfect chance to play around, have a little fun.”

He curled his fingers in an insistent, come hither motion within Ria’s womanhood. She shuddered and let out a soft moan, giving his cock a gentle squeeze.

“You said you encountered a monster when we spoke over dinner,” said Vel. “Do you think it will be dangerous?”

Ria began stroking faster and faster, the water churning with what Damon felt were lewd noises as she worked his prick. The frustration of the day had him on the precipice. She was being mean, in so many ways. He was terrified that Vel would notice before he could blow, or worse, right after.

“A little danger is what makes any adventure interesting,” said Ria. “What is that Merinian saying? Fortune favors the, ah… brave.”

She was right there with him. Damon teased and gently flicked with his fingers. Ria’s leg suddenly kicked out in a manner that seemed like he’d forced it. Realizing how much pleasure he was inflicting on her in return was simply too hot for him.

“Ah…” he said, as his cock began to pump hot seed into the cool water. “Ria knows what she’s talking about.”

“I do young, Damon,” she whispered. “Truly, I do.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
Damon, Ria, and Vel set out shortly after sunrise the next morning. Malon was up in time to see them off, sending them along with a satchel filled with bread, cheese, and dried beef for lunch.

“Keep an eye on them, solas,” she said, planting a kiss on his cheek.

“I will, though I’m sure that Ria and Vel are fully capable of taking care of themselves,” he replied.

“I don’t doubt that,” said Malon. “But still… Regardless of whether my worries are justified, I still feel as though I should express them.”

“We’ll be fine, aesta,” said Vel. “We’ll see you later this afternoon.”

Vel had dressed herself in a Merinian style tunic with sections of leather light armor sewn into it, along with a rugged set of leggings and fur lined boots. The outfit, by Damon’s guess, likely cost several dozen silver sables.

“Your worries are not unjustified, Malon,” said Ria. “I will also be on guard.”

Ria’s outfit, in comparison, was practical and time tested. She wore her spiral tunic over one of Damon’s old long sleeve shirts. Her leggings were grey, with a few stains and patches that told a story of how many hard situations she’d previously scraped through.

She carried her spear in one arm, which she leaned on slightly, and the throwing knife Damon had bought for her in a sheathe on her waist. Noticing her equipment brought Damon’s attention back to Vel, along with the potential danger the kestian might hold within.

“Have you thought about taking the short bow with you, Vel?” he asked. 

Her face scrunched up a bit. “Do you truly think we’ll be in a situation where it might be needed?”

“I couldn’t guess,” he said. “Your aim with it was solid, though. You fended off Shank in the woods when we last faced him. I like the idea of you as an archer.”

Vel seemed to suppress a smile at the compliment. “I suppose I could bring it with me. But keep in mind that this is an excavation, not a battle. Kastet placed me in charge of overseeing this operation and I intend for us to go slow and take no unnecessary risks.”

She managed a look of stern authority for a moment before turning and hurrying inside in an excited half-run. A minute later, she emerged with the short bow and quiver hanging from a hastily added belt tied diagonally across her shoulders.

Damon took the lead as they began traversing the forest path. The weather was somber, with a muted grey sky ringed by dark clouds along its edges. He kept a hand on his wrathblade out of habit, though the peculiarities he’d faced the last time he’d drawn it were still fresh in his mind.

They’d traveled about halfway to the gorge when the sight of a figure blocking the path ahead consolidated amidst the foliage. Damon sensed Vel stiffening behind him. He and Ria’s reactions were more blunted, recognizing the build and outfit of a certain Remenai suitor.

“Joyell,” she sighed, massaging her temples. “He simply does not quit. The weather is touched with storms today. Perhaps I shall end this, here and now.”

She lifted her hands, briefly splaying her fingers. Vel frowned, catching up on the situation from what little she’d apparently been told.

“This is the boy who said he wanted to marry you?” she asked.

Damon snorted. “He’s not exactly a boy.”

“By Rem age, technically he is,” said Ria. “It would be so much simpler, were that not the case.”

She sighed and relaxed her posture, apparently deciding against a preemptive lightning strike.

“Let’s just continue the ruse and walk right by him,” said Damon. “Here.”

He snagged a piece of charcoal from a nearby tree, pulling his mouth to the side in concentration as he tried to remember the exact patterning of the matridai he’d drawn on her.

“What ruse?” asked Vel.

“Damon acted as though he was my husband the last time we encountered Joyell,” said Ria.

Vel blinked several times in quick succession. “Are you serious?”

“It is not of such strangeness, no?” Ria held still as Damon began drawing the marks. “I imagine that Merinian woman might occasionally claim to be married, or betrothed, in order to stave off an unwanted suitor?”

“Sometimes, but that’s different,” said Vel. “They never claim to be married to their… I mean… What would aesta think?”

“She wasn’t a fan,” said Damon. 

He finished the second mark and used his thumb and forefinger to hold Ria’s chin as he turned her face from side to side, examining his handiwork. She had a tiny, wicked smile on her face that he couldn’t help but match.

“Husband,” said Ria.

“Wife.”

Vel made a noise. “The two of you seem to be entirely too comfortable with this arrangement.”

“We’re doing our best to avoid pointless violence,” said Damon, putting an arm around Ria’s shoulders. “It’s all in the name of peace and harmony.”

Ria leaned her head against Damon’s shoulder for a moment, before planting a quick series of kisses along his cheek and neck. “We are nothing if not of reason. It is just pretend, Velanor.”

Damon cupped her cheek and gave her a slow kiss on the lips, using his thumb to brush back the stubborn lock of silver hair that always hung to one side of her face. “Just pretend.”

Vel made another noise. Damon took Ria’s hand in his, fingers intertwining, and began the all too convincing ruse in earnest.

Joyell heard them coming from a distance and stood blocking their way, arms crossed, stance wide. Damon’s first thought was to simply walk around him, but the tall Rem man made an effort to continue stepping into their path as he tried it.

Ria said something in Konokai that Damon could practically understand the essence of from the nature of her dismissive, demeaning tone. Joyell’s face turned bright red, and he began to shout, jabbing a finger at Damon and then off into the distance, and then stomping his feet and turning in a ridiculous circle in a strange display of emphasis.

Ria let go of Damon’s hand and brought her arms above her head. Thunder began to rumble across the sky, followed an instant later by a flash of lightning that touched down somewhere far distant. 

Joyell let out a rather forced laugh, and then crossed the only line that mattered to Damon. He pushed Ria hard in the shoulders, knocking her down onto her butt. Damon reached for his wrathblade and drew it in a single, smooth motion, overcome by protectiveness and rage.

“Mmm, yeah,” moaned his sword. “That’s it. This shitstain is trying to steal your wife from you. Your actual wife! He’s going to take her and rape her in the forest if you don’t open his guts up and let me soak in his thick, hot, sticky blood.”

The sword’s slowing effect was a bit weaker than it had been the last time Damon had drawn it in anger, but he didn’t need much time to hear its suggestions and realize his overreaction to the situation. Was he really to cut a man down in front of Vel and Ria for committing the egregious crime of being a jealous, pushy asshole?

He sheathed his weapon, undid his sword belt, and brought his guard up without ever taking his eyes from Joyell. Ria’s unwanted suitor respected the unspoken code of honor, tossing his curved scythe and whip to the side.

Joyell had a small, arrogant smile on his face, as though he was convinced that his slight height advantage would be enough to carry him to victory. Damon let him hold on to that assumption as they began circling one another, feet cracking against fallen sticks and branches, wind whistling through the trees.

Joyell attacked first, throwing a series of three punches. Damon backed away from the first, blocked the second, and ducked under the third. He slammed his knee into Joyell’s stomach before twisting hard to the side and connecting his elbow solidly into the Rem man’s jaw.

His opponent crumpled like a tumbling bale of hay. He didn’t get up, though Damon suspected it had more to do with the damage to his pride, rather than his face. Ria let out a loud sigh and waved for the other two to step over him and continue down the path.

“I fear if I said anything more to him, he would only be encouraged.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
Damon led Ria and Vel down the steep slope and into the gorge. He slowed as he approached the entranceway, which was still open from their last visit, and gave Vel time to examine and react to what they’d be heading into.

“This has always been down in the gorge?” she asked. “Aesta didn’t know about it?”

“She claims she did not,” said Ria.

“She didn’t,” countered Damon. “She might be vague about what she knows at times, but she wouldn’t lie to our faces.”

Ria pulled her mouth to the side in a manner that made her seem doubtful. She took her lantern out of her pack and set about lighting it with a piece of flint.

“Let us get started,” said Ria. “Would anyone care to volunteer to light our way?”

“I don’t mind,” said Vel.

She took the lantern and the three of them set off down the first long hallway of the kestian. It didn’t take them long to reach the room at the end. Damon was relieved to find that the taifa was still locked in its stone statue state, along with the door on the room’s far side sliding easily upward under his touch.

He’d been worried that Vel might react poorly to the skeletal remains spread across the room, but she only blinked a few times and drew back from a skull near the door. 

“You fought against this?” She had made her way over to the taifa and appeared to be internally debating whether to reach out and touch it with a hand. “Was it in motion as stone, or did it break free as though the stone was just a shell?”

“Somewhere in between,” said Damon. “I’ve no idea what sort of magic can do such things, but it was as though the stone became flesh, and then back to stone again once it became wounded.”

Vel stroked her chin in consideration. She reached into her satchel and pulled out the case Damon had given her, and the spectacles from within that. She put them on and proceeded to take a few quick notes on parchment with quill and ink.

“Is that truly necessary?” asked Ria.

“Princess Kastet is interested in whatever she can recover, but she also wants a full report for the sake of better understanding the region and its history,” said Vel. “We’ll continue forward once I’m finished.”

Damon almost snorted at the clipped, borderline snooty, sense of authority in her voice. Ria gave them both a patient smile and leaned against one of the walls. They waited until Vel had finished without objection, allowing her to pick the lantern back up and gesture them forward.

“Let’s continue,” she said. “No sense in wasting time.”

“You are so wise, Lady Velanor,” said Damon.

“Wise and brave,” added Ria. “Truly we are lucky for such insight.”

Vel glared at him, her face reddening visibly. “Shut up! There’s no sense in being petty simply because Princess Kastet placed me in charge.”

She made an attempt at sliding the heavy wooden door blocking their way upward. Damon came up behind her to assist as she began to struggle, pressing into her backside a bit as he levered the handle upward.

Their squabbling was forgotten as they stepped through into the next chamber. It was nearly identical to the first in dimensions, though with a number of pronounced differences in layout and décor.

A suit of gleaming silver armor stood in the center of the room, posed with a shield in one hand and a longsword in the other. The style of the armor was strange, with curving fins running along the gauntlets and grieves as adornments and a helmet that had a visor in the shape of an impractical cross. Damon had never seen anything like it.

Surrounding the suit of armor were hundreds of miniature statues of people, none of which stood any higher than Damon’s knee. Each one was set into a wretched pose, beggars holding out hands for coins, women spanking children, men impaled through the midsection and dying on the battlefield.

The suit of armor was glowing, giving off a subtle but powerful light that made the illumination of the lantern all but unnecessary. Damon scanned the edges of the chamber, unsure of whether to feel relieved or wary at the fact that there were no human remains lingering anywhere within view.

“True Divine,” muttered Vel. “This is such a detailed scene.”

She had her notes out again and hurriedly began scribbling, stopping to chew one of her thumbnails as her face scrunched up in thought.

“I would think it fair to assume that this chamber is of the same nature as the last one,” said Ria.

“Correct.” Damon had moved to the door on the other side of the chamber and attempted to slide it upward with no luck.

“We have a giant, gleaming knight,” said Ria. “Along with a hoard of unwashed masses. I would feel comfortable assuming that we’re dealing with the chamber of Wrath.”

“I think that’s a reasonable interpretation,” agreed Vel.

Damon frowned, setting a hand on the hilt of his sword. “No, I don’t think it’s Wrath.”

“Why not?” asked Ria.

Truth be told, it was more of a gut feeling than anything substantial. The enchantment on the statue of the taifa had been powerful enough to give the monster life temporarily, hundreds of years after first being placed.

“I feel as though my wrathblade would react to ambient magic if it were,” he said.

“Is this a simple suspicion, young Damon, or are you holding something back?” Ria stepped closer to him, smirking and letting her thumbs hook into her belt.

“An educated guess,” he said. “If Wrath can sense when my emotions verge into what she considers to be her realm of influence, I would think that she could also sense when I’m within a shrine devoted to her worship.”

“Shrines of worship,” echoed Vel. “That’s perfect, Damon! I was struggling to find the right phrasing to describe what purpose these chambers served.”

The sound of her scribbling quill filled the space of the next silence. Ria came around to the front of the suit of armor. It was taller than she was, and she had to stand on her tiptoes to peer through the X shaped visor.

“Malice, maybe?” she pondered aloud. “Though I do not necessarily read that from this warrior’s posture.”

Damon made his way over, stepping around the smaller statues littering the room. He was grateful for the ambient illumination from the armor. Traversing the chamber with only the lamplight to guide them would have been a stumbling chore.

“I think we can rule out Craven,” said Damon. “Lascivious as well, for obvious reasons.”

“Avarice?” suggested Vel. “It’s a fine suit of armor.”

“True,” he replied. “Speaking of which, what do you think it’s worth? That’s real silver, and it’s in perfect condition.”

Ria snorted. “I would think it wiser to focus on solving the riddle it presents before being of consideration toward how you will price the treasure.”

“Conceit,” said Vel, raising a finger. “Think about it. This has to be Conceit! Look at all the statues. They’re all of commoners presented in their most demeaning moments. While the armor, on the other hand, doesn’t have a scratch on it.”

“She makes a valid point,” said Ria.

“I see it,” said Damon. “Alright. If the suit of armor represents Conceit, how do we approach this? The taifa was Famine. We placed food in its mouth, and it came alive.”

“We drew out the essence of its nature,” said Ria. “The food triggered the dark nature of the essential trait of the Venmalese the chamber was created to worship. The question we now must be of answering is how to make this armored knight revel in its own conceit?”

Vel had put her notes away and walked over to stand in front of the statue. She set her hands on her hips and sneered at it.

“Your armor is clunky,” she said. “I bet it smells like overaged cheese on the inside.”

Ria rolled her eyes. “Your insult lacks a cutting edge, Velanor. Here. Allow me.”

She moved to stand in front of the statue and, in a sudden, surprising motion, pulled up the front of her tunic along with the shirt underneath. Her breasts spilled out with delicious, jiggling movements. She waved them back and forth.

“I would give these to your enemies before I gave them to you,” cooed Ria. “At least they might have some idea of how to make use of them.”

“Ria!” snapped Vel. “Why must you always be so lewd?”

After a second or two passed and it became clear that her approach had failed, Ria covered herself and stepped back with a shrug. “Perhaps this warrior is more interested in training with his fellows than courting a wife.”

“Neither of you understand the mindset of the type of knight who’d wear a suit of armor like this,” said Damon.

“Oh yeah?” snapped Vel. “Why don’t you try something, then?”

“Gladly.”

Damon motioned them back, stepping forward to face off against the suit of armor. It was nearly a head taller than him, a fact which made him feel a bit disappointed. If they could manage to take the armor as a prize, he wouldn’t have the option of potentially using it for himself, given the difference in proportions.

He licked his lips, stood on his tiptoes, and spat directly into the helmet’s visor. It was so petty and gross that he almost began laughing as he stepped back. The only thing that stopped him was the sudden cry of metal on metal as the suit of armor lurched to life.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
Years of training and reflexes spurred Damon into motion before his awareness had fully caught up with the situation. He ducked, letting his armored opponent’s longsword pass within an inch of his head, and then leapt back to give himself room to draw his own weapon.

Ria let out a furious roar and hurled herself forward, stabbing her spear at the helmet of the suit of armor. Its shield came up to block with time to spare, deflecting the blow and taking a toll on the wooden weapon’s tip.

She spun, attempting to slam the back of the spear’s shaft into the armor’s knees. It widened its stance and slashed downward with its longsword, severing the weapon in half.

The distraction left Damon with an opening. He rushed forward, swinging his wrathblade in a series of slashes at full intensity. The suit of armor fell on the defensive, covering its weaknesses, but needing both shield and sword to manage it competently.

“Damon!” shouted Vel. “I’m going to use my bow!”

He resisted the urge to swear under his breath as he ducked low and slid out of the way. Vel’s arrow struck the suit of armor in the chest and clattered to the ground. Her aim would have been fine against a normal opponent, but that wasn’t what they were up against.

“Both of you stay back,” he said. “I can handle this.”

“Young Damon, there is no need for—”

“Trust me,” he said. “Seriously. Trust me. Duels are my bread and butter. One on one, even against an armored opponent. I won’t lose.”

He wasn’t feigning his confidence. With some space to work with and enough time to probe out the suit of armor’s weaknesses, he would tear it apart with ease. The knee-high statues littering the chamber’s floor were annoying, and he would have preferred to have his wrathblade’s magic on his side, but he was still aware of his strengths.

“Damon knows what he’s doing,” said Vel.

Ria sighed but made no move to reenter the fight. She would have only had her knife to work with, and the idea of her facing off against a magically animated suit of armor with just that seemed like an awful idea to Damon.

He feinted forward, testing the manner in which the armor used its shield to follow his sword. He swung low, forcing a backstep. The suit of armor chopped downward with its longsword. He deflected the strike with his wrathblade, battered its shield, dodged, parried.

And stabbed. His wrathblade sank into the X shaped visor of the helmet. The entire suit of armor gave a singular shudder, metal screeching against metal, and collapsed into a pile of its constituent pieces.

Vel clapped and cheered. Ria let out a relieved laugh. Damon sheathed his sword with a modest movement, but he couldn’t resist taking a small bow as he turned back to face them.

“Damon, that was incredible!” gushed Vel.

Ria gave him an odd, side-quirked smile. “I knew my husband was talented with a sword, but that was practically artistry.”

“If I ever enter the arena again, I’ll make sure to purchase you a front row ticket,” he said.

The thought threatened to unleash a tide of painful, suppressed memories. He ran a hand through his hair, shifting his focus.

“We should break early for lunch,” he said.

 They used a few of the statues as makeshift stools, munching on bread and cheese and salted beef. Damon took a long sip from the water flask and eyed the door leading to the next chamber as the meal ended.

“Is everyone ready?” he asked. “There’s no telling what we might be walking into.”

“Ready,” said Vel. She still had her spectacles on and seemed borderline comfortable with the look as she adjusted them to sit squarely on her face.

“Let us continue,” said Ria.

Damon slid the wooden door to the next chamber upward until he heard the latch click into place. Ria was on his left, knife ready, eyes narrowed.

There were no obvious threats awaiting them in the room they stepped into. Light shone from a chandelier with a dazzling array of glowing magical crystals in lieu of candles, illuminating a scene that made Damon’s jaw drop open.

A throne stood in the center of the chamber, with a skeletal king dressed in fine silk and a golden crown sat upon it. One grisly hand was arrested in mid motion, palm up in offering or perhaps request.

The room around the long dead king was stuffed with every sort of treasure Damon could have conceived of, along with dozens more beyond the limits of his imagination. 

Piles of gold coins and jewels sat next to ornate weapons. Extravagant tapestries hung from the walls. Silk pillows with intricate tassels and trim laces served as perches for painted dolls of carved wood.

It was a king’s ransom. It was everything Damon had hoped for when he’d first considered exploring the kestian and then some. It was… far too good to be true.

“This is unbelievable!” cried Vel. “Princess Kastet will be speechless when she hears about this! I wonder if she’d let me keep one of these necklaces…”

She reached a hand toward a loose pile of jewelry near the door.

“Don’t touch anything,” said Damon.

“What?” she asked.

“He is right,” said Ria. “I am of deep suspicion. This seems far too blatant.”

Vel brought a hand to her chin, frowning as she glanced around. “You think it could be a trap? Truly?”

“We’ve encountered living statues, animated suits of armor, and now this?” Damon gestured around at the room. “I think it’s safe to assume that it isn’t what it appears to be.”

Vel scowled a bit, but she didn’t object. Damon and Ria moved through the room cautiously, going so far as to test each floor tile before putting their full weight upon it.

They made no attempt at touching the treasure. The door leading the next chamber, as expected, was locked. The skeletal king seemed to be grinning at them as they rounded back to the room’s entrance.

“I’m auditioning ideas, if either of you two have any,” he said.

“Could we be overthinking it?” asked Vel. “It’s possible that nobody else who has explored the kestian has made it this far. This treasure might simply be here for the taking.”

“Unlikely,” said Ria. “I still think it would be of foolishness to touch anything here. Though… It may be unavoidable with no other clues to go off.”

Damon folded his arms. “Let’s start with the tiniest disturbance we can think and go slow from there.”

A scattered pile of ancient coins lay at the dead king’s feet. Damon crouched down and leaned his face in close, hesitated for a moment, and then gently exhaled into the hoard of money.

Nothing happened. He tried again, blowing slightly harder, and gave a shrug.

“Is it time to start picking up treasure?” asked Vel.

“Not yet.” Ria moved to join Damon, splaying her fingers. “Let us see if a spark yields a different reaction.”

She moved her fingers through a complicated series of arcane movements, and then extended both index fingers so their points were on either side of a coin atop the pile. A small snap was accompanied by a tiny flash of light as her tempesting magic made contact.

All at once, the treasure disappeared, crumbling to dust as though it had all been packed from sand, vulnerable to a single strong gust of wind. The sound of shifting stone came from above them, followed shortly after by the roar of flowing water. 

A massive waterfall had appeared within the room, spilling forth from a grated gap in the ceiling just over and behind where the king sat. Damon felt his uncertainty shift into a deeper dread as he glanced at his feet and noticed how the water was already beginning to pool against their feet.

“I think that’s bad,” muttered Vel.

“Rovahn’s balls, Vel, you clearly rule the queendom of the obvious,” said Damon.

“Damon!” she hissed.

“Now is not the time for words,” said Ria. “I will attempt to open the door. The two of you should try to solve the puzzle.”

Vel was eyeing the water, which was already high enough to lick at their ankles. “Are you sure there’s a puzzle, and this isn’t us being executed for failing it?”

Damon set a hand on her shoulder. “Focus, Vel.”

His voice held more confidence than he truly felt. His mind seemed more preoccupied with coming up with estimates as to how much time they had before the water was over their heads. Five minutes? Probably closer to half that.

“Avarice,” he said, thinking aloud. “This is a chamber designed to worship to Avarice. I spent years in and around Avaricia. It’s a city devoted to greed. A city where no amount of money is ever truly enough.”

He eyed the conspicuous outstretched hand of the skeleton king. It only took him a moment to fish a silver sable out of his purse and slap it down against where the bones adjoined in the center of the palm.

He was hopeful, which made the fact that nothing happened slightly harder to swallow. He tried closing the hand over the coin, but the fingers refused to budge, actively pushing back against his motion as though still vital and embodied.

“I know!” shouted Vel. “We have to worship him! Avarice is the only member of the Forsaken to proclaim his divinity as the Godking!”

She fell to her knees in front of the skeleton king and bowed as deeply as she could, going so far as to submerge her face and the front of her body. Nothing happened. The room continued to flood. Vel slowly rose back to her feet, half soaked in water, tunic tight against her breasts.

Behind them, Ria was actively attempting to lever the door open with the point of her knife. It spoke volumes about the weapon’s craftsmanship that the blade held against the abuse she was putting it through. The door refused to budge, but she kept at it.

“I’ve had enough of this!” snapped Damon.

He drew his wrathblade, half in hopes that the mysterious voice he kept hearing might prove useful for once and offer up a solution. It didn’t, so as logic dictated, he began hacking the weapon into the most sensible target.

The skeleton king’s pale body refused to yield even under the onslaught of Damon’s sword. Each strike seemed to reverberate more through his own bones than the dead man’s. There was a small, discouraging flash of intense magical light that accompanied each strike.

He couldn’t even leave a scratch on the skeleton king through whatever enchantment had been left upon the long dead remains. The flood was now up to his waist, and it felt unwieldy sheathing his sword underwater.

“Damon,” whispered Vel. “What do we do?”

He took a breath before looking at her, and then looked toward Ria before attempting at an answer. “Spread out. Search around the edge of the room. I’m going to try to… uh… lift the skeleton.”

He wasn’t expecting to have any success, and true enough, it didn’t work. The water was freezing cold, and he felt gooseflesh suddenly trigger across his skin as the flood began to tickle his armpits.

A sudden, not so irrational sense of panic began to set in. Truly, it was worry as much as panic. He regretted bringing Ria and Vel along with him. They should have taken their time and thought more about the room. They’d had so much time just a moment earlier.

“Damon,” said Ria. “The grate.”

It took him a moment to understood what she meant. She glanced upward, toward where the water was pouring down from. 

The grate was there, but the chamber’s ceiling was a good fifteen feet above them. He calmed himself with that knowledge. They could float up. There was a chance, a hope, if they stayed calm and patient. 

“We’ll both try to get it open,” he said. “I’ll pry with my wrathblade. You see if you can get your knife in around the edges.”

Vel was shivering and breathing a little quickly. Damon put an arm across her shoulders. The water was nearly up to their heads, and she had to lift her chin in order to breathe comfortably as it continued to rise.

“I’m not scared,” she said. “I’m okay.”

“I know.” He flashed a grin and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Might have to rewrite your notes to Princess Kastet. Feel free to forget any complaints you’d written down about me, though.”

“You wish,” said Vel, smiling back at him.

“Prepare yourselves,” said Ria. “For the next few minutes, we will have to tread water.”

Damon nodded. He kept his eyes on Vel as they began, fearing more for her state of mind than physical endurance. The water slowly buoyed them up. Staying afloat was far easier than staying calm, and he could feel his heart pounding so hard that it seemed to flutter against his ear drums. 

“Almost there,” said Ria. “Damon! Ready yourself!”

He nodded. He’d held off on taking out his wrathblade again to keep the entirety of his focus on swimming. With the grate within reach, he managed to get a hand looped onto the metal against the edge of where the water continued to pour out.

He saw almost immediately that it was all a single piece, each constituent bar sinking into the stone in every place along its length. The grate had been their last, desperate hope, and seeing it up close felt like being subtly mocked for having any optimism to begin with. 

Damon took a slow breath. He’d closed his eyes at some point. He couldn’t watch this. He couldn’t be there for what happened next.

“Avarice,” he muttered.

The final piece clicked in his head, and he felt like an idiot for not realizing what he’d missed. He thrashed in the water, which had risen within inches of the ceiling. Ria and Vel were treading water on either side of him, faces turned at an awkward angle to continue drawing breath.

“Vel!” he gasped. “Your coin purse!”

“What?” She kept swimming, but she tapped her side with one hand.

It was all the answer Damon needed. He tore her satchel open, accidentally groping her in a variety of places, and pulled loose her purse. From it, he withdrew a single coin.

A single gold coin.

Avarice was absolute scum. Avarice, the Godking, had set Damon up to murder his best friend and rewarded him with a favor of riches in return. His own impulsive attempt on Avarice’s life in the moments that followed had denied him the chance to redeem it, but the precedent still stood.

He’d been trying to buy their lives with a single lousy silver sable. They were worth more than that.

The water made it hard to see, even with the light from the enchanted chandelier filtering down from relatively close overhead. Damon kicked with his legs and pulled with his arms, feeling his lungs start to burn as the grisly visage of the skeleton king came within view.

He carefully set the golden crown down into the palm of bones and hoped for a miracle.

A heavy rumbling noise came from the floor underneath them. Damon felt the suction before he saw the newly revealed, familiarly grated openings. The water began to drain from the chamber.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
Damon pulled Vel and Ria into a tight hug as soon as all three of them descended to the point where their feet could touch. The sound of the water evacuating the room was loud enough to discourage any words, but just having them close, cold and clammy as they both were, gave him a sense of relief beyond all description.

“That was too close,” said Vel. “We nearly just… just…”

She began stuttering through chattering teeth, still chilled through to the bone. Damon tried to rub some warmth back into her shoulders.

“Interesting,” said Ria, turning to observe the skeleton king. “So, it was a coin, after all?”

“I assume that he wasn’t happy that I attempted to haggle with him regarding the price of our lives,” said Damon. “I wonder if I can take the crown back now that the water has drained?”

“Damon!” said Vel.

“I’m not actually going to,” he said. “Just thinking aloud. We should see if the door to the next room is open for us.”

Ria was already heading in that direction. She reached over to grab the leading door’s handle and pulled it upward, letting out a small, victorious laugh as it slid smoothly into the stone slat above.

“Well then,” she said. “I see no reason for us not to…”

She frowned, hesitating for a moment as she felt for something on her person. 

“What is it?” asked Damon. 

“My knife,” said Ria. “I seem to have…”

She hissed through her teeth, swearing in Konokai as her eyes locked onto the nearby grate set into the floor. Damon hurried to join her, frowning at what he saw.

The knife was visible below, leaning against the stone bottom of the water’s exit channel, more or less within arm’s reach. Unfortunately, the holes in the grate were far too small for even Vel’s hands to be able to slip through.

“No!” hissed Ria. “Jad’s blood!”

She punched the grate angrily and made a pointless attempt at squeezing her hand through one of the openings.

“It’s no big deal,” said Vel. “It’s just a knife.”

“Stop talking,” said Ria.

Damon set a hand on her shoulder. “You can get another one, Ria. It’s a relatively common style of throwing knife.”

She snapped her gaze up to meet his. The water had reduced the visibility of the matridai on either side of her face, but not by enough to smudge the shape of the Ds.

“I like the one you gave me,” she said. “The two of you can continue to the next chamber. Perhaps if I retrieve the broken ends of my spear, I can use them to pull it out.”

She was headed back to the previous chamber before Damon could object. He looked at Vel, who was in the middle of pulling back her blonde hair into a wet, but manageable ponytail. 

“We might as well keep going,” she said. “You know how Ria can be. She’ll keep at something she cares about for hours if needed.”

“I suppose,” he said. “But we’re only looking around. We’re not taking any risks after what happened here.”

“We’ll be safe,” said Vel. “I’ll stay close.”

They were both still soaking wet. Vel was shivering, and the points of her nipples were visible even through the thick hide of her partially armored leather tunic.

He drew his wrathblade as they stepped into the next chamber, eyes drawing toward the shapes of two figures in the center of the room. Vel let out a tiny gasp as the wooden door slammed shut on its own behind them.

Damon reached down and tried the handle. Strangely, it wasn’t locked, though that fact was hardly a reassurance. He stepped forward warily, feeling his bewilderment growing at what he could see of the next puzzle.

The two statues stood holding hands, but that seemed incidental compared to the more relevant detail. They were both completely naked, and both carved by an extremely talented sculptor with an eye for beauty. 

Each statue had ears that were pointed, but different from Ria and other modern Rem, curving outward like subtle scythes. The man had broad shoulders, a strong jaw, and defined muscles. The woman was slender and young, with modest curves more attractive for their youthful pertness than objective shape or size. 

Even the woman’s hair, across the various different places of her body, was immaculately detailed. The texture had been carved in down to singular strands where her long locks fell across her back and shoulders, and carefully cultivated down below into an exotic and rather intriguing v-pattern.

The man’s nether regions were similarly detailed, and for his size, he was fairly well endowed. Damon glanced at Vel and couldn’t help but make a quip as he noticed the current focus of her gaze.

“First time seeing a man’s package in detail?” he asked.

“What?” Vel blinked, blushed, and hesitated for a telling second. “That’s… none of your business!”

Damon snorted and rolled his eyes. “Sure. Regardless, we should get to work. Let’s search the chamber for anything else noteworthy. No touching, though.”

He was aware that they used the same approach last time, and even limited themselves to the smallest conceivable risks they could think of, and they’d still been pulled into the trap. Damon felt uneasy as he considered what sort of pitfall might be unleashed on them by the naked statues if they accidentally bungled into an invisible trigger.

The door on the other side of the room was locked in a downward position, as expected. Aside from the statues and a single magical chandelier giving off crystal light, there didn’t appear to be anything else of interest within the chamber. Including any ceiling or floor grates, which at least reassured Damon that they wouldn’t be drowned if they failed.

“Lascivious,” said Vel. “This puzzle has to be related to Lascivious.”

“That’s the obvious guess, given the blatant nudity of the statues,” he replied. “Perhaps we should break for the day and ask our aesta for advice?”

“Gross, Damon.”

“What?”

Vel wiped a wet strand of hand out of her face. “You’d ask our aesta for advice about a pair of naked statues? Truly?”

She seemed so put off by the idea that he didn’t bother delving into her reasoning.

“I used up all of my good ideas on the last puzzle,” he said. “Any thoughts on this one?”

Vel shrugged. “We could try… touching the statues.”

Her face turned bright red, even though it was her own suggestion. There was a slight edge to her tone of voice, reluctance mixed with curiosity, that stirred an odd sort of arousal within Damon.

“It’s possible that it might trigger a trap, as in the last room,” he said.

“We can go slow again,” said Vel. “I’m not sure I see any other options.”

“You’re probably right,” said Damon. “I’ll start with the woman. You can take the man.”

“Hey!” Vel folded her arms, her face turning red again. “Don’t be gross, Damon.”

“You’re such a prude.”

He approached the statue of the Rem woman, feeling transfixed under the weight of her unseeing gaze. She was absolutely beautiful, slender and exotic, seemingly full of energy and vitality despite her infinite stillness. It almost felt as though he was observing a real woman incased in stone, rather than a statue.

“Do you think these could be real people, underneath the stone?” he asked.

Vel giggled. “Did you hit your head in the last room, Damon?”

“Shut up.”

He reached a tentative hand forward as his temptation offset his caution. The statue of the woman made no move to spring to life or attack him as he gently cupped one of her stone breasts. It felt incredible in his hand, despite being hard and cold and coated in a thin layer of dust.

Vel had begun tracing the lines of the other statue’s abdominal muscles. Her mouth was scrunched up into a tight, scandalous point, and each time her fingers circled, they dipped a little lower and closer to the statue’s crotch.

“This isn’t doing anything,” said Damon. “As fun as it would be to spend the next few minutes groping this beautiful bit of artwork in all the most fun places, I think we might have to try something else.”

Vel stepped back and folded her arms. “Each of the puzzles has required us to embody the personality of the Forsaken it was based on. If this is Lascivious… maybe… um… we need to mimic the statues?”

“That’s not a terrible idea,” said Damon.

“Really?” Vel’s brows shot up, as though she’d expected resistance. “I guess we should stand across from them, then?”

They switched places and took a few steps back. Vel reached her arm out, matching the posture of the female statue, and Damon clasped her hand, gazing forward into the male statue’s eyes. Nothing happened.

“Well, it was worth a try,” said Vel.

Damon shook his head. “The statues are naked. We aren’t.”

He felt Vel’s hand tense slightly against his.

“I... suppose we could do that,” she said, softly.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
Damon cleared his throat a touch awkwardly. “I’ll look away while you undress.”

“Thanks.”

He turned his back and began undoing his sword belt. Neither of them said anything, and the silence that filled the void felt as awkward as it did dangerous.

Damon couldn’t stop himself from thinking of Vel’s other side. She was almost undeniably the young woman in the cat mask who he’d bedded twice, and yet, she still denied it.

That denial made him doubt both himself the nature of his memories. Each time he thought of the woman, she looked a little less like Vel. Had her hair truly been that same pure golden color, or had it been closer to auburn? Were her breasts a fit with Vel’s? Her buttocks?

Her moans?

He felt his cock stiffening as he tossed his tunic aside and began slipping out of his trousers. His undershorts came next, still wet from the previous chamber’s soaking.

The ambient temperature was more cold than warm, but even that seemed to spur on the rush of blood down to his cock, rather than calming him. He waited a moment after removing the last of his clothing before turning to take his place in front of the nude male statue.

“I’m ready,” he said.

“Ah,” said Vel. “Almost.”

He could hear the embarrassment in her voice, and again, felt his thoughts returning to that one question. If she had been the woman in the cat mask, why had she allowed him to bed her? It had been that woman’s idea, in fact, to return to his room on the night of the Turning Festival.

Had she simply not recognized him, as he had failed to recognize her? There were signs pointing in that direction, from her apparent need of spectacles, to her denial. But that had only been the case the first time around. On the night of Austine’s death, she’d also come to him, and…

“Damon?” said Vel. “Are you alright?”

He cleared his throat, realizing she’d moved into position next to him and was reaching for his hand.

“Just daydreaming,” he said.

He could see her out of the corner of his eye, pale and petite and extremely naked. He took her hand and took a breath.

For a moment that seemed both a relief and disappointment, nothing happened. Then, the statues began to move, stone rumbling as their bodies and positioning shifted.

The two stone Remenai lovers came to a stop in a new pose. They were kissing, lips pressed together, arms looped around one another, still very much naked. Damon wasn’t sure what to say. He glanced at Vel, which was also a mistake.

Her breasts were pale and perky, with faint pink nipples that seemed almost painted on, nipples made for kissing, rather than sucking. She was looking at him, too, though her gaze was fixed in a more downward direction. Damon felt his cock flex involuntarily under the illicit weight of her attention.

“It worked,” she whispered.

“Seems like it.” He let out a small cough. “It looks like we’d have to kiss each other for the next pose.”

It wasn’t a chaste kiss, either. The statues lips were locked together in a state of deep, passionate intimacy.

“This is a weird puzzle…” muttered Vel.

“True,” he said. “How about we wait for Ria to catch up, instead?”

It was an innocuous suggestion, but even as he made it, he realized how it must sound to her.

“What difference would it make if it was Ria instead of me?” snapped Vel.

“I mean…” He wasn’t sure how to give a good answer without admitting more than he wanted to. “Ria’s older than you are.”

“So? What does being older have to do with sharing a kiss?”

Damon sighed. “Fine. If you’re comfortable with it, I have no objections.”

He looked her up and down, doing it slowly, sexually, in the hope of coaxing some sense into her. It had the opposite effect. Vel was almost clean shaven down below, and seeing that stirred a sudden, shameful horniness within him.

Dissuading her suddenly felt like entirely the wrong move. This was a chance to prod Vel, both literally and figuratively, into admitting the truth. Of course, if she wasn’t the young woman in the cat mask, then each step forward he took with her was one he could never take back.

“Are you going to kiss me or not?” asked Vel, in a slightly bratty voice.

A growl escaped Damon’s throat as he grabbed her by the hips and pulled her into him. He kissed her, running his hands down her back to briefly cup her buttocks. Vel twisted her face away from his.

“We have to match the statues,” she said. “Like this.”

She looped her arms around his neck. Damon let his settle into a more chaste position around her waist. He eyed the positioning of the two Remenai lovers before kissing Vel again, taking a risk and teasing his tongue into her mouth.

Damon was dimly aware of the sound of shifting stone as he continued kissing Vel, pulling her hot, soft body tighter against his. She set a hand to his chest, biting her lower lip as she turned her attention back to their next pose.

The male statue was embracing the female statue from behind, though the word embrace seemed far less dirty than what was actually transpiring. The male statue’s cock was visible in between the legs of his female partner, not inside of her, but against her slit, and his hands were both gripping her breasts with firm, possessive fingers.

“Oh,” said Vel.

“Step a little more toward the center, so you’re directly across from them,” said Damon.

“Damon…” Vel folded her arms over her chest, blushing fiercely. “This seems a little…”

“It’s just for the puzzle, Vel,” he said. “It’s just pretend. Besides, this was your idea.”

He felt as though he was goading them on in the same manner of a number of bad ideas they’d followed through on during their childhood. Vel sighed and moved into position, arching her back and lifting her chin to match the gorgeous Rem woman.

“Ready?” he asked. “I’m going to have to touch you more for this one.”

A shudder ran through Vel as he said the word touch.

“Just go slow,” she whispered.

He took her advice, and if anything, it only made the moment that much more disgustingly sexual. Damon slid his cock in between her thighs, letting it tease along the full length of her womanhood. It would have plunged into her, had the angle been better, and they both knew it.

“You’re hard,” she whispered.

“You didn’t see that before?”

“I saw it,” she said in a breathy voice. “But it’s different… to feel it.”

He slid his hands up the full length of her body, feeling her head tilt back in automatic reaction. Cupping Vel’s soft, petite breasts, he brought his lips close to her neck, matching the statue move for move and feeling his cock throb and ache for more.

The grinding of stone alerted them both to the next phase of the game, though Damon’s attention was occupied by other matters. He squeezed Vel’s breasts and kissed her neck, letting his cock slip and slide between her thighs.

“They moved into a new pose,” whispered Vel.

She pulled away from him, though it seemed to take a force of will on her part. The female statue was now on its knees in front of the male statue, hand in an intimate grip around her lover’s shaft.

“Vel,” he said. “Are you ready?”

“Damon…” She sounded unsure, though more in terms of her own emotions, rather than the situation.

“It’s just pretend,” he repeated.

Vel gave a small nod and dropped down onto her knees. She was still wearing her spectacles, which gave her seductive posture a strangely academic air. Her breasts were beautiful little mounds when viewed from above.

Damon stepped forward, bringing his cock into reach for her. He almost gasped as her fingers made contact. Vel was blushing hard, cute beyond words, and she seemingly couldn’t take her eyes off the tip of his tool.

The statues shifted again, though it was only a small change this time. Damon glanced over to see the female Rem sucking on the front half of her partner’s cock. Vel didn’t say anything, and she made no move to continue.

He felt ashamed of how turned on he was, and as he spoke, he could hear the horniness in his own voice. “Vel. To keep going, you’re going to have to… open your lips.”

“Damon, I don’t know if I’m comfortable with, um… this.”

“Open as wide as you can,” he said. “Let’s see if it’ll trigger the next pose if we just make it look as though you’re, ah, you know… Without actually doing it.”

“Like this?” Vel’s voice was muffled as she opened her mouth as wide as she could, sticking her tongue out. She blinked a few times, staring up at him expectantly. It was insanely hot, and Damon stifled a groan as he stepped forward and got his cock into position.

It felt like some kind of weird erotic challenge to attempt to slide his shaft forward without touching the edges of her mouth. The tip of his cock briefly dabbed against her tongue, and even as he pulled back, a line of either saliva or his pre-arousal still connected them.

“Careful,” mumbled Vel, the word barely understandable with her mouth still gaping open.

“Always.” In truth, Damon had been half tempted to seize her head and simply start plunging into her face like a horny beast. It was too much to ask of a man. Her blushing face and naked body were practically begging for what he wanted to give her.

He tried again, and again, found mixed success. He felt the touch of the tips of her teeth, and as he drew his cock downward, it pressed completely against her tongue. He groaned, glancing over at the statues in expectation of a new pose that never came.

“Vel,” he said, softly. “I think you have to… close your lips.”

She shook her head slightly, the movement rubbing the insides of her cheeks against his member. Damon felt his cock throbbing. He wondered if she had any idea of the effect she was truly having on him.

“It’s just for the puzzle,” he said. “Just close your lips and, ah, suck. Just for a second or two.”

She hesitated for long enough to make Damon think she wasn’t going to do it and then slowly closed her lips. It felt unbelievably good. Damon couldn’t stop himself from cupping her face and pumping his hips a few times, entranced by the pleasure. Lewd churning noises came from Vel’s sweet little mouth as he toyed with the idea of plunging his prick deeper into her throat.

The statues shifted. Vel pulled back immediately, though she kept her face where it was. Damon’s cock flopped against her cheek and spectacles, leaving a small smear of lewdness on one of the seeing glasses.

“Gross, Damon!” she said. “You’re such a…”

She trailed off as she turned her head to see the new position they’d need to adopt. The male statue was poised over the female statue, cock pressed tight against the opening of her womanhood. It didn’t take much guesswork to determine which pose would next follow.

He was already trying to think of how to convince Vel when the door behind them opened, and Ria stepped through.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
Ria’s laughter made Damon feel equal parts embarrassed and relieved. She seemed amused by the situation, rather than jealous. She walked over slowly,  tapping a finger along the length of the hilt of her recently recovered throwing knife.

“Let me guess,” said Ria. “This chamber is of devotion to Lascivious?”

“We can explain!” cried Vel. “The statues shift poses. It didn’t start out… I mean… We didn’t start out like this! We were only holding hands.”

“Holding hands, you say?” laughed Ria. “You Merinians and your euphemisms. It seems timely that I showed up when I did.”

She began stripping off her clothing with no shame or hesitation. Damon saw the embarrassment and confusion in Vel’s expression and set a hand on her shoulder.

“You did good,” he said. “Why don’t you get dressed and rest up? Ria can take over for you.”

She made an odd face, blinking a few times. For a moment, he almost thought she might object to the swap.

“Young Damon.” Ria wrapped her arms around him from behind, and he could feel that she was naked. “Are you ready to pose with me?”

He heard the flirtation in her voice and couldn’t resist throwing it back her way. “See for yourself.”

He turned around, letting his hard cock point at her like a drawn arrow. Ria smirked and ran a single finger along the top side of his shaft.

“Lie down,” he told her. “Make sure you’re even with the female statue.”

“Like this?” asked Ria. She arched her back, her full breasts shifting in a manner that emphasized their tan lines.

“Good,” he said. “Now open your thighs.”

“You are enjoying this entirely too much, husband,” cooed Ria.

“You’re one to talk.”

“Oh, I think you will know when I begin to be of enjoyment. I promise I will not keep it to myself.”

From the corner of the room, Damon heard Vel let out an irritated sigh. He was aware of how they must look to her, but the pretense of the puzzle gave them at least a veneer of plausible deniability.

“Slow down,” whispered Ria, as he moved forward. “Look. The statue is only pressing the tip against the woman’s… ah!”

He let the head of his cock tease her slit, grinning as he saw her reaction. Ria was playing catch-up, and he could feel her body reacting to the sudden, blatantly erotic stimulus. He kissed her, and let his cock continue to tease.

The statues shifted again, but this time, they didn’t freeze into a new pose. The sound of stone slapping against stone snapped through the room as the two stone figures began to mate with movements as realistic as any living couple.

“Jad’s mercy,” said Ria. “Damon. It seems as though to solve the puzzle, you will need to…”

She trailed off abruptly, gasping as he sank his length as deep as it would go. He didn’t care that it was just a puzzle, just pretend. He didn’t care that Vel was there, listening, if not watching. He was simply too turned on to care about much of anything, in that instant.

 He could feel the conflict in Ria’s body and posture. She wasn’t shameless, despite her rebellious nature. She gave into her lust in small steps as Damon’s onslaught of hard thrusts pushed her over the edge.

The pounding of the stone statues set their pace. Damon risked a glance over at them and caught sight of a scene that was as strange as it was arousing. The stone woman’s breasts jiggled with the same fluid realism as any woman of flesh and blood. He wondered how it would feel to sink his cock into a hole of cold stone and fill it with his seed.

“Damon,” moaned Ria. “Ah! Easy. We’re just… Oh, Jad… Solving the puzzle.”

Her legs curled around him. Damon kissed her, taking her body harder and faster, outpacing even the statues. All of Vel’s earlier teasing had primed his body, and it was impossible for him to last for more than a few minutes within Ria’s hot, tight channel.

“Oh, Ria!” he groaned. He felt her shudder and shift forward, breaking contact enough to keep Damon from finishing inside of her, at least. The moment was sickeningly hot, and she continued to cling to him even as the act shifted to the aftermath.

Ria cleared her throat, seeming to attempt to compose herself even as he continued to kiss her neck.

“Well,” she said. “The statues have come to a stop. It would seem as though we found the right solution.”

She seemed slightly abashed as the two of them parted. Vel was fully dressed and stood with her arms crossed and her back turned to them. Damon felt the weight of the silence within the chamber as he began pulling his clothes back on.

“The next door is open,” said Ria. She was still naked as she tested the handle, and the smile on her face faded a bit as she noticed that she was the current target of Vel’s ire.

“Maybe we should rest for a bit before moving on?” suggested Damon.

“I’m sure the two of you could use some rest after that,” said Vel, in an icy tone.

Ria began getting dressed. She glanced toward Damon, and then toward the original door they’d come in through. It didn’t take much for him to guess her meaning.

“I wanted to see if I could move some pieces of the armor we left in Conceit’s chamber outside, where we can carry it back to the tower more easily,” he said. “Why don’t I go do that now while the two of you wait here?”

Neither woman gave any sign that they agreed with or objected to his suggestion. Damon slipped out through the door leading back to the previous chamber. He took about five steps back toward the kestian’s entrance before his curiosity got the better of him.

Pressing his ear to the door of the wood, he could hear their voices, though only just barely.

“You and Damon seemed awfully comfortable with acting out what the statues were doing for that puzzle,” said Vel.

“Your point being?” asked Ria. “When I entered this chamber, you were on your knees in front of him, naked.”

“Only because that’s what the statues were doing!” snapped Vel.

“Why are you of such anger, Velanor?” asked Ria. “We both played our part.”

“You didn’t even hesitate,” muttered Vel. “It was almost like the two of you…”

“Like the two of us what?” asked Ria, bluntly. “Like we have embraced each other before?”

Vel was silent, and even from outside the door, Damon could feel the tension.

“We have embraced each other before, Vel,” said Ria. “Damon and I.”

“What?”

“Are you that surprised?” asked Ria. “You are the one who brought up this line of accusation.”

“Ria, how could you…?” Vel hesitated, letting out a frustrated exhalation. “What would aesta think?”

“I am a grown woman,” said Ria. “Damon is a grown man. We make our own decisions, right or wrong.”

“I just… don’t understand,” muttered Vel. “This is scandalous, Ria. Shameful even. Especially when you clearly have at least one suitor who would be a proper fit.”

“I should choose a lover based off who is appropriate, rather than considering the emotions of my heart?” asked Ria. “Do you plan on using that same logic when it becomes time for you to pick a husband among the city nobles who enjoy the smells of their own backsides?”

“You know exactly what I mean!” snapped Vel. “He’s basically our brother! We share the same aesta!”

“Are you finished?”

“Are you?” shouted Vel. “You spread your legs for him so eagerly, Ria. It was disgusting! There’s a difference between being rebellious and being a whore!”

Damon heard a sharp, snapping noise. It took him a moment to realize that someone, likely Vel, had just been slapped.

“You know so much less than you think you do,” said Ria, in a voice almost too quiet for him to hear. “I love you as a sister, Velanor. But sometimes, you can be a spoiled little bitch.”

He decided that was as good of a point as any to retire from eavesdropping and slowly backed away from the door.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
Damon was in no hurry to get back to Lascivious’s chamber. Which was fortunate, since some of the pieces of the once enchanted silver armor weighed enough to require nearly his full strength to lift.

A full fifteen minutes passed before he finally caught back up with Ria and Vel. The two of them were fully dressed and silent, Vel sitting near the room’s corner, while Ria waited by the newly unlooked door.

“Finally,” said Ria. “Are you ready to continue forward, Damon?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Are the two of you up for it?”

“I am,” said Ria.

“Me too,” said Vel.

There was still a lingering tension between the two of them, but it wasn’t as severe as he’d feared it might be. He forced a smile onto his face, moving in to give Vel’s hand a gentle squeeze and plant a quick kiss on Ria’s cheek.

“Velanor and I spoke of the nature of the last puzzle, specifically in regard to whether Malon should be told of it,” said Ria.

Damon gave her a slightly guilty smile paired with a shrug. “I think we’re all in agreement that this should stay between us.”

Vel nodded, her expression a mixture of relief and her own, personal shame.

“Let’s go,” he said, gesturing to them.

He took point, bending down to seize the handle of the wooden door and flinging it upward.

Shadows encompassed much of the room they could see before them. There was no source of ambient light beyond what little came from the glowing chandelier in the previous chamber.

Ria scrambled to pull out the lantern, but she aborted her attempt at lighting it after recognizing how thoroughly soaked it had become during the water trial. Damon lingered at the entranceway, feeling an ominous sense of premonition about what lay directly ahead.

“If I had to guess at which of the Forsaken a space like this represents, I’d go with Craven,” he said.

“It’s not exactly a hard guess,” said Vel. “We’re down to three. Craven, Malice, and Wrath.”

Damon ran his thumb over the hilt of his sword. “It seems imprudent to go rushing into a chamber that’s clearly been decorated with the purpose of terror in mind.”

“There is no need to be dramatic,” said Ria. “We can still make progress. Here.”

She cupped his cheek, gently reaching a hand up to drape over his eyes. Damon took her meaning and explained it for Vel.

“Close your eyes for a minute,” he said. “They’ll adjust to the darkness and, at the very least, we’ll be able to see where we’re going.”

It wasn’t a bad idea, though when Damon and the others attempted to flex their newly primed night vision a minute later, the difference was rather minor. 

There was a mirror on a stand in the center of the room, which he only recognized from the way it reflected some of the ambient light behind them. The room’s corners and whatever lay deeper within were impenetrable with shadow, and the air felt cold and dry.

“I don’t like this,” said Vel. “Is it really worth attempting to continue forward?”

“We are within striking distance of the end,” said Ria. 

They both turned toward Damon expectantly.

“Let’s give this last puzzle a try,” he said. “If it eludes us on first guess, we’ll retire back to the tower for the afternoon.”

Ria and Vel both nodded, and all three of them turned their attention to the mirror in the center of the room.

“If this is Craven’s shrine, I would be of assumption that the puzzle relates to enduring fear,” said Ria. “A singular mirror in a room shrouded by darkness. Is not the answer obvious?”

“You think one of us has to look into it?” asked Vel. “An enchanted mirror that shows us what we’re afraid of most. If that’s the case… which of us is going to volunteer?”

Damon was already taking a step forward. Both Ria and Vel clamped a hand down on either of his shoulders.

“What?” he said. “I promise, this isn’t some display of my masculine ego. I doubt there’s much it could do to unnerve me. I’ve seen and experienced some horrible things before.”

“Damon…” said Vel, in a quiet voice. “We know that. I know that. I don’t think you should be the one to look.”

He caught sight of her expression and understood her worry. She was the only one who’d seen him after his blood bout against Austine in the arena. He felt a pit form in his stomach as he realized that there were things that the mirror could show him that he desperately didn’t wish to see. Faces, more like.

“We are not questioning your bravery, young Damon,” said Ria. “We are merely taking into account your recent… battles.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “Where does that leave us, then? I get the sense that you’re not eager to stare into the mirror, Vel.”

She shook her head vigorously. “I really would prefer not to.”

“I will look,” said Ria.

She began stepping toward it before there could be any further debate. Ria’s posture was confident, and she kept her gaze downcast until she was directly in front of the mirror. It looked fairly expensive, with an aesthetically pleasing metal frame made of silver inset with rubies and sapphires.

Ria glanced upward to stare into the mirror. She stayed like that, as though transfixed by her own reflection, for at least a full minute. It was beginning to seem like she’d remain frozen in place forever when she finally broke from the trance, gasping and stumbling backward on weakened legs.

Damon caught her by the shoulders and gently pulled her from the chamber. Vel was quick on the uptake, slamming the wooden door shut and hurrying to pull a water flask from her satchel.

“Hey,” said Damon. “Are you okay? Ria!”

“I am fine,” she said, sounding anything but. “I… was not prepared.”

“Here.” Vel held the water flask to her lips, and Ria took a small sip. “What did it show you?”

The only answer Ria gave was a weak shake of the head. She shuddered, hugging her shoulders with her arms and closing her eyes as she seemed to continue fighting through abject despair.

“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing real. Come. Let us be gone from this place for today.”

Damon had no objection to that. He gently helped Ria to her feet and began walking alongside her as they passed through the previously cleared chambers.

They emerged under the light of an overcast afternoon sky. Damon had piled the silver armor he’d looted earlier next to the kestian’s heavy stone door, and he tasked Ria and Vel with carrying a few pieces in order to bring it all back in one trip.

“Ten gold crowns,” said Vel, guessing his thoughts.

“Really?” he said. “I’m going to aim for at least fifteen. This armor might have historical value.”

“My estimate is closer to what I think Princess Kastet will offer you,” said Vel. “She’s shrewder than she looks.”

“And I’m better at bartering than I look.”

Vel quirked her mouth sideways and gave him a small shrug. “That’s debatable.”

Ria was mostly silent for the trip back to the farm. They set the armor down inside the tower, within the second-floor storage room. Ria retired to her room to rest for a bit, which worried Damon slightly. Vel took a seat at the common room table, intent on redrafting her water ruined notes from memory.

Damon found Malon in the garden, kneeling on the knees of old work leggings as she worked up a sweat with her weeding.

“Welcome back,” she called. “I wasn’t expecting you three to return until later, in truth. I haven’t begun preparations for dinner just yet.”

“We made good progress, though there was a small snag at the end,” he said. “Do you know much of enchanted mirrors?”

Malon wiped the back of her hand across her face. “I know some. Can we discuss this more later tonight? I still have to finish a few chores.”

“Let me help,” offered Damon. He realized that by running off to explore the kestian, he and the others had inadvertently dumped their workload onto Malon’s lap.

“Ah, that’s alright,” said Malon. “You must be tired. I can—”

“I’ll finish whatever is left of the outdoor labor.” He took one of her soil stained hands and pulled her to her feet. “Why don’t you go start on dinner?”

“Are you sure, solas?”

He nodded. “If you could, talk to Ria while you’re at it. She was the one who attempted the last puzzle, the mirror that I spoke of.”

Malon frowned, but she nodded and headed off toward the tower. Damon took a second to watch her walk away with glorious, hip swaying steps before getting to the work at hand.

He weeded the rest of the garden, which went quickly, given how much Malon had already done. The horses already had food and water, but he took each of them out for a quick run around the clearing, partially for his own enjoyment.

All that was left afterward was collecting and chopping firewood. Dark storm clouds loomed in the sky overhead, which had the effect of making it seem as though night had come early as the late afternoon dragged on. He had the strangest feeling, as he culled a few trees of deadwood for future kindling, that the shadows seemed thicker within the forest than usual.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
Damon was both sweaty and dirty when he finished with the chores, to the point where he decided to bathe in the lake before making his way back to the tower. There was a certain illicit rush to stripping naked at the edge of the water, within full view of anyone who might be surreptitiously watching, though it made his face feel hot to admit it to himself.

He scrubbed off and performed a simple and lazy air dry, only opting to put his undershorts and trousers back on. He was still shirtless and damp haired as he entered the common room, which drew several sets of eyes at once.

“Ah, solas,” said Malon, grinning at him from where she stood by the hearth. “Good timing. I used my new cookpot to make the stew.”

“I see you took a bath,” said Vel. “I don’t see why you haven’t bothered to put your shirt back on.”

“Have a smell and I think you’ll understand.” He lobbed his filthy tunic in her direction. Vel squealed and swatted it to the floor.

“Not all of us mind watching young Damon walk around shirtless,” cooed Ria. “He still has a gladiator’s physique.”

She seemed mostly recovered from the mirror incident, if still a touch paler than usual. Damon set his hand atop hers as he passed by them, dipping into his room to change into a clean and comfortable outfit for the night.

He took his seat at the common room table just in time for Malon to serve him a heaping bowl of steaming hot stew.

“It’s a simple vegetable stew,” she admitted. “We’re running low on salted meat.”

“Fine by me,” said Damon. “We’re about overdue for a trip into town, no?”

Malon nodded. “So much has occurred in the past few days that our pantry stores slipped my mind. With all of you here on the farmstead, I might not even need to go myself. Vel, if you and Ria or you and solas were willing to make the trip, it would be quite helpful.”

Damon noted that she had opted not to suggest he and Ria go as a pair, but he supposed he could understand why.

“Of course, aesta,” said Vel. “Can it wait another day, at least? We’re so close to reaching the end of the kestian! I would love to be able to send a missive to Princess Kastet announcing our success once we’ve discovered whatever treasure is waiting for us at the end.”

Vel’s enthusiasm was pronounced, and it made for a stark contrast against Ria’s relatively withdrawn state.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he said. “We still have to make it past that mirror.”

He ate a spoonful of the stew, wincing as it burned slightly against his tongue. It was rich with potatoes, carrots, and fresh peas, and despite not having any meat, it was still savory and delicious.

“Can you tell me of the progress you made today?” asked Malon. “I must say, I’m curious. It’s hard to believe this kestian was lying in wait mere miles away from our home.”

Damon and Vel took turns relating the various chambers they’d pushed through earlier that day. He felt a flash of pride as he saw Malon smile at his victory over Conceit’s ensorcelled armor. She frowned when they brought up Avarice’s chamber where they’d very nearly drowned, nodding in response to the logic that had led to the puzzle’s solution.

“And the chamber after that?” asked Malon.

Vel cleared her throat awkwardly. “That would have been Lascivious’s chamber. There were some… statues which we needed to deal with.”

“Ah,” said Malon.

A silence as awkward as silences come filled the moment that followed. Damon almost felt as though Vel’s vague description of their challenge made it sound worse than it had really been, until he stopped to consider how Malon, their aesta, would have viewed it.

“Craven’s puzzle was after that,” he said, pushing the conversation forward. “It seemed deceptively simple. A single mirror in a dark, ominous chamber.”

“I spoke with seta about her experience,” said Malon, glancing at Ria.

Ria’s attention remained transfixed on her stew, prodding and poking at the vegetables as though they were a thing that required her full attention.

“I think it best for the three of you to try an alternate approach,” she said. “None of the puzzles you’ve described to me so far seem to have thoughtless solutions. As straightforward as an enchanted mirror might seem, you should assume that the solution isn’t to peer into your own reflection.”

“That’s probably fair,” said Damon. “It sounds like you might have an idea for us?”

Malon gave him a crafty smile. “I do, though I can’t promise it will work. Consider, if you will, the question of what a mirror would be afraid of, were it to be embodied with fear.”

Vel shrugged. “Being shattered by someone with a vengeance against their own appearance?”

“Good guess, but I think it’s too obvious,” said Damon. “I would say the dark, given how a mirror needs light to reflect, but the chamber we found it in was already shrouded in darkness, to an unnatural degree.”

Malon was still smiling. She’d begun pouring them all goblets of wine and took a small sip of her own before answering.

“I noticed that you brought back a silver shield,” she said. “Give the front of it a hard polish and bring it with you tomorrow.”

Vel’s brow creased in confusion. Damon nodded slowly as he considered the suggestion.

“That might just be it,” he said.

“Be what?” asked Vel.

“Seta, have you ever seen two mirrors turned to face each other?” asked Malon.

“Two mirrors…” She blinked. “Oh!”

“They’d reflect indefinitely,” he said. “I’ve always found it a bit unnerving to stare into, especially when I try to see the smallest mirror within the series of reflections. It’s worth a try, don’t you think?”

He glanced toward Vel, who nodded. Ria was resting her head against her arms on the table.

“If you make it past that puzzle, by my count, you’ll only have two left,” said Malon. She let out a yawn and took another sip of her wine.

“Almost to the end,” he said, with a nod. “I’ve already started thinking about what we might be able to do with the money. We could well find more treasure worth looting. It’s not unthinkable that we might earn upwards of twenty or even thirty gold crowns.”

“That kind of money would change our lives,” said Vel. She was resting her head against her hand, and she gave him a tired smile from across the table.

“It could pay for serious repairs to the tower, if we felt we even needed them,” said Damon. “Maybe buy some new animals to raise. It would be interesting to… have some cows.”

His eyes were growing heavy. He shifted his bowl, leaning forward to rest his chin on his hands.

“I’ll buy a new dress for court,” said Vel. “One with… golden… frills.”

Damon could picture her in such a dress, with trim that matched the color of her hair and an alluring, open bust. The image was still fresh in his head as his eyelids got the better of him and he drifted off to sleep.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
“Solas,” whispered Malon. “Sleeping is for your bed, not the table.”

Damon yawned. He’d fallen asleep at some point, but he apparently wasn’t the only one. Ria and Vel were collapsed forward in their seats. Malon had moved to stand next to him and was gently rubbing his back.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

“It’s alright,” she said. “The three of you have had such a long day. It’s no wonder.”

She let her hand slide upward, beginning to gently massage his neck and caress the bottom edge of his hairline. She had a soft, loving smile on her face, and Damon was surprised by how she moved even closer as she drew upright.

“It seems as though it’s just the two of us tonight,” she whispered.

“So it seems.”

She leaned her body against the side of his shoulder. “What would you like to do, solas?”

She was moving even before he could answer her, stepping her leg over his lap so she could slide down to straddle him in the chair. Damon gaped, settling his hands on her hips and feeling his cock stirring to life in a hurry.

“Aesta,” he whispered. “Vel and Ria…”

“Are both asleep,” she whispered. “It’s just us awake. It was just us for so many weeks, solas. I regret not making better use of that time.”

Her hips began to rock back and forth. The angle she was sitting at pressed her bosom into Damon’s face. He breathed in and out, feeling more drunk off her scent than the wine he’d had earlier.

“If you keep doing that, I won’t be able to stop myself,” he said.

“I don’t expect you too.” She let out a seductive moan and kissed him on the lips.

Damon took a more aggressive hold, cupping one of her breasts first through the outside of her dress and then within it. It was so hot and soft, and he let his thumb gently brush back and forth against the nipple at the center.

He gave in to his hormones, kissing her deeply and running his other hand down her back. He gently lifted the hem of her dress only to discover that she wasn’t wearing girlshorts. He felt so conflicted about what that meant for him, what it made him want to do.

Regardless, he would do it. He’d wanted to do it for so long.

He eased his aesta upward by the waist and began pulling his trousers down. She held his gaze, smiling with eyes full of secret mischief, never looking away.

There was a sudden crash from behind him as the tower’s front door slammed open. Three figures clad in dark cloaks burst into the common room, swinging swords before Damon had the chance to think, let alone do anything about it.

“Get the others to safety, solas!” cried Malon. She threw herself forward, crimson light emanating from her eyes and the crest on her lower back. One of the figures was upon her before she could so much as get a spell off. 

Damon forced himself to turn and begin shaking Vel and Ria awake, but the intruders had somehow made it around to the other side of the table. One of them yanked Vel backward off her chair. She let out a surprised scream as the figure tore open the front of her tunic, breasts spilling outward in a moment that emphasized the panic and confusion before the figure’s sword came down.

“Vel!” screamed Damon. He reached for his wrathblade, praying its magic would help him then, in his time of utmost need.

It was as though the effect had been inverted. Instead of slowing reality down, the weapon arrested Damon’s movements, making his every movement as heavy as stone. He saw Ria stumbling to her feet, gripping the throwing knife he’d given her in a combat stance and facing off against one of the men.

It was over in a flash of strikes. Damon saw the point of a sword emerge from her back, dark with fresh, sticky blood.

“Idiot,” muttered a familiar, feminine voice.

Damon let out a roar, finally getting his sword loose, and took it up against the nearest of the intruders. He missed his slash, but the edge of his weapon fluttered the man’s cloak enough to pull back the hood.

His best friend, his brother, Austine, stared back at him, face grim and determined.

“What have you done?” shouted Damon. He saw Malon on the floor, surrounded in a pool of blood. From behind him, Vel continued to whimper and moan in pain.

“What have I done?” Austine let out a mocking laugh. “What have you done, Damon Al-Kendras? You take risks and court danger. You treat the world like everything within it is yours for the taking, and those nearest to you pay the price.”

“That’s… not true.” Damon stumbled back, bumping into the common room table.

“Hey!” shouted his wrathblade. “Idiot farmboy! You still haven’t drawn me yet. Get my naked steel out in the open and put me to work!”

Damon blinked, glancing at his hand, which he thought had been holding a sword a moment earlier.

“This is a dirty, shameful spell,” cooed his wrathblade. “Teach it a lesson. Thrust me into one of those shadows! A deep, hard thrust!”

Damon let out a groan. He could feel a line of drool hanging from his mouth. The scene shifted as he wiped it away. He was still sitting down at the table. Malon, Vel, and Ria were all in their chairs, right where they’d been before he’d fallen asleep.

There was an odd pressure on the back of his head, and glancing at the others was enough to enlighten him in what it likely was. A large, black slug was visible on each of their heads, as dark as the shadows within Craven’s chamber and slowly throbbing with sinister intent.

“Squeeze my hilt and make a mess of these things already!” shouted his wrathblade. “Are you slow of mind or simply lacking one entirely?”

Damon gritted his teeth. It was a harder task than the sword would make it seem. Each time the shadow slug pulsed against the back of his head, he felt the world shift in and out of focus to a degree that made him fear he was about to lose consciousness again.

He snarled as he pulled his wrathblade free of its scabbard and, with a movement more desperate than dexterous, brought its edge up against the back of his head. There was a sudden hiss, along with the sensation akin to water dissolving into steam, as the pressure subsided.

He ran a hand through his hair and over the back of his neck, expecting a wound but finding nothing. He could see and move freely again, which was all that mattered. He freed the others in turn, carefully cutting a slice into the shadow slugs and watching them dissolve into dark, ambient energy.

Ria was the first to stir back to consciousness. She staggered upright, pulling her throwing knife out and breathing heavily.

“Easy,” he said. “We were attacked by some kind of dark sorcery. Whatever you just experienced was a dream. I had one too.”

Ria took a long breath. “A dream. Yes… That is an explanation of reason.”

She shuddered and crossed her arms. Damon pulled her into a hug from behind, kissing her cheek.

Malon and Vel regained their awareness a moment later. Ria helped Vel recover while Damon went to his aesta’s side, explaining as he held her hand.

“How vile,” she whispered. “To think that even I fell victim to these things. We must go at once. There’s no telling how many may still be in the area.”

Damon furrowed his brow. “You think these came from within the kestian?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Malon. “From what you’ve described of Craven’s chamber, they seem to be of the same enchantment. The mirror may be what they draw their power from, feeding off the initial energy and fear of whoever peers into it and using the accumulated power to produce the fear leeches you described.”

Damon looked over at Ria and Vel. Ria looked mostly recovered and ready to move. Vel’s face was pale, and she rose to her feet on unsteady feet.

“Would it be better for some of us to stay behind?” asked Damon.

Malon shook her head. “It’s not a risk I’m willing to take. We should stick together and travel cautiously. Solas, retrieve the silver shield you recovered earlier. Ria and Vel, make sure you both have a lantern with you with plenty of fuel.”

Damon hurried outside to grab the shield before meeting the others at the door to the tower. Vel was swaddled up in a thick cloak, and Ria had put on a sweater over her tunic. Malon still wore her work clothing from earlier, and her mouth was set into a thin, serious line. 

“There is no time to waste,” she said. “Stay close and move fast.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
The trip through the forest to the gorge was made slow and arduous by the nature of the pitch black, overcast night. Damon carried one of the lanterns, walking alongside Ria in front, as Malon explained her suspicions in a quiet voice.

“It’s likely that the main door to the kestian was imbued with a form of containment magic that we missed,” she said. “It’s possible that there could be other dangers beyond Craven’s chambers that currently pose a threat to us, if not others in the area in Morotai and beyond.”

“What are you saying, aesta?” asked Vel. “Should we simply try to seal the tomb closed, then?”

“It’s too late for that,” she replied. “We must clear it out in its entirety. I would not normally risk entering a place with so many magical ties to the other Divine Remnants as a crest sorceress of Lascivious, but it cannot be helped. Regardless of how long it takes, this is a problem which is our responsibility to solve.”

Damon chewed his lower lip, trying to shake off the memory of the vision the shadow slug had induced. Austine’s face was still vivid in his head, as were his words. Damon had been the one who’d opened the kestian, and it was his eagerness that had dragged the others into exploring it with him.

The potential of recovering loot and treasure now felt more like sand in his mouth than an appealing prospect. He’d been too hasty, too ready to act in his own interests without considering the full range of consequences.

There was no trace of the ambient evil which had invaded their tower around the kestian’s exterior. Malon frowned as she held her lantern in front of the gaping entrance, with the orange light making her loose red hair look ablaze around the edges of her face.

Despite the tense and serious nature of the situation, Damon felt his confidence growing as he walked alongside Malon. Even the simple sound of her footsteps carried a determined weight, and it reminded him of how he’d hear her approach as a child when she was about to deliver a punishment. He preferred it this way, with him not on the receiving end, for once.

They passed through the first few rooms without saying much to one another. Malon slowed to a stop as they reached the end of Avarice’s chamber, peering into the space devoted to Lascivious.

“There is power here,” she whispered. “More than I ever expected.”

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine, solas,” said Malon, with a sigh that somewhat undercut her sentiment. 

Damon exchanged a glance with Ria and Vel, and they followed her as she began stepping across the floor of the room. Malon wavered as she passed by the statues, which had reset to their original poses, though still naked.

A shudder ran through her, and she braced herself against the stone body of the naked Remenai woman. Damon set a hand on her shoulder, frowning a bit.

“Here,” he said. “Let me help you. Take my arm.”

She took more than just that. Malon pushed herself against him, lips searching for his as her eyes fluttered in a manner that seemed less than fully aware of the moment. Damon kissed her back, feeling more worried than interested in seeing where the moment might lead.

“Solas,” she muttered. “We should continue. Get me… to the next chamber.”

“Right.”

She continued planting kisses across his cheek, and then his neck, even as they headed for the door. Vel and Ria shot him several confused and slightly distasteful glances, but as soon as they stepped into the shadowed chamber devoted to Craven, Malon seemed to instantly recover.

“Solas,” she said, clearing her throat. “Would you care to do the honors?”

It took him a moment to realize what she was talking about. Holding the shield in front of him, he stepped toward the mirror, orienting the reflective side so it faced into the glass.

A sharp chime sounded, and the mirror shattered into hundreds of small, shimmering slivers. The shadows which filled the edges of the chamber let out a uniform hiss, not unlike the noise he’d heard the shadow slugs make on death.

The light from their lanterns seemed to multiply in strength as the encroachment of the room’s darkness dissolved and relented. Damon could now see that it was the same identical chamber as the others they’d faced.

He also saw another, rather profitable treasure opportunity. While the mirror’s surface had shattered, its frame still stood upright on the stand, encrusted with rubies and sapphires large enough to serve as the jewel of any choker or necklace, or ring, if the wearers fingers were large enough to pull such a look off.

“We’re taking this with us,” said Vel, in a similar thought path. She stepped forward and made an attempt at pulling the mirror’s frame from the stand, but it didn’t seem to budge.

“Allow me,” said Ria. She pulled out her throwing knife and with careful, exacting movements, began plucking the jewels loose. There were a half dozen of each, and Vel tossed Damon a sapphire as she stuffed the rest into the pockets of her tunic, grinning from ear to ear.

“I appreciate your enthusiasm, seta, but don’t let your guard down just yet,” said Malon. “The next room will represent either Wrath or Malice. I don’t doubt that both will present us with new dangers.”

Damon, Ria, and Vel nodded, moving past the mirror’s frame, which they’d stripped completely bare. The door to the next chamber was unlocked. Damon paused as he took hold of the handles, hearing a small, pestering hiss come from the direction of his sword hilt.

“Tell the others you wish to enter this chamber on your own,” whispered his wrathblade.

“Why?” he muttered.

“You know why.”

“Solas?” called Malon. “Did you say something?”

“I’ll make it even simpler,” said the sword. “Slip through first and I’ll make sure the door stays shut.”

Damon wasn’t sure why he felt so compelled to follow the sword’s suggestion, but he did. He ducked under the wooden door as soon as he’d raised it high enough to pass through. The moment his fingers broke contact with the handle, the door snapped back down into its previous locked position.

He heard the faint sound of pounding hands against the wood and began to doubt his decision to a degree. The chamber he found himself in contained five stone troll statues, each one larger and stranger looking than any he’d faced before in person. They were trolls from another era, a thought which made him less than eager to see them come alive.

A sudden, blinding flash of azure blue light struck down in the center of the room. Damon was still blinking away the afterimage in his eyes as he took in the figure of a woman standing in the light’s wake.

She was surprisingly short, though not young. Her skin was pale and flawless, but the intensity of her azure blue eyes screamed of age in the same way the subtle, intangible glow they emanated screamed of power.

Her long, free flowing hair was also blue, though it was a darker shade, almost purple. She wore the most intricate plate armor Damon had ever seen, obsidian black with details and emphasis forged into every inch.

Two identical grinning skull faces peered out from her chest, directly over where her breasts would have been contained underneath. Curving spikes emerged from the shoulder pauldrons. A massive demon claw artistically cupped her crotch, an addition which Damon couldn’t imagine served any practical purpose beyond simply drawing attention.

She carried no weapon, but she did hold a decanter of what he assumed to be liquor in one hand. Damon had been staring at her for several seconds before he noticed the profound sense of amusement in her expression and had to resist the urge to draw his sword.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” said the woman. “Do you know who I am?”

Her voice was resonant with power, too much for the sound to be entirely natural. Damon recognized it instantly, despite the missing eroticism and mischief he could normally detect from his wrathblade when it spoke to him.

He furrowed his brow and gave a heavily exaggerated shrug. “Are you one of the dungeon’s maids, perhaps?”

The woman gave him a cold smile. “I can appreciate a sense of humor. I should warn you, however, that our time here is limited. You may wish to stay your tongue for the sake of hearing what I have to say.”

Damon eyed her up and down again, opting to be a bit more straightforward. “You’re Wrath. One of the Forsaken.”

His voice was steady, but his heart was anything but. His palms felt suddenly clammy, and the urge to reach for a weapon, preferably one that wasn’t his wrathblade, was nearly overwhelming.

“Correct.” Wrath smiled and ran her thumb over the mouth of the decanter. “Though I’ve never been a fan of that particular classification. I am not evil, Damon Al-Kendras.”

“Going off what little you’ve said to me through the wrathblade, I would judge you to be more of a general sadist.”

“Accurate, though not the entire truth,” said Wrath. “What you’ve heard through the wrathblade has not been a direct conversation, but more a translation of emotions. We haven’t yet reached the point in our relationship where true communication would be possible through the weapon.”

“I think you might be getting a little ahead of yourself.”

Wrath snorted. “Ah, but of course. Where are my manners? Here.”

She extended the decanter toward him. Damon was still on guard, but he took a few steps forward into the chamber, moving past two of the stone trolls and reaching to accept the drink. His fingers passed through thin air as their hands came into contact.

“A jest,” she said. “As you can see, I’m not really here in my full, physical capacity.”

Damon said nothing. He could still hear the faint sound of Malon, Ria, and Vel attempting to get the door open behind him. He refused to break eye contact with Wrath, feeling as though he’d stepped into a chamber with a wild animal, despite her apparent ethereal state.

“Damon Al-Kendras, I am your biggest fan,” said Wrath.

He blinked, unable to keep his confusion entirely contained. “What?”

“I’ve been watching you from afar for years now,” said Wrath. “Ever since you first took possession of one of my wrathblades. I’ve even come to see some of your gladiatorial bouts in person. You are one of the most promising swordsmen of your generation, by far.”

“Is there a point to this flattery?” asked Damon.

“It’s not all flattery.” Wrath gave him a guilty smile. “I also goaded one of my servants into accepting a bounty contract on some outstanding debt you apparently hold.”

“Shank,” muttered Damon. “You wanted him to come after me.”

“Mostly to see what you were capable of when put under duress,” said Wrath. “Such methods are unnecessary now that we’ve met face to face.”

Not for the first time, Damon wondered if it was a mistake to place the amount of faith into his wrathblade that he did. He resisted the urge to set a hand on its hilt and continued to stare down the Forsaken.

“Why do you care so much about me?” he asked.

“Straight to the point,” sighed Wrath. “I appreciate that. Simply put, Damon Al-Kendras, I want you to serve me. I have been your most powerful ally for longer than perhaps you realize, and now I would like us to work together, in the open.”

He was intrigued, despite some valid misgivings. “You want me to serve you. What does that mean, exactly?”

“Perform favors in exchange for my appreciation in pursuit of… building a new world,” said Wrath.

“Are you offering me your crest?” He’d seen what Shank could do as a crest sorcerer. It had been a step above what he could manage with his wrathblade, a reliable method of channeling speed and strength into raw force. With Wrath’s crest, keeping Malon and the others safe would never be a struggle.

“It’s a conversation I’d be willing to have with you eventually,” said Wrath. “Once you’ve suitably proven your loyalty. I know that you can fight, Damon Al-Kendras. I know that you can kill. I felt it the last time you did, and… mmm… it was perfect.”

Her chin quivered slightly, and she shifted within her thick armor.

“In that case, the answer is no,” he said. “I’ve no interest in being led around like a horse by the line.”

“Dispense with the self-pitying analogies,” said Wrath, with a wave of her hand. “You have the wrathblade, my wrathblade. It feels good in your hand, doesn’t it? What I could give you, in time, would make it seem like the trinket it is. I can give you real power, Damon Al-Kendras.”

“If you have this power to bestow upon your servants, why bother with me?” he asked. “Sure, I can fight. I can… do what needs to be done. Why not just find an obedient servant and skip the chase?”

“Because you’re perfect!” snapped Wrath. “On the surface, you have seemingly no weaknesses… but you are weak, Damon. You’re weak compared to those you love. Malon, the sorceress. Ria, the tempester. Even Vel, with her growing influence among the people who matter.

“You’re weak to situations and circumstances. From your father’s debts, to the fears you harbor about the people closest to you getting hurt. You have the right kind of weakness. Serve me, and with a single touch of my finger, I’ll make you as strong as you need to be.”

Damon nodded a few times, coming to a decision as much about himself as about Wrath and her offer. “I see. It seems like you have a different definition of weakness than I do.”

“You’re cocky, too,” said Wrath. “Another weakness!”

He grinned at her. “I won’t deny that one. I’ll keep your deal in mind, Wrath. If you’d offered me the crest upfront, I might have even accepted.”

She took a swig from her decanter and then petulantly flung it at the wall. “I expected you to be more reasonable.”

“And I expected you to be taller,” he said.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
Wrath disappeared in the same flash of light that she’d arrived with. Damon heard the scrape of wood sliding into stone as the door opened behind him and Malon and the others rushed into the room.

The three women pulled him into a hug, badgering him with questions he couldn’t hear for how perfectly they spoke over one another. He did his best to smile and act calm and aloof.

“Solas, are you alright?” asked Malon. “What happened?”

He shrugged and gestured vaguely at the trolls. “It was a test of sword skills. They came at me all at once, but each only took a single hit to dispatch. It was easy for me.”

He wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t want to tell them about his encounter with Wrath. Especially Malon. He hadn’t stopped to consider what accepting Wrath’s crest would mean for their relationship. It was entirely possible that the Forsaken behind their contracts might set them against one another in an instant.

“You were of foolishness for moving into the chamber so far ahead of us, young Damon,” said Ria. “It was almost as though you were anticipating this.”

She narrowed her eyes a bit. Damon shook his head, hoping she’d let the point drop. 

They tested the door leading forward and found it unlocked. Damon got the sense that, despite Wrath’s annoyance at his refusal to accept her offer of servitude, she hadn’t given up on him as a prospect. He knew it would be foolish to accept her aid in the future without scrutiny, but he saw no need to turn his nose up in response to every small favor she granted him.

“Let’s keep going,” he said. “We’ve made it through six chambers. There’s only one left.”

They opened the door the rest of the way and stepped forward with their weapons at the ready. Damon held an arm out, drawing the party to a stop as they examined what awaited them.

“This would be Malice’s chamber,” said Malon. “But this seems… wrong.”

Damon saw what she meant. The room was filled with traps, all of which had already been triggered or, in some cases, destroyed. 

Spikes jutted from walls at bent angles, unable to retract into the recesses they’d once emerged from. Gaping rectangular pits stood open, revealing deep chasms into the ground below that had likely once been covered with droppable floors.

Several swinging guillotines lay across the stone near the opposing door, pulled loose from their moorings in the ceiling. A series of metal vents jutted from near the bottom of the wall, though whether they’d been intended to blow flames or spray poison was beyond Damon’s capacity to guess.

“What happened here?” whispered Ria. “Did someone have a pronounced objection to this particular trial?”

“Apparently,” said Vel. “It’s weirdly comforting to think that we aren’t the only ones who aren’t enjoying this dungeon.”

“We should still be on guard,” said Damon. “There’s no telling if all of the traps have been disabled or just a portion of them.”

They went slowly, in single file, testing each step. The chamber was still and silent, and they made it to the door on the other side without incident. Damon tested one of the handles and found it unlocked.

“What’s beyond here, I wonder?” he asked.

“The last chamber is known as the kest,” said Ria. “It is the section of the kestian where whoever is seeking reincarnation awaits their divine intervention.”

The four of them exchanged glances.

“I don’t expect that we will find it empty,” said Malon. “Stay close once we’re through.”

Damon nodded. He made sure everyone was ready one last time and then flung the door upward.

The kest was different from the other chambers, circular, with the faint glow of ambient lighting from crystals set into the ceiling above. The ground was covered with dust and bits of debris, rock, but also small chunks of bone.

In the center of the room, a dark figure in a loose cloak holding a long, black staff with a large ruby set into its top sat on the crumbled remnants of a raised dais. It took Damon a moment to notice that the fingers of the hand holding the staff here horribly decayed, with bone peeking through flesh in several places. 

“Who are you to enter my domain?” boomed a deep, dominant voice.

Damon was already reaching for the hilt of his wrathblade when Malon set a hand on his shoulder and stepped past him.

“Name yourself, demon!” she called. Her tone was powerful, without a trace of fear. Damon wasn’t sure he’d ever seen this side of her before, even when she’d faced off against Shank.

“Only my master knows…” hissed the dark figure.

“Who is you master, then?” snapped Malon.

“…Malice.” The response came as a low, hideous growl. 

Malon stiffened and held her arm out, bidding Damon and the others to stay back.

“It’s a lich,” she whispered. “The weapon in its hands is the Staff of Departure. I can only assume its power has been enough to keep it alive all this time, if its current state can be described in such terms.”

“The Staff of Departure?” asked Ria.

“It’s a weapon created by one of the Forsaken,” answered Malon. “Malice, in this case. It’s not unlike solas’s wrathblade, but far more powerful. I’ve only heard stories of it before, all of them ending with the wielder of the staff being corrupted by its influence.”

Damon’s fingers twitched against the hilt of his sword. The lich had stumbled to its feet, leaning on the staff in a manner that seemed less like a threat and more like a desperate attempt at maintaining its balance.

“I didn’t give you permission to talk!” it screeched, in a voice that scraped the inside of Damon’s ears.

“You have no authority, abomination!” shouted Malon.

“I took this kestian for myself!” bellowed the lich. “It is here that I give worship to my master. He… she… will remember. Malice will reward me! I will have my crest!”

The lich let out an unintelligible scream and swung the Staff of Departure from side to side. Trails of dark energy followed in the wake of the artifact. Malon rubbed her hands together, glancing at the others in clear preparation for a fight.

“Don’t underestimate this monster,” she said. “As frail and unstable as it may look, it still wields a weapon of great power. Damon, Ria, be on guard. Vel… Stay back and only use your bow if you see a true opening.”

Damon nodded, feeling his heart begin to race as he and Ria fanned out to either side. The lich slammed the butt of its staff down against the destroyed dais, and shadows began to coalesce around the tip, dancing like the flame of a torch. 

Malon slapped her hands together, opening them to reveal a swirling fireball that she immediately sent hurtling toward their undead foe. The lich swatted it aside with the staff, reacting with impressive speed.

Damon drew his wrathblade and rushed forward. He knew his strengths in comparison to Malon, Ria, and Vel. His sword was the only real weapon which could pressure the lich in close combat. Ria had her knife, but getting into position to use it effectively would make for a dangerous prospect.

“Fool!” screeched the lich.

It slammed its staff into an overhead strike that should have missed Damon by five or six feet. An impressive halberd of shadow energy formed to bridge the distance. Damon ducked and rolled, getting clear in time to dodge, but only just.

Ria took her chances, lunging forward and slamming her knife through the back of the lich’s cloak. Whatever the blade sank into seemed to have little effect against the monster, and it reacted by slamming its elbow to the side in counter, flinging Ria backward and into a sprawl across the floor.

Vel let loose one of her arrows. It was a good shot, nearly taking the lich in the forehead and missing by a margin near enough to flutter the hood of its cloak. Damon used the opening to rush forward and attempt to land a slash across its abdomen. The staff came down, blocking his sword with a shield made from shadow that seemed to reflect the force of his blow.

“Solas!” shouted Malon. “Knock him off balance if you see an opening and then get out of the way!”

“You’re all fools!” screeched the lich. “All of you!”

He slammed his staff down again. Shadow magic burst from the weapon’s head as dozens of dark, ethereal shapes began flying through the air and slithering across the ground. Damon recognized them as the same shadow slugs which had incapacitated them earlier in the tower, with the addition of a flock of shadow bats that he presumed manifested with the same powers.

All of them fell back on the defensive. Damon swatted the bats out of the air as they flew at him and skewered the slugs. Ria did the same with her knife, and Malon was quick to use her magic to fling anything which drew near to her a safe distance away.

Vel wasn’t so lucky. She tried to shoot one of the bats with her bow before realizing that stabbing with the arrows held in hand was the better approach. Unfortunately, it was already too late. One of the bats fluttered her hair as it made contact with her, and she fell to the ground in an instant, limp and unconscious.

“You monster!” shouted Damon. 

He launched into a flurry of strikes, still mindful of Malon’s attack strategy. The lich blocked an overhead chop, but he reversed on the diagonal, slashing in a manner that forced it sideways at a strange angle.

“Now!” shouted Malon.

Damon flung himself backward. He felt the heat before he saw the spell. Malon had unleashed an inferno that seemed to channel the essence of the Malagantyan wildfires he still remembered as a child.

A thick pillar of bright, brilliant flames struck the lich head on. Damon saw the monster’s skeletal silhouette for only an instant against the intense heat glow before he had to look away. He heard the scream. He thought it was over.

“Your death will restore my flesh!” hissed the lich.

Malon was breathing heavy, clearly spent from the energy she’d poured into her spell. Ria was on her feet but favoring one ankle over the other. Vel was still trapped within whatever nightmare realm the shadow bat had pulled her into.

The lich’s cloak had burned into ash, but its body was merely charred. It seemed oblivious to the flames that continued to burn across its skull and shoulders. It took hold of the staff in both hands and lifted it overhead with menacing intent, focusing his attention on Malon.

“I will make out suffer, whore!” it bellowed.

Damon attacked, pulling upon the full range of his sword skills to draw the lich’s focus onto himself. He fought without thinking, reacting to each movement and attacked on reflex and instinct.

“Mmm, that’s right,” whispered his wrathblade. “This creature is weak compared to you. Break him into pieces, hard and fast.”

He felt a thin smile spread across his face. He drew from the power of his sword, knowing in that moment that it was his for the taking. The lich seemed to falter from the sudden shift in Damon’s speed.

He cut three times, legs, abdomen, and neck. All three slashes landed, and with the wrathblade’s speed enchantment, it seemed as though the strikes took effect simultaneously. Damon exhaled as the world returned to normal, and he watched the lich’s bones go flying in different directions, scattering across the chamber.

The Staff of Departure fell to the floor. Damon nudged it with his boot, more wary of it than the destroyed lich. He hurried next to Vel’s side, but the shadow bat leeching away at her essence had already dissolved into nothingness.

“Nicely done,” said Ria, still on her feet and smiling broadly. Damon pulled her into a quick hug before moving to gather around their aesta.

Malon’s face was pale, and it took her a moment to catch her breath enough to speak. “Keep away from the staff. It’s still dangerous, even outside of the hands of the lich.”

“I could simply destroy it,” said Damon. “If it’s dangerous, I see no reason to take the risk.”

He gestured with his sword toward the fallen staff. Malon shook her head.

“Not yet,” she said. “I must first ensure that doing so won’t release anything that might be contained within. Seta, lend me your cloak.”

Vel furrowed her brow, still groggy from the effects of the shadow bat, but she dutifully took her cloak off and passed it to Malon, who approached the Staff of Departure with tired steps. She carefully bundled the artifact in cloth, taking care to not make direct physical contact with any part of it.

“This chamber is disappointingly empty of treasure,” muttered Vel. “I suppose we’ll have to settle for bringing the silver armor back to Princess Kastet, along with the jewels we took from the mirror.”

“Hold on.” Damon bent over to scoop up one of the lich’s hands, which had broken off from its body in a single piece. “The monster seemed to have been a fan of extravagant rings. I’m not leaving these behind.”

“Gross, Damon!” cried Vel. 

Ria also made a face as he crunched the bony hand under his heel, separating the bones of the fingers enough to liberate several gold rings. One held a large diamond, and another had a series of ancient rune words that he suspected might contain some historical significance.

He dropped them into his pocket and moved to join the others by the door. Malon was still unsteady on her feet, and Ria’s twisted ankle looked as though it was still paining her. He lent them each an arm as they began the slow walk toward the kestian’s entrance, tired but victorious.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
They were careful to close each door behind them as they retraced their steps, including the heavy circular stone plug which sealed the kestian off from the outside world. It was early morning, just after sunrise, though long shadows still clung to wherever they could find purchase within the gorge.

There was enough ambient illumination to see by, however, which made the myriad figures waiting for them in the predawn light impossible to overlook. Damon reached for his sword on reflex, but even before he drew it from its scabbard, he noted several bows among the assembled group.

Catching sight of the face of a familiar young Rem man at the front of the group all but explained their intentions. Joyell watched Damon and the others with an impatient gaze. Close to a dozen Remenai warriors stood clustered around him, and there was always the chance that more were up the slope or in the trees.

There was almost nothing they could do if it came to a fight. Malon was still leaning against Damon’s shoulder for support, and the idea of her casting a spell in their defense was nearly impossible to imagine.

Ria was limping, and her tempesting magic was particularly poor when it came to the area of the gorge, so much lower than the surrounding lands and high reaching trees on the slope above them. Vel might be able to get an arrow off, which Damon supposed was better than nothing.

He couldn’t fight them all off, even with his wrathblade and its magic.

“Seta,” said Malon, calmly. “Would you care to explain why these men and women are waiting for us with weapons at hand?”

There was a woman among them, short and grey of hair, near the back. Damon hoped that it was a good omen.

“I will talk to them,” said Ria. “This is a situation of complete misunderstanding.”

“So it would seem.” Malon pulled away from Damon, supporting herself as she crossed the distance between the two groups.

Ria made as though to stop her. Several of the Rem men seemed to consider notching arrows, treating Malon with a level of wariness and respect that suggested that they were aware of her reputation. The grey-haired Rem woman waved them to stillness and moved to greet her.

They spoke in quiet voices for several tense minutes. Damon glanced toward Ria, whose expression seemed frozen in the midst of shattering, like a pain of glass with a web of spreading cracks.

“Hey,” he whispered. “What’s wrong?”

She wouldn’t look at him, which only added to the accumulated tension.

Malon wasn’t smiling as she finished her conversation with the Rem woman. She slowly walked back over to Damon and the others, folding her arms and letting out a deflated sigh.

“It would seem that seta omitted a few details from her explanation of the situation,” she said.

Her gaze fell upon Ria, who still refused to look at anyone or anything. Malon gestured toward the Rem that Damon recognized as she continued.

“This is Joyell,” she said. “He’s from the Zakur clan, a respected faction in this region of the Malagantyan. He’s not Ria’s suitor, but rather, her bonded half. It’s more akin to a formal betrothal.”

“I never agreed to that!” shouted Ria. “This was a thing decided long ago, before I was even born! I owe him less than nothing!”

“Ria’s mother, Mielle, was once a member of the Zakur,” said Malon. 

“This means nothing to me!” Ria shook her head and made a dismissive gesture with my hand. “I know nothing of my mother, or their clan, or, or…”

“They say that she was rebellious and left without permission shortly after becoming pregnant with Ria,” said Malon. “They claim her as a rightful member of their clan, beholden to their laws.”

“They cannot!” cried Ria. “This…”

Malon’s voice took on a scratchy, wavering quality as she continued. “They say that they are… Ria’s rightful family.”

“No!” Ria shook her head, and the cracks in her expression Damon had noticed earlier finally broke. “Please, aesta… please don’t let them take me.”

She gripped Malon’s arm with tight fingers. Malon put her hand over Ria’s for a moment before pulling her into a deep hug. 

“Please,” whispered Ria. “You are my family. Damon and Velanor are my family. This… I cannot… I will not.”

It was a side of Ria that had always existed, a side of her Damon had almost forgotten about. She’d been so quick to test Malon’s limits during their childhood, and so petulant in the way she bemoaned not living among her own people.

But ultimately, she’d grown up under Malon, and alongside him and Vel. There was no turning back time. There was a special kind of trauma in this for her, in having those among the Rem who would claim her show themselves now, after the fact.

“You’ll stay with us then,” said Malon. Her voice was soothing, and she ran a hand through Ria’s hair, but Damon could see the moisture in her eyes. 

He had to do something. In the blink of an eye, Damon had his sword out. He heard bowstrings tightening in response, but the sound was still preferable to the emotional pain of his loved ones.

Ria let out a borderline feral snarl and pulled away from Malon, moving her hands in the intricate movements of her tempesting. There was a flash overhead, followed by a distant boom, too distance to hold much relevance or intimidation.

“Damon!” cried Vel. She’d pulled him into a hug from behind, and he heard her sniffle as she squeezed her arms around him. “Please. You can’t fight them. There must be some way…”

“We’ll pay,” he said, desperately. “Aesta. Tell them that we’ll give them money. Jewels too, if they want them.”

“Solas…” Malon’s voice was heart breaking in its lack of hope. She listened, however, and dutifully called out a question in Konokai that Damon surmised to be his offer.

The old woman said something back, sounding tired and emotionally drained. Malon nodded, and the old woman waved a hand.

“Their wise woman says that they’ll examine our offering,” said Malon. “Everything. Toss all of it on the ground. All your money, the jewels and jewelry. Whatever it takes.”

There was no hesitation from Damon. To save Ria, he’d pay any price. He held the jewels out for the wise woman’s inspection, as did Vel. He would even give them his wrathblade if he had to. A sudden suspicion struck him as he realized that Joyell had stepped over to the side to poke at something Malon had set down earlier.

“Wait,” said Damon. “No!”

He realized the danger an instant too late. Joyell had pulled the cloak wrapped around the Staff of Departure open and taken hold of the cursed artifact’s shaft. Damon saw a sudden shift in the young Rem’s eyes as his fingers closed into a greedy, white knuckled grip.

Dark energy swirled around Joyell, coalescing into flickers of shadow like flower petals caught in a strong wind. He let out a guttural howl, which drew concerned shouts from the other Rem.

Damon made a grab for the weapon, but Joyell was fast, faster even than the lich had been. He dodged backward and bludgeoned Damon in the ribs with a sweeping strike of the staff, shadows gathering to lend force to the blow. 

Damon gasped as he fell sideways, only barely managing to both keep a hold on his wrathblade while also not accidentally impaling himself on it. Malon was focusing for a spell, but he could see how much effort it was taking from her, and how little left she had to give.

One of the Remenai warriors attempted to set a hand on Joyell’s shoulder in the apparent hope of calming him down. A black spike burst forth from the back of the Staff of Departure, skewering the man through the stomach in an instant of impulsive hatred.

Damon heard the other Rem screaming, uncertain of whether to continue their attempts to calm their possessed clansman down, or to pull the dying one to safety. Joyell’s eyes were the color of smoldering coal as he began to swing the corrupted staff amongst his friends, bludgeoning one hard enough to split bone through skin and flinging another into the trees.

The Remenai had no choice. They grabbed who they could and began retreating. Damon was moving toward Malon, intent on doing the same, when Joyell’s focus settled on Ria.

In a surge of reckless speed, Joyell rushed forward and seized her by one arm, hovering a few feet in the air with her wrist in an iron grip. Vel let out a shout, running and jumping and doing her best to pull Ria back down.

Her hands caught the bottom of the staff instead. She hung in the air for an instant before Joyell shook the weapon sideways, flinging her into a sprawl against the cliff wall. A trickle of blood ran from Vel’s forehead as she crumpled to the dirt.

“You bastard!” Damon could only watch as Joyell shook Ria once, rendering her senseless, and then began to float off into the distance. He was preparing to sprint up the gorge’s slope in pursuit when he heard Malon call to him in a weak voice.

“Solas,” she said. “We must help who we can.”

He knew she was right, but that didn’t make it easy to accept. Slowly, Damon sheathed his sword and scooped Vel up in his arms, watching as Joyell disappeared into the trees with Ria over one shoulder.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
Damon could barely contain his unease as they returned to the tower. Malon had said little during the trip up from the gorge, but as soon as they were inside, she set about tending to Vel and enlisted him in the effort.

“Get the fire going,” she said. “Warm some water and bring me some bandages.”

“Aesta, I have to go after Ria,” he said. “There’s no time—”

“You won’t find her searching blind,” said Malon. “Please, solas. Tend to the fire.”

He mustered his patience, coaxing the fire to life and feeding it a fresh log, drawing water from the lake to heat, and gathering the other items needed. Malon stayed with Vel by her bedside, gently cleaning and then bandaging the wound on her head.

It felt like an eternity had passed since the encounter with Joyell when Malon finally emerged into the common room, but in truth, it couldn’t have been more than an hour. Damon stood up, ready with a plan of his own that involved no small amount of guesswork.

Malon held up a single finger, bidding him to silence. She set a thin splinter of blackwood down on the table and folded her arms.

“I drew this out of Vel’s hand,” she said. “It could have only come from the Staff of Departure. I should be able to use this to cast a spell that can lead us to where Joyell and Ria are.”

Damon nodded slowly, sensing the uncertainty in her voice. “Will it take an effort from you, aesta?”

He had a second question, a second offer, which rested upon the first. The sudden rush of excitement he felt at knowing that there was a way in which he could help Malon in what she needed was enough to make him feel slightly ashamed.

“It will,” she said. “But for Ria’s sake, I will do whatever must be done, without question.”

“Would it help if—”

“Solas.” She set a hand atop his, giving him a knowing, borderline chastising smile. “Let’s not step ahead of ourselves. Give me some room to try the spell.”

He felt his face flush a bit as he nodded and stepped back from the table. Malon’s breathing slowed, and she pressed the wooden sliver between her palms as she focused on her casting.

Damon had no real idea of what spell work, as a crest sorceress, required in terms of willpower, effort, and knowledge. He felt strangely voyeuristic as he watched her close her eyes and intensify her focus. He could see her lips moving wordlessly and the way her chest rose and fell as she took each deliberate, focusing breath.

Crimson flickered at the edges of her closed hands. Malon let out a small, slightly pained gasp and pulled back, the magical light fading as abruptly as it had appeared. She ran her hands over her mouth and shook her head.

“I cannot cast the spell as I am now,” she whispered.

Damon moved to stand behind her, almost as close as he had days earlier, when it had just been the two of them and he’d been so foolishly eager to probe her boundaries. “We need this. We need to go after them.”

He saw Malon swallow and lift her chin slightly. 

“I’m… aware of what’s needed, solas.”

He was already hard, far harder that the circumstances dictated, as he pulled her into a hug from behind. He resisted the urge to begin pawing at her and grinding into her. Instead, he gave her a soft kiss on the cheek, the type of kiss that she would expect from her sweet, mindful solas.

“When I first took up my crest contract, I swore an oath that I would never become someone I didn’t recognize.” She turned around in his arms, setting a gentle hand against his chest and sitting on the table. “Damon… I am and always will be your aesta.”

He kissed her again, this time on the lips, though still chaste. “That’s who I see in front of me. My aesta, who I love and cherish, and will always love and cherish.”

He spoke in a tone soft enough to match the gentle fingers he was attempting to ply her thighs open with. Malon held firm, staring him down and holding her ground.

“Your eyes say something very different, solas,” she said.

He let his hand settle on the side of her hip, drawing close enough to kiss her, but speaking quiet words instead.

“Aesta,” he whispered. “I’m not afraid.”

Still he waited, letting his eyes say whatever it was she thought they were saying as they stared at one another, until the tension was about to force them both to breathe. Only then did he kiss her, and only then did he really begin to touch her.

“You are young,” muttered Malon. “And foolish.” They kissed again, tongues meeting. “And following… bad instincts.”

He ran his hands up her body, cupping her breasts. Malon lazily attempted to push him back, her fingers teasing the muscles of his abdomen through his shirt. It only urged him on, and he prodded his obvious erection forward into her stomach.

“We need to help Ria,” she said, clearing her throat. Her hand tried to push him back again, but it somehow found his bulge instead. “But here… is not the place to, erm, discuss this.”

“Would you prefer my room or yours?” whispered Damon.

“Wipe that smile off your face, solas,” said Malon, shooting him an exaggerated glare. “Take a minute or two to calm yourself down, young man, and then meet me in my room. Don’t misinterpret what this means.”

He thought about her words as he watched her cross the room. She wasn’t wrong. They would have to wake up tomorrow and face one another in the shadow of whatever was about to happen, regardless of the reasons behind it. True Divine, she was his aesta.

His cock was painfully hard as he stood to his feet. He considered taking off his shirt or perhaps even all of his clothing before meeting Malon in her room, but the thought of her smirking and rolling her eyes at him was enough to make him feel embarrassed even just imagining the idea.

 “Solas,” called Malon.

“I’m coming.” 

He stepped into Malon’s room, closed the door behind him, and felt his jaw drop open. Malon was smirking, but it had nothing to do with him and everything to do with her outfit.

She’d changed into the nightgown he’d given her. The thin, pink fabric left little to the imagination. Malon’s breasts were nearly spilling out of the top of it, and even where they were covered, it was in a manner that did more to tease the eye than preserve her womanly modesty.

“There’s no danger in my bedchamber,” she said, with a smile. “You can come further in, if you’d like.”

“I… was just…” 

His face flushed hot as he stumbled over his words. He felt ridiculous, but it felt somehow justified. She was his aesta, and in so many ways, it was wrong for him to be allowed a glimpse of this side of her. So wrong, and despite that, or perhaps because of it, the image of her in that nightgown would forever be burned into his memory.

“Sit,” she said. “I hope it goes without saying that nothing that we… discuss here must ever leave this room.”

“Of course, aesta.” Damon saw her smile widen as she watched him stumble to kick his way out of his pants.

“Under no circumstances can Ria or Velanor ever know,” said Malon. “I would prefer if we just acted like this never happened.”

“I can stay quiet,” said Damon. “But I very much doubt that I’ll be able to forget about this.”

He pulled her into an embrace, feeling his arousal overwhelm his nervousness as he kissed her hungrily. He lifted the bottom of the nightgown and felt her gloriously soft ass. She wasn’t wearing any girlshorts, a discovery so intensely hot that he almost blew his seed early.

Malon knew how to kiss him back. She knew how to hold her body to allow him some, but not total, access. She knew how to run a hand along his bare thigh, as though directly countering to his own ungraceful groping with efficient, sensual touches of her own.

“You are so very young,” she whispered. “Though in this instance, that’s perfect for our needs. Lie back, solas. Let me take care of you.”

She was the only woman in the world who he’d take such a soft-spoken command from. He told himself that it was for the sake of finding Ria, easing the encounter forward on Malon’s terms to restore her strength, but that was only part of the truth. He spread out on the bed, watching her as she leaned forward over him in the lurid nightgown he’d bought her.

“Someday, you’ll find a charming young woman to marry and feel so ridiculous when you think back on this.” Malon gave him an odd smile, all bunched to the side and full of pride. She slid her fingers into the waistband of his undershorts and slowly began to pull them down.

“You have a vivid imagination,” he said.

“Is that right?” Malon stared at his cock as it bounced loose from the fabric. She rested her hands on either side of it, eyes flicking between the tip and Damon’s face. “What are you imagining right now, solas?”

“It would be easier to show you than to tell you.”

Malon blinked, her cheeks turning a shade of pink that matched her lurid nightgown. Damon gave her half a second to respond before shifting downward, grabbing her and flipping her underneath him.

“Solas!” said Malon, more surprised than irritated.

They’d been in this position before, back when they’d shared the tent. Damon was ashamed of how many times he’d used his own vivid imagination to picture himself handling the situation differently. He’d been too eager, too young, as his aesta would say.

Instead of trying to hump himself into her like a bumbling virgin, Damon took his time. He kissed her, as much to cut off any objections as to taste her lips, and let his hand gently caress her inner thigh.

He slid his fingers closer in a rhythm that matched each of his kisses, stealing another inch before gliding backward to give up space, and then another inch beyond that. Malon’s breathing intensified, and he could sense her intrigue and arousal underneath the façade of control.

“Solas,” she said, voice thin and oozing with pleasure.

She had a thin layer of hair adorning her crotch, enough for him to pet with his palm without being cumbersome. He let his hand gently cup and press against the edges of her womanhood, touching around the area he knew would drive her the most wild.

She had a chance to stop him. He felt her hesitation, and slowly, but insistently, began to touch her. Her body seemed to betray her, and Damon felt her hips shift toward him eagerly as he parted her lower lips and slid his index finger inside of her.

A tremor ran through his aesta, and her face took on an expression of pleasured, pink lewdness. She was shockingly hot and wet. Damon was in awe as he slid in a second finger, feeling his aesta shudder and respond to his movements, dazed and horny.

“I’m curious what you’re imagining now, aesta,” he whispered. “Would you like me to try to guess?” 

He managed to keep his voice steady and low, despite feeling turned on nearly past the point of speaking. Pushing his fingers deeper inside her, he felt her womanhood tighten briefly as her back arched and her hands slapped down onto the mattress.

Touching her like this was so wrong, so far off the normal path. He felt as though he’d made a discovery that wasn’t supposed to be his to make. This was Malon, his aesta, not a floozy he’d brought up to a rented room from the tavern.

“True Divine,” she moaned. “Solas!”

He couldn’t wait any longer. He slid downward, moving his face in between Malon’s legs. He heard her gasp and reach a hand down to hold his head back. He’d half expected that, and firmly pinned her thighs, letting his breath tickle her perfect, pink slit as he gave it the first tantalizingly long lick.

Malon sucked in a breath and bucked her hips. There was a flash of crimson light, and Damon was surprised to suddenly be upside down. 

He landed on the bed, half on top of her, folded in half as though he’d failed spectacularly at a somersault. Malon was still breathing heavily, still clad only in her lurid night gown, but otherwise composed.

“You are so very young,” she said. “Do you understand what I mean by that?”

Damon shifted to lay next to her on the bed, shaking his head and finding it suddenly hard to meet her gaze. Malon rubbed his bare chest and stomach, her hand coming to rest just above his rock-hard cock.

“I’d prefer to hear you tell me,” he said.

There was a smirk on her face as she gently pinched his cock in between her thumb and forefinger. Even that small amount of contact was enough to send pleasure coursing through his body, from his crotch to the tips of his toes and fingers.

“There is a power differential between us, solas, on top of who we are to one another,” she said, gently. “I’m your aesta, and I’m not easy to handle. Some of the… slightly aggressive tricks you’ve used on other women are not and will never be appropriate for you to use on me.”

“I’ll be sure to remember that next time,” he said. 

He saw her trying to contain a smile and couldn’t help but grin in return.

“You are so cocky,” she whispered. “But I’m proud of the man you’ve become. Proud beyond words.”

Malon bit her lower lip as she took a firm grip of his erection and began to stroke him off. Damon bucked his head back against the pillow. How could he explain to her the effect she had on him? She’d spoken of his marriage to some charming young woman, but that wasn’t and would never be what he wanted.

“Would you like me to use my mouth again, solas?” she asked.

He nodded dumbly, and a slight, abashed blush came to Malon’s cheeks as she brought her face closer to his member. She kissed the underside of his shaft, letting her cheek rub against him, heedless of his sticky pre arousal dabbing onto her face.

“This is for the spell,” she reminded him. “Be sure to let me know before you’re about to burst.”

He almost admitted that he was already at said bursting point, but he took a breath and forced himself to calm down. It helped, for all of five seconds. Malon brought her mouth down over the head of his cock, and the shock of the pleasure changed everything.

He couldn’t keep himself from disregarding her earlier words about aggressive tricks and what was appropriate. He took her face in firm hands and gently began to pump his cock into her sweet lips. She blinked, narrowing her eyes into an expression that managed to be both understanding and chastising.

“Aesta,” he moaned. “True Divine. You’re incredible.”

He thrust again, tightening his grip. She caught one of his wrists and pushed him down firmly onto the bed, reasserting her control without ever breaking the dirty contact of her mouth on his cock. She bobbed her head as though in a dipping, enthusiastic nod, her lips gliding over every inch of his hard length.

He stroked her hair, and she responded by sucking with softer, more focused movements. She was watching him, seeing his flustered face, the shallow rise and fall of his chest, the effect she was having on him. Was she enjoying the way he reacted to her?

As though in answer, Malon sank her face forward, taking his entire length into her mouth and the tight confines of her throat beyond. Damon felt his toes curl from the raw intensity of the pleasure. He tapped her gently on the back of the head. Malon pulled all the way back, kissing the head of his member and staring into his eyes.

“Come for me, solas,” she whispered. “Just this once.”

She didn’t take his tool back into her mouth. Damon wasn’t sure whether it was sheer surprise or a result of the lewdness of it, but he blew his load with more intensity than he ever had before, aware of where it would end up.

The first sticky string of seed took Malon diagonally along the face. She blinked, staying right where she was, tongue sneaking out to lick both Damon and the mess he was making across her lips. 

“Aesta…” he muttered. 

She seemed to revel in the lewdness of it and began sucking and cleaning off his prick after he’d defiled her face with his seed. She was blushing and breathing heavy, and he could only wonder if she’d allowed it for the sake of her magic, or just to give him the chance to claim her in such a way.

“It’s for the spell, solas,” she said, with a knowing smile.

“If you say so.” He watched her slowly wipe and lick herself off, though he’d coated her thoroughly enough that nothing short of a dip in the lake would clean her face completely. 

He felt himself almost instantly getting hard again, but Malon was already moving, and the urgency of the situation came back to him as he considered where Ria might be at that very moment.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
Damon waited for Malon in the common room, satisfied, but also anxious. She joined him after a few minutes, still dressed in the nightgown he’d given her, and immediately began packing a traveling bag.

“It is not unlikely that this spell will be too draining on my current state for me to join you in this pursuit, solas,” she said, frowning. “I’m sending you off with supplies to last several days. I have no idea how far Joyell may have escaped to with Ria, but I’m placing my trust in you to bring her back.”

“I will,” he said. “I promise.”

She set the bag down on the common room table. Her face was a collage of emotions, from her concern for Ria, to her concentration toward the preparations for the spell, all of it underscored by her complicated love for him.

“Ria and Velanor must never know,” said Malon.

She didn’t specify what she was talking about and she didn’t need to.

“I’m not going to tell them,” he said. “But…”

He chewed his lip, wondering how to put into words what he was feeling. He’d grown undeniably close, emotionally and physically, to Ria. His relationship with Vel was complicated in its own way, intimate and confusing.

“But what?” asked Malon. “Is this about Ria, solas?”

He cleared his throat. “In part.”

Malon’s expression grew as stern as it ever had during his childhood. “What’s going on between you and her?”

“Aesta…” He gave her a small, somewhat careless shrug. “You heard what was going on between us on the night before you asked me to leave for Morotai with the shield.”

He knew that she was aware that he and Ria were having sex. It felt liberating to cut through the layers of ambiguity and secrecy that blanketed his life on the farm. Though, seeing the annoyance, and moreover, the worry in Malon’s reaction to his words cut both ways.

“Oh, Damon,” she said, with a sigh. She closed her eyes. “Let me make this as clear to you as I possibly can. While the two of you are both adults, this is my farmstead and my home. I will not have my seta and solas… making such mistakes… under this roof.”

She folded her arms, and everything about her posture shouted of her unwillingness to budge on that particular point.

“This conversation will be much more relevant after I’ve saved Ria,” he said.

She nodded to that and moved to begin casting her spell. It wasn’t the long drawn out process that Damon had been expecting. Malon simply took a deep breath, held her hands on either side of the wooden sliver, and created a focus of crimson power.

Tiny droplets of glowing red energy seemed to emerge from the wooden sliver, floating upward to coalesce into a larger sphere which pulsated in size. Malon’s breathing was steady over the course of the ten seconds it took to complete.

She blinked and wavered on her feet as she finished. Damon was at her side to support her in an instant. She pulled herself into an intimate embrace against him, which he was used to, after seeing the effect exerting her power took on her condition.

“Follow this beacon,” she said, in a tired voice. “I can’t make any promises about how far it will be until it reaches the Staff of Departure and Ria, but it will guide you there.”

She licked her lips, stroking his chest and staring at Damon’s mouth with half-lidded eyes.

“I could use you by my side in this, aesta,” he said. “What if… I help you recover from your casting, first?”

She was already shaking her head before he’d even finished. “Absolutely not. You must understand, solas. This was truly the last time. For you helping me in… such an intimate way. For your games and teasing, as well. After this, you must go back to seeing me as your aesta, and nothing else.”

He already had his mouth open to tease and object when he saw the seriousness, and fragility, of her expression. She needed him to agree. For herself, she needed the boundary, and it was a boundary that would need shoring up from both sides.

“Of course,” he said. “If that’s what you want, aesta. I love you, and I trust your judgment.”

He saw her smile, and wondered if she knew even half the extent of the emotions he felt for her. There was no way he could have denied her, even if he didn’t agree. She was his aesta. He’d jump off a cliff for her, if she gave him a reason.

“Say, this beacon thing isn’t going to accidentally lead me off a cliff or anything, will it?”

Malon pursed her lips. “I would suggest you watch your step as you follow it.”

*** 
He set out immediately, as much at the beacon’s insistence as due to his own sense of urgency. The sky was overcast, and  of all the directions Malon’s spell could have sent him heading in, it chose the one in which he could see a faint smear of rising smoke on the distant horizon.

It was barely midday, but the lack of direct sunlight and thick forest canopy made it seem like late evening. Damon’s glowing guide was undeterred by fallen branches, brambles, steep slopes, and other annoying obstacles, which made the going difficult.

Still, he plowed on after it at full speed, heedless of the toll it took on his tired feet and increasingly torn leggings. His early hope that Joyell had taken Ria to a hideout not far from the tower began to wane after the first hour and evaporated entirely after the second. 

He took a break as he reached an area in which the trees had outgrown the underbrush, which gave his legs a fair amount of clearance but often gated the path forward with crisscrossing branches. 

He could smell the smoke now. As children, Malon had always warned them to come back to the tower immediately if they were ever exploring the forest and smelled smoke. He’d been close to wildfires before, and without exception, they’d all posed a serious threat to his life.

The crimson beacon continued forward as soon as he drew within range of it again. Damon followed it down a slope, noting the curtain of smoke that lay ahead of him, the last warning he’d get before entering the inferno. The beacon led him onward, not even slowing its pace.

He covered his face with the hem of his tunic. The protection against the smoke was minimal, but it was better than nothing, and the smoke was oftentimes more dangerous than the fires themselves.

Though Damon wasn’t lucky enough to avoid those either. The heat came first, a wave of oppressively dry air that had him reaching for his waterskin. He spotted a small fire in the distance, taking note of the direction it was growing in as he passed.

Following the crimson beacon became a challenge that required every ounce of his attention. It attempted to lead him through a thick wall of flaming underbrush and foliage. Damon carefully made his way around the edge, breaking into a sprint as he caught sight of it on the other side.

The air became so hot that it felt like his clothing was about to burst into spontaneous flames. Loud crackles and pops came from his left and right, along with the screams of fleeing animals and the panicked calls of birds.

A resonant snapping noise sounded behind Damon. He threw himself sideways, dodging out of the way of a flaming tree an instant before it came down on the spot where he’d previously been standing. Bits of flaming wood and scorching embers shot in every direction, one of which landed on the shoulder of his tunic and threatened to set it ablaze.

He patted it out, shouting wordlessly in frustration as he continued to follow the damned beacon into the Malagantyan’s flaming fury. He was beginning to doubt the wisdom of his decision to plow onward and didn’t hesitate to use every tool available to him.

He took out his waterskin and used half of what he had left to douse his tunic. It would only offer a small amount of protection, but it was better than nothing, and having three days’ worth of water wouldn’t be of much use to him as charred meat.

It helped, though within a few minutes, he was confronted by a new problem. Breathing had become a challenge. Damon could barely see the crimson beacon. He could barely see anything. The air had a sinister orange hue in every direction he looked, and he could see it wavering from the heat in a few places.

He had no choice but to split off from his guide as it attempted to lead him to his death for the dozenth time that afternoon. Damon broke into a coughing fit as he opted to push blindly through a wall of smoke, but he tasted fresh air in the first gasp he took on the other side.

He’d entered a clearing of rolling hills that felt familiar. It seemed a temporary respite from the wildfires, as the thin grass that coated the landscape burned too quickly for the flames to gain significant ground. 

He sucked down sweet breaths of fresh air as he staggered forward, searching for the beacon around where it would have emerged from the forest behind him. He didn’t see it, but it didn’t matter.

Atop one of the hills in the distance was a figure holding a long black staff, standing over the prone shape of a woman in a familiar tunic.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
There was no subtlety in Damon’s approach. The hill Joyell and Ria were on already had a clear view of him. Ria appeared to be unconscious, or worse, but Joyell faced him head on as he began to make his way up the slope.

He already had his wrathblade drawn, and he found it more than a little surprising that Joyell didn’t immediately attempt to set the power of the staff against him. He wondered if it was similar to his own sword, a powerful, but finicky artifact with its magic cordoned off by arbitrary, unwritten rules.

With the fires still raging across the region of the Malagantyan to the south, Damon couldn’t have escaped even if he’d wanted to. The only chance he had of getting Ria home safely was to settle things with Joyell. It was a confrontation he felt he should have forced earlier, at least through lens of hindsight’s wisdom.

“What did you do to her?” he called, once he’d reached the top of the hill. Joyell and Ria were still a fair distance away, within speaking distance, though out of attack range.

The Remenai man yelled something back at him and stabbed the Staff of Departure into the air. From the manner in which his fingers clenched onto it, Damon could only wonder if it was even within Joyell’s power to release the artifact from his grasp.

“She doesn’t love you,” called Damon. “You might not be able to understand me, but I know you can understand this.”

He saw Joyell bare his teeth. Perhaps the tone of his message was getting through, if not his words. He remembered how Joyell had attacked his own clansman, killing at least one of them. Damon knew that there was no avoiding the conflict, so he hoped he could at least goad the other man into entering the fight on unfavorable terms.

“You’ve already lost, Joyell,” he said. “Give up. Let Ria go home and be with the people she actually loves.”

Joyell let out a furious snarl and rushed forward, moving far faster than Damon had anticipated. He blocked an overhead strike with his wrathblade and was given no time to counter before needing to shift his blade sideward to defend against another attack.

Despite having inherited the same source of dark magical power, Joyell was a fundamentally different opponent than the lich. His speed far outstripped that of the undead monster, though in terms of technique, he was instinctual and clumsy. 

Damon felt as though he was defending himself against a rabid animal after having grown used to the beasts of the arena. Shadow energy coalesced around the head of the staff, forming into a heavy bludgeon, like a hammer or mace.

He finally managed to get a slash off, but it hissed through empty air as Joyell dodged backward, well out of reach. He slowly circled, swearing under his breath as he saw the young Remenai beginning to experiment with his newfound abilities.

A wicked scythe blade coalesced from shadow energy atop the head of the staff. Joyell flexed the fingers of his free hand, and a long whip of distilled darkness snaked outward to fill his grip.

It was the same combination of weapons he’d used against Damon in their first encounter more than a week earlier, outside the tower. He let out a sigh and shook his head, mastering his irritation.

He’d given some thought toward how to handle the whip, at least. Damon rushed forward, feinting as though he was committing to a stab. The shadow whip lashed outward. He twisted, making sure to catch it on his free arm as it wrapped tight around his wrist. 

His plan had been to yank Joyell toward him, but the instant the shadow whip made contact, he felt reality shift into a scene from a nightmare. Ria was on the ground in front of him, eyes empty, skin pallid, surrounded by a pool of blood. He was too late. He’d failed her when it mattered most, and he—

“Down!” shouted his wrathblade.

Damon ducked, feeling the staff displace the air just above his head. He slashed his sword, severing the shadow whip, and suppressed a shiver as he fell back on the defensive.

“Did you forget how to touch your sword?” snapped the wrathblade. “Use me! Throw me around, and don’t be gentle!”

He was hesitant, and not just because of how much the wrathblade’s tone annoyed him. He fell back, blocking a few staff swings from Joyell and seeing a cautionary tale in the young Remenai’s currently possessed state.

The wrathblade’s power was seductive, a fact that was only made more insidious by its unpredictable nature. Damon suspected that relying upon it without discretion would lead him down his own dark, dangerous path, especially after his encounter with Wrath’s visage.

Joyell lashed out with the whip again, forcing him to throw himself into a defensive roll. He crouched along the edge of the hill, using the side of the slope for cover.

“Swing me like a rusty scimitar, you feckless coward!” shouted the wrathblade. “Squeeze my hilt like you squeeze your prick! Use me like—”

Damon lost what little patience he had left. He flipped the wrathblade around and, feeling a bit ridiculous, cuffed it hard across the base of the hilt. A small gasp sounded in his ears. He narrowed his eyes, making sure Joyell wasn’t about to rush him before splitting his attention.

“Do you think I’m an idiot?” snapped Damon. “I see you for what you really are.”

“Is that right?” His wrathblade sounded defiant and a little bratty. A little like Vel could sometimes be. “You’re so much weaker than you realize. You don’t even—”

He slapped it again, putting more strength into the blow and feeling utterly foolish. “No. From now on, you will speak to me with respect. No more demands and no more insults.”

“…Yes,” mumbled the sword.

“And you will address me as master,” he said.

“Yes.”

Damon pulled his arm back.

“Yes, master,” sighed the sword.

He still wasn’t entirely sure that he trusted the weapon, but it was a start. He stood back up, taking the wrathblade into a two-handed grip.

“Master,” said the sword.

“What?”

“Will you slap me one last time?” it cooed. “I’ll be a good little sword if you do.”

Damon rolled his eyes. There was no time to train his sword any further as Joyell closed on him, swinging his shadow whip and scythe with wild ferocity. He dodged and finally managed to land a counter, slashing the other man across the back of one of his calves.

Joyell snarled and slammed the butt of his staff down against the grass. A squall of fluttering shadow bats burst into existence from the weapon’s head, forming into a flock that circled once before flying straight toward Damon.

There were too many of them. A single bite would be enough to induce a nightmare like the one he’d suffered earlier in the night, leaving Joyell with an open opportunity to easily dispatch him.

Damon clutched the hilt of his sword, drawing from his power, trusting it to save him. The world seemed to slow to a fraction of its normal pace. The shadow bats were still surging toward him, however, and the sheer number of them posed a threat at any speed.

He was reminded of his training at the edge of the clearing, among the floating white fluff of the dander weeds. He swung his sword in a smooth, continuous arc, slashing through each attacking shadow and twisting to strike the next without ever slowing down.

It was like the blade flourishes that Austine was so fond of showcasing in the arena. There was a hiss of air coming back up to speed as the effect abruptly cut off, though Damon had dealt with enough of the bats to give himself breathing room.

“My stamina isn’t infinite, master,” sighed the wrathblade. “I’m afraid you’ve worn me out today.”

“I can manage from here,” he said, rubbing his thumb across the bottom of the cross guard.

Joyell had fallen back after releasing the bats. Damon noticed something that should have been obvious to him far earlier in the fight. The other man was staying close to Ria’s unconscious form, defending her against what he recognized as a threat to her safety.

How could he abuse that? Damon licked his lips as an idea came to him, though he doubted it would work.

“Now Ria!” he shouted. “Attack him from behind!”

She wasn’t awake to hear him, and Joyell couldn’t understand him, but neither fact mattered in the heat of the moment. Joyell had his back turned to Ria, but he could recognize her name, interpret Damon’s tone, and understand the threat.

The Remenai warrior glanced over one shoulder, and that was all the opening Damon needed. He attacked in a burst of motion, aiming not at the man, but the staff. He swung his wrathblade into a side slash with all his strength behind it and felt the wooden weapon splinter at the middle.

There was a rush of force and dark energy that knocked both of them back, though it seemed to hit Joyell harder. Damon was first back to his feet, and he quickly moved to stand over the other man, holding the tip of his wrathblade to his neck.

“Kill him, master!” hissed his wrathblade. “He took your woman! He deserves death.”

Damon would have been lying to say that he wasn’t tempted. He’d killed before on impulse. Keeping Ria safe seemed a goal worthy of spilling any amount of blood.

“No,” he whispered, shaking his head.

“Please?” cooed the wrathblade. “Fine. Will you at least polish me later?”

Damon snorted. Joyell was watching him, taking shallow, slightly panicked breaths. He leaned up onto his elbows, neck muscles working as he swallowed hard.

“You… love her?” asked Joyell.

Damon balked. “Oh, so now you understand me? Did you ever think that maybe, just maybe, all of this could have been avoided with words instead of weapons?”

“I… killed,” muttered Joyell.

Damon could see the torment in the young man’s face and found it all too familiar.

“So have I,” he said. He hesitated for a moment and then sheathed his wrathblade.

Malon had included a bottle of brandy in his travel pack. After ensuring that Ria was uninjured and in no imminent danger, he pulled out the liquor. He then took a seat on the grass next to Joyell, who was staring at him in mute confusion. Damon pulled the cork out and took a sip, wiggling the bottle back and forth before passing it over.

“You’ll have a lot to make up for when you return to your people,” said Damon. “It’s not going to be easy, but if you approach it as an opportunity to change, you can use it to become a better person.”

Joyell was silent for a long moment. He took a sip of the brandy and passed it back to Damon, shifting his gaze toward Ria.

“She… beautiful,” he muttered. “Most beautiful.”

“I know.”

“You protect her?” asked Joyell.

A simple yes would have sufficed for Damon’s answer, but he gave the question the consideration he knew it deserved.

“Yeah,” he said. “I will always protect her, and always love her. Her, and Malon, and Vel. All of my family, back at the tower.” 

He made the shape of their tower house with his hands, uncertain if Joyell understood. His voice felt strange to him, full of confidence, but undercut by a rasp of emotion.

“It’s the only thing that really matters to me anymore,” he continued. “True Divine, it feels bizarre to say it out loud, but it’s true. I love them, and if I can do just that much… If I can keep protecting them… I’ll be satisfied.”

Joyell nodded slowly. He seemed to think about what Damon had said, to the point where his silence veered into clear introspection. Damon knew it wasn’t his place to offer advice, but some aspect of the younger man’s situation made him at least want to see him off properly.

He split the generous supplies Malon had given them in half, even supplying Joyell with a portion of the water by making use of the empty brandy bottle. Joyell seemed to hesitate when it was time to leave, glancing toward Ria and eventually deciding against approaching her for a goodbye.

It was the right choice, given that Damon wasn’t sure how far his newfound trust in the man extended. He watched Joyell disappear into the trees, unphased by the ongoing fires, and turned his attention back to Ria.

She was still sleeping. He took a few seconds to observe her steady, unlabored breathing before beginning to set up the camp around her. With the tent that Malon had included in his supplies, they could simply wait the fires out over the course of the night and have an easy trip home in the morning.

He heard Ria stir as he finished. Grabbing the waterskin, he sat down next to her, smiling a bit at the character of the drowsy glare her eyes were set into.

“How are you feeling?” he asked. 

“Fine.” Her voice was dismissive, almost withdrawn. “Where are we?”

“To the north of the tower, in the hills,” he said. “We’re safe here.”

“Joyell?”

“I took care of him.”

“He is dead, then?”

Damon snorted at that. “No. Did you want him dead?”

“I suppose not,” sighed Ria.

Damon drew closer to her, putting his arm around her waist.

“Did he do anything to you, Ria?” he asked. 

“Not of the nature you may be thinking,” she said. “He captured me. Not just here, but… in a nightmare. Like the mirror, and like those entities who ambushed us in the tower.”

He ran his hand up her side reassuringly. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Ria shrugged, leaning a bit more against him. She was silent for long enough to make Damon think that she’d closed herself off.

“I… have so little to show for my life,” she whispered. “And yet, I still am so afraid of losing it all.”

Damon saw her eyes tearing up as she turned to look at him. He pulled her into a tight hug and held her, as though he could protect her from her justified fears.

They watched the sunset while eating bread and cheese and sipping from the waterskin. Ria didn’t say much, and Damon resisted the urge to try to pull her back into conversation. She was like him in so many ways, so used to being self-sufficient that her default strategy for dealing with pain and trauma was simply to double down.

 Damon assumed she’d decided to get some rest when she slipped away from him and into the tent. He heard the flap flutter open a few minutes later.

“Husband,” whispered Ria.

He turned around, almost staggering in surprise. She was completely naked, though her supple breasts and lean thighs were mere competitors for his attention. What drew Damon’s eye was her face, and the matridai marks she’d drawn upon it.

She gave him an uncertain smile, her cheeks flushing pink in a manner that made the stylized Ds seem to glow from within. “How did I do?”

“They’re perfect.” Damon drew closer to her, each step giving him a vast awareness of her current nudity. “Well, almost. The curve is a bit gentler in the original.”

He let his thumb run to follow the pattern across her cheek, to the edge of her chin.

“You are of such romance, Damon,” teased Ria. 

“You’re beautiful,” he said. “Regardless of your inability to draw a steady line.”

“It is not as though I had a mirror!”

“There’s no mirror in the tent?” said Damon. “You’re sure?”

Ria lifted her chin slightly. “Yes. No mirror.”

“I’ll have to show you where to look.”

He kissed her, feeling a sudden, arousal induced sense of urgency. He pulled her downward toward the tent’s flap. She crawled in first, her butt wiggling with such perfect movements that Damon couldn’t resist grabbing her from behind and grinding himself into her.

“You are so hard for me already,” she cooed. “We will never find the mirror at this rate.”

“It’s in the corner,” whispered Damon, practically dancing out of clothes. “You might have to lean forward more. And lift your hips.”

“Like this?” 

Ria bit her lower lip as she adopted nearly the exact pose he’d been thinking of, showing off her perfect butt and tight holes in the light of the setting sun.  Damon threw his shirt sideways and all but tore his undershorts off.

She twisted the instant before he managed to get a proper hold on her hips, lying back on her elbows with her legs crossed. Her smile was playful and coy, a distillation of what he loved so much about this part of his relationship with her.

She wasn’t afraid of him or what they were doing. She made her own rules, even when it came to getting naked with someone who was all but family. Touching, and kissing, and more. Ria liked to play with fire as much as he did.

“Wife,” he said.

“Husband.”

He made an exaggerated grab at one of her ankles. Ria laughed and pretended to kick him back with her other leg, which Damon also eventually got a hold of. He ran his hands along her inner thighs as he spread them open, feeling his heart race with love and excitement.

He had an idea about going slow and gentle after what she’d been through, cherishing her body in light of her recent experience. It vanished from his mind as he pushed the tip of his cock into her tight, hot lane, feeling almost like she was sucking him in.

He kissed her. Ria sucked on his lower lip and nipped him with her teeth. She rocked her hips upward, and Damon sank his cock deeper, letting out a low groan from the sudden rush of pleasure.

She whispered a few musical words in Konokai against his ear. Damon had no idea what they meant, but she repeated them as he began to pump into her and it was one of the hottest things he’d ever experienced.

He began thrusting faster, building in speed and strength with each movement. Ria continued whispering in Konokai, her voice pitching higher until the foreign words became breathy, uninhibited moans of passion.

She dug her fingernails into his back, letting them bite downward in time with his plunges in a manner that almost made it seem like she was in control. Damon watched her tanned breasts dance in lewd, chaotic motions, swirling and jiggling up and down, back and forth.

He shifted her hips upward and legs open, making each of his thrusts a full entry. His body pounded out a hard rhythm against hers, and he fell into a trance of lust, drunk on his own pleasure and momentarily heedless of hers.

Ria loved every second of it. She cried out and dug her fingers in deep enough to leave marks that Damon knew he’d have to be mindful of the next time he was shirtless around Vel or Malon. Her entire body seemed to seize with pleasure as she came, eyes fluttering off to a realm of inner satisfaction.

She was so open with him. Damon almost couldn’t believe it. He found the self-control to shift back to his slow and gentle approach, slowing his movements and focusing more on kissing her as she recovered from her rolling bliss.

Her folds felt incredible against his length. Ria had a unique feel of her own, different from Bylia or the other women he’d been with. He let his cock explore her with slow, deep thrusts, while gently tweaking her nipples with his thumbs.

“You took me from another man tonight,” she whispered, expression teasing once more. “I put your mark on my face willingly. You may be of any sort of perversion you wish of me in this tent, and yet you go slow?”

Damon grinned and flexed his cock inside of her. “Yeah.”

“Husband, you are far too—”

She cut off abruptly as Damon shifted his thumb to tease down below instead, finding her most sensitive place and giving it a soft caress.

“Were you saying something?” he asked, still grinning.

Ria bit her lip, giving him a somewhat exaggerated glare and a small shake of her head.

“Oh, I’m sure you were, though,” he said. “Go on, Ria. Finish.”

He pumped his hips forward, gently rubbing just above the point of penetration with his thumb. Ria shuddered, her fingers digging into his shoulders again as he began to speed up.

This time, there was no slowing down. They’d worked up a sweat, and Damon’s body was slick against hers as he took her fast and hard. He kissed her. They rolled sideways, bumping into the tent’s canvas, and then rolled back.

Damon clutched at her body as he fell into the dangerous rhythm of sex, where his remaining stamina was measured in terms of singular thrusts, rather than minutes. Ria cupped his cheek, bringing his face near enough for their foreheads to lean together.

She blinked, seeming to remember something at the last moment. 

“You… should not finish inside me,” she whispered.

Damon clutched her more tightly, wondering if he could simply pretend he hadn’t heard her.

“Damon!” hissed Ria. “I… promised.”

What was she even saying? He was just a few thrusts away. He could feel his release building, the way her hot body had brought him to the very brink.

“I promised aesta that I would never take a child from your seed.”

The thought of Malon and Ria having a conversation about him and his seed was simply too much.  

“True Divine, Ria!” 

He groaned and made a sincere attempt at pulling out. His first spurt still ended up inside of her, but the subsequent ones splattered across her stomach and breasts. Ria didn’t seem overly concerned, and they spread out across the sleeping pad, cuddling in post-coital bliss.

“She truly made you promise that?” he asked, when he’d caught his breath enough to speak clearly.

“Does it surprise you so?” she asked. “I hope you do not feel over awkward about it. We spoke about you at length on the day you left to sell the shield.”

Damon propped his head up on one elbow. “What else did you talk about?”

Ria quirked her mouth sideways. “I would be betraying Malon’s confidence if I disclosed the details of a private conversation. I am not about such gossip.”

“Gossip?” he said. “Ria, now you have to tell me!”

“I have no such obligation.”

He made a pointless grab at her hands. Ria smiled and gave him a quick kiss. Damon let his thumb caress the pattern of her matridai again, considering the broader situation and how the two of them fit into it.

“Malon told me that you and I aren’t allowed to have sex in the tower,” said Damon. 

“We can obey her wishes on that,” said Ria.

“It’s probably better if you take the matridai off before we get back, as well.”

“I will. They will remain our little secret for now.”

Damon felt as though there was more to what they were sharing than just sex and facial patterns. He took her hand, letting his fingers lace into hers.

“Ria, you should know that I’ve been with other women,” he said, slowly. “Since the first time we were intimate, I mean.”

“I am not your aesta, Damon,” said Ria. “I am of no interest in forbidding you from being active. Perhaps, if some of these other women have open minds and attractive faces, you might find it interesting to introduce your beloved wife to them?”

He couldn’t contain the dumb smile that spread across his face in reaction to the idea. “That, ah, sounds very interesting.”

“For now, I am of most interest in simply returning home and resting,” she sighed.

Damon squeezed her hand. “Is that what the tower is to you now? Home?”

“I hoped that is what it would be of for both of us.” She gave him a small, seemingly vulnerable shrug. “I know not where the path of your life leads you, Damon, but… it would please me if it walked along mine for a time.”

“That would please us both.”

She shifted to rest her head on his shoulder. Damon gently stroked her hair and listened to her breathing become regular as she slowly fell asleep. He was looking forward to bringing her home.
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 CHAPTER 1 
The autumn was soothing, calm, and about as close to a direct inverse of Damon’s current emotional state as anything could be. His father’s fingers held his wrist in an iron grip. He wasn’t following as much as being dragged along, and his short legs were unable to keep pace.

“I know this ain’t fun for you,” said Danio Al-Kendras. “I know you’re probably confused. In all likelihood, this won’t make a lick of sense to you until you get a bit older.”

“No!” Damon pulled with all the strength he had, digging in his heels with the defiance of a terrified child. “Please!”

His father was right. He was confused. He wasn’t having fun. It felt like he was about to receive a new form of punishment, one that went far beyond the usual volatile beatings.

“Father!” he cried.

“I’m not your pa, kid,” said Danio. “Just one of many horny men who plowed your mother, Leandra, rest her soul.”

Damon clenched his eyes shut, as though if he simply couldn’t see what lay ahead of him, he could avoid facing it. He felt the grip on his wrist tighten, yanking him forward. He stumbled, falling to his knees hard enough to leave a grass stain on his already heavily stained slacks.

“Or maybe I am.” His father shrugged, seemingly still considering his earlier words. “Who can say? The fact is, I never wanted a kid, and if I’d been given the choice, I’d have picked a girl without hesitation. I’m good at killing men, gambling money, and not much else. Wouldn’t be surprised if you wanted to come find my grave and piss on it when you get older.”

“I’m scared…” Damon felt a tremble run through him as he looked up at the ominous, ancient tower his father had led him up to. It stood alone in an empty clearing, as though even the trees knew enough to be wary.

“Shut up and listen,” snapped Danio. “Malon is going to take care of you now. She’ll be better at tending to your needs than I ever was. She’s an old friend and the kindest woman I know.”

He clenched his hand into a fist. Damon flinched back, knowing what that usually meant. This time, however, Danio’s knuckles drummed against a heavy wooden door. A minute passed before it opened.

A woman with red hair and a gentle smile greeted them. She was beautiful, and she seemed to radiate an aura of calm, even as her eyes settled on Danio and her expression hardened. Damon realized that his father was already shrinking back, actively muttering in the tone he always used to make excuses.

“I know, Malon, I know,” he said. “I still owe you from that last job, and I’m on the way to get the money, but I need you to watch the little guy. He’s five now. Just watch him until I get back.”

He took another step away from the door. Damon rubbed his wrist, frowning as he felt the tenderness of the ugly bruise marks across his skin.

Malon folded her arms and narrowed her eyes into an icy glare, her ire directed solely at Damon’s father. “You aren’t coming back.”

It wasn’t a question, but it wasn’t quite a command, either. More a simple statement of fact.

“I suppose I’m not,” said Danio.

There was no goodbye. Damon watched his father lope off toward the edge of the clearing and felt the urge to chase after him rise and fall across the span of a heartbeat.

He swallowed, feeling his uncertainty collect like hard pebbles against his throat. He looked at Malon again. Her expression was serious but soft, full of understanding and empathy. She kneeled down, bringing herself to a height with him.

“Hello Damon,” she said. “My name is Malon. Would you like to come in and have some food? It’s safe here. Nobody will hurt you.”

He believed her, though he couldn’t say why. She wasn’t alone, he realized. A second face was poking out from behind the edge of the doorframe; a girl, though older than he was and with strange, pointed ears.

The girl suddenly rushed forward from behind Malon, setting her hands firmly on Damon’s shoulders and pushing him backward. He fell onto his butt, blinking in surprise, unsure whether to snarl in rage or break into tears.

“Seta!” snapped Malon. “What in the world has gotten into you?”

She seized the girl by the neck of her shirt and yanked her back into the tower. Damon slowly picked himself up.

“I just wanted to see if he would push me back,” said the girl. “Sorry, aesta.”

The girl’s gaze dropped to the ground. She looked chastened, which gave Damon a strange sense of comfort. He was in a place with boundaries and order, a place where it wasn’t acceptable to push and hit.

“Why did she call you that?” he asked. “Is aesta also your name?”

Malon smiled and gave a small shake of her head. “It’s what I am to her. I’m her aesta. I’ve chosen to take care of her and keep her safe.”

She set her hand on the girl’s head, ignoring the way the girl chafed and rolled her eyes.

“Like a mother?” asked Damon.

“In many ways, yes.” 

He felt his heart pound as he asked his next question, the words coming to mind before he really knew what he was saying. “Will you be my aesta, too?”

She seemed to read him, as though his entire life history, his fears and desires, were all written out across his current expression.

“Of course, solas,” she said. “I will be your aesta for as long as needed. Until your father comes back, if you’d prefer to be with him.”

“I hope he never comes back,” muttered Damon.

She held her hand out, and Damon set his within it, feeling the soft touch of her fingers as she caressed his palm, and the bruises on his wrist.

“In that case, I will always be your aesta, solas.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
The wagon bucked as one of the wheels caught against something unseen. Damon felt his hand reflexively snap toward the hilt of his wrathblade before remembering where he was and relaxing his arm. 

The sun was high in the sky overhead. One of the many rough colonial roads leading into Veridan’s Curve from the New North stretched out ahead, weaving through the small farming villages and hamlets that littered the area around the port cities.

Malon and Vel sat up front, minding the horses. Malon’s hair hung in its usual braid, but Vel’s short blonde locks danced freely to the teasing tune of the wind. Ria was sitting in back alongside Damon, and he noticed the way she was looking at him as he settled back into his seat.

“You look discomforted,” she said. “Was your sleep of nightmares?”

He shook his head. “Not a nightmare. Just a bad dream.”

“There is a difference?”

“Nightmares are less grounded in reality,” he said.

Ria quirked her mouth to the side, looking as though she was only just holding back from rolling her eyes. She was beautiful, even when she was in a mood to condescend. Damon gave in to the desire to contrast her face as an adult with what he remembered of her as a child.

The soft, almost chubby cheeks she’d once had developed into the lean, beautiful features of a young Remenai woman. Her eyes were an exotic violet in color, and she’d begun to let her short black hair grow out. The points of her ears were still clearly visible, as was the single lock of silver hair, but if it became an issue during their time in the city, a hat was always an option.

“Among the Rem, the time-honored cure for haunted sleep is to bed alongside another,” said Ria. 

“I see how that could work,” he replied. “It’s hard to have bad dreams if you’re busy with other matters.”

“I doubt that’s what Ria meant,” said Vel, turning to speak to them over her shoulder.

“No, it is exactly what I meant.” Ria flashed a wicked smile that Damon couldn’t help but return. He reached over, taking her hand into his and giving it a small, promising squeeze.

 A wagon rolled past them, headed the opposite way. An old man sat in front, and he gave a small wave to the four of them. Damon waved back, even as he heard Ria let out a weary sigh.

“Does everyone in the south insist on traveling by horse and wagon?” she asked. “It seems so impractical for most purposes.”

“Not everyone,” said Damon.

“Everyone worth knowing,” said Vel.

“I find it so tiring,” sighed Ria. She shifted sideways, spreading out across the wagon’s back bench and resting her head in Damon’s lap.

“Feel free to use me however you need to in pursuit of restful sleep,” he said, lowering his voice.

“Oh, I will, husband,” she whispered.

“If you find this tiring, Ria, then Avaricia will render you exhausted,” called Vel, from upfront. “It’s so strange to think that this will be your first time within a true Merinian city.”

“Is it?” asked Ria, with a hint of challenge in her voice.

“Not really,” said Damon. “Avaricia hasn’t always been the most hospitable place for the Remenai.”

In truth, all of Veridan’s Curve had been a hotbed for prejudice and racism until recent years, when the general attitude had mellowed.

“Times have changed,” said Malon. “To a certain degree, at least. I’ve no doubt that seta will enjoy herself. I, for one, am looking forward to sleeping in a real bed and relaxing in a warm bath.”

They’d been on the road for almost a week. After saving Ria from Joyell and bringing her back to the tower, Damon and the others had rested for only two nights before setting off for Avaricia to sell their growing pile of treasure. The armor sat in the back of the wagon behind him, occasionally clanging together as they rode over bumps.

“I think I will enjoy myself,” said Ria. “I am not a complicated woman. I am of the simple pleasures in life.”

She shifted her head against Damon’s lap, letting her cheek nuzzle against his manhood. He suddenly recalled the way she’d pushed him when they’d first met on the fateful day that continued to echo through his dreams. Ria was still pushing him as an adult, though she’d learned to do it in new ways.

The last time they’d made love had been the night in the tent after Damon had rescued her from Joyell. Malon, and to a lesser extent, Vel, had made it impossible for them to get more than a few minutes of alone time ever since.

Even their hugs and kisses were observed and monitored for appropriate levels of household chastity. Ria had continued teasing him with her words and seemingly incidental touches, bringing Damon near to his bursting point more than once.

His frustration was immeasurably amplified by Malon’s insistence that he and Ria never be left alone together. She’d even taken to insisting that her tent be pitched in between the two of theirs each night, precluding any erotic late-night encounters.

At first, Damon had been tempted to feel flattered by the attention, as though Malon’s reaction might have been borne from hidden jealousy. He knew the truth was something far more scandalous, borderline shameful, even.

Malon wanted to protect them from themselves, to protect the family that she cared for above all else. She didn’t want to witness a trial of drama and potential heartbreak among the people she loved most. She had no interest in letting them roll the dice at the whim of their lust.

“I can just imagine Princess Kastet’s face when she sees the armor we’ve brought back,” said Vel. “I was a little disappointed with it at first, but the more I’ve handled it, the more it’s grown on me.”

“Much in life works in this way,” said Ria. “Would you not agree, Damon?”

She shifted her face against his crotch, going so far as to plant a quick kiss on his hardening cock through his trousers. Damon ran a hand through her hair, cupping her cheek and trying not to give in to the urge to start humping her head.

“True enough,” he said. “Though it can be frustrating when that excitement misses the mark.”

“Frustration is simply a part of life, solas,” said Malon.

He did his best to accept said frustration as Ria began working his tool with her fingers, teasing it in a manner which had Damon throbbing under her touch. He focused on his breathing, hating her nearly as much as he loved her.

“Aesta,” said Vel. “I’m still curious about why you decided to come along with us to Avaricia. Damon and I have to report back to Princess Kastet, and I can understand Ria’s desire to see the city, but you haven’t explained your own motivations.”

Damon was interested in hearing Malon’s response. He did his best to keep from groaning as Ria playfully licked him through his trousers, leaving an obvious moist spot on the fabric.

“Have you truly given so much thought to this, seta?” asked Malon. “Would you have preferred for me to stay back at the tower, by myself?”

“That’s not what I was implying, though I would like to point out that even now, your answers continue to be evasive,” said Vel.

Ria shot a hungry look at Damon, biting her lower lip. She glanced over her shoulder, confirming that Malon and Vel still had their attention on the road, and began undoing the cord string of his pants. 

“Not every secret is the tip of a lurid mystery, Vel,” said Damon. He hoped his voice sounded less breathy to them than it did to him. He shuddered as Ria’s hand finally made direct contact, fingers gently stroking along the sensitive skin of his rock-hard prick.

“Solas speaks true,” said Malon. “It’s nothing lurid. I’m simply visiting an old friend.”

Ria continued stroking Damon off, bringing her mouth close enough to his erection for him to feel each humid exhalation of breath.

“Is this friend a man or a woman?” asked Vel.

“I am also of curiosity,” said Ria. She paused to plant a kiss on the underside of Damon’s shaft. “Are you seeking a leisurely visit with this friend, or is it for a more… urgent matter?”

He was dimly aware of another wagon passing by theirs, headed in the opposite direction. Ria made no attempt to hide what she was doing as she continued kissing and caressing. Damon glanced to his left in time to accidentally make eye contact with a plump woman with rapidly flushing cheeks.

“This friend is a woman,” said Malon. “One old enough to be my mother’s mother, but of a mindset much in line with my own.”

“I still feel as though you haven’t truly answered my question,” said Vel. 

“Not all questions have simple answers, seta.”

The conversation had been the only thing keeping Damon’s full, burgeoning attention from being overwhelmed by Ria’s teasing. He felt his lust taking control as the words waned. Ria was smiling mischievously and seemed to take a sickening amount of enjoyment in her slow teasing.

“Are you being vague to avoid admitting that this meeting might be dangerous?” asked Vel.

“Velanor,” said Ria, humming each syllable against Damon’s cock. “You are forcing words into Malon’s mouth.”

“I am not!” snapped Vel.

Damon eased his cock forward, pressing against the tip against Ria’s closed lips. “I think she’s just seeking a better answer.”

He couldn’t help himself. Days of pent up arousal had brought him to the brink of his masculine limit. Ria’s violet eyes fluttered and narrowed as he took a firm hold of her face and eased his cock into the heavenly confines of her hot, wet mouth.

“I’m catching up with an old friend,” said Malon. “Your curiosity doesn’t offend me, but in this, I have nothing to hide.”

Ria let out a distinct gagging noise as Damon plunged his tool further than he probably should have. He could see the annoyance in her expression. He didn’t care. He’d endured enough teasing over the past week to justify taking ownership of her mouth for a few minutes.

He let his fingers caress her cheeks, remembering the way she’d looked with the matridai, the Remenai marriage marks, on her face. Ria bobbed her head in a slow, somewhat reluctant rhythm. She could have been using her teeth aggressively, for all Damon cared. 

It was the first intimate touch his member had had in over a week, and it showed in his lack of stamina. He let out a low, pleasured groan, ignoring the way Ria’s eyes widened in surprise as he unloaded his hot seed into her lusty mouth.

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

She shifted, turning to face them. Ria readjusted her head as quickly as she could, positioning herself back across his lap as though simply asleep and not engaged in anything illicit. Some of Damon’s seed dribbled down her lips and chin, but Malon didn’t seem to notice anything untoward.

“I’m fine,” he said, managing a smile. “Just a bit worn out from the journey.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
Damon felt his focus returning, as it often did, in the wake of his release. Ria continued to rest her head in his lap after he’d made himself decent again. He ran his hand through her hair and across her shoulders as Avaricia resolved into view against the distant horizon.

The outskirts were a bustling collection of people and purpose. The sprawl of wooden buildings outside Avaricia’s walls was almost a city unto itself. Carriages and people flowed in all directions. Mercenaries and merchants queued at the gates, standing in line among wagons full of produce and building materials and groups of day laborers. 

“It looks dirty and crowded,” whispered Ria.

“Oh, trust me, it is,” said Damon.

“I don’t remember it being this busy outside Avaricia when I left,” said Vel. “Is there an ongoing holiday or event?”

Damon winced as he considered the current date. “It’s the Naming Anniversary in a few days. The celebration of when Avarice officially renamed the city after seizing it from the Florincian colonials.”

Malon guided the wagon into the back of the queue, lining them up behind an old woman in a wagon filled with fresh fruit in wicker baskets. The section of the outer city nearest to the wall was lined with inns, brothels, and general stores. 

There was a constant thrum of noise, along with the distinct scent of gathered humanity. Ria had sat up next to Damon in the wagon, and he could sense the unease in her posture.

“The guards appear to be checking the contents of each wagon,” she pointed out. “Should we be of concern for this?”

“They’re likely just checking for unlicensed heartlift weed smugglers,” said Damon. “There’s serious money in avoiding the tax on drugs, especially during a holiday. I think we’ll be fine.”

“It’s a simple precaution,” said Malon. “Though I do hope the line moves swiftly. We still need to find an inn for tonight.”

It was nearly an hour before they finally reached the city gates, and Malon’s worry seemed justified by the approaching sunset. She smiled pleasantly to the guards, gesturing to herself and the others.

“We’re homesteaders from the New North,” she said. “We came to sell some equipment in the city.”

“Is that right?” The guard captain was chubby, with a guttural city accent and an unpleasantly sweaty smell. “I’ll be taking a look at your haul and judging for myself, if you don’t mind.”

There was an edge to the man’s tone, but it seemed more blustering than aggressive. Damon let his attention wander as the guard captain and his men began examining the back of their wagon.

His gaze settled on the visage of the last person he wanted to see face to face. Avarice, the Godking of Avaricia, was watching from atop the upper wall. Damon tried to glance away, but it was already too late. He saw the spark of recognition in Avarice’s expression as the city’s master waved over a servant and gave him a quick command.

The servant rushed down to the guard captain, and the two shared a short, whispered conversation. The captain’s reaction was dour, and he began scowling outright as he looked back toward Damon and the others.

“Out of the wagon,” he snapped. “All of you.”

Malon frowned, glancing back at Damon, Vel, and Ria. “Is there a problem?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself!” snapped the guard captain.

Malon gave the others a small, reassuring nod, and the four of them climbed down from the wagon. A second group of guards had already begun poking through the back, pulling loose the ancient silver armor which represented their core find from within the kestian.

“This is a relic of a historical nature,” said the guard captain. “Had it not been for the guidance of my liege, I might have overlooked this. We’ll be seizing your wagon and its contents in the name of the Godking.”

“How dare you!” shouted Vel. “I serve Princess Kastet, daughter of King Antoine Alquin, third in line to the throne of Hearthold. This is her property, by right of discovery.”

The guard captain looked her up and down. “You would dare speak back to me, woman?”

He drew his sword, his glare taking on a quality that Damon didn’t like. He had his wrathblade in hand before thinking the situation through. A dozen other guards pulled out their weapons, and he felt Malon’s hand settle against his wrist, forcing him to lower his own.

“Solas,” she whispered. “There’s no need to overreact.”

“You should listen to your mother, boy,” snapped the captain. “Search them all, and don’t be too gentle about it. Especially not with the Rem.”

Damon did his best to keep the intensity of his rage from showing on his face as he felt the guard nearest to him strip his wrathblade from his hand. He heard Vel gasp, and he glanced her way in time to see a guard roughly patting her down, making no attempt to avoid her breasts or butt.

“This is a nice sword,” said the guard who’d taken his wrathblade. “I wonder if Avarice might want us to seize it along with the—”

The guard suddenly winced, jerking his arm back from the weapon’s hilt as though burned. Not burned, Damon realized. A deep cut ran lengthwise across the man’s palm, already dark crimson with oozing blood.

“Who gave you permission to touch me, worm?” hissed the wrathblade. Damon knew that he was the only one who could hear the weapon’s strange, ghostly voice, but he still couldn’t help but smile.

“You cut yourself with it or something?” asked another guard. “You’re as sad as they come, Paulo.”

The guard grinned and snatched the wrathblade up for himself, managing to hold onto it for even less time than the first man before grunting in pain and dropping it. Damon was fascinated by the phenomenon, and for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out how the weapon had managed to injure the men from the angle they’d been holding it.

His amusement was short-lived. He heard Ria hiss through her teeth from his left. One of the guards was pulling at the front of her tunic, and the tension in her jaw and shoulders made Damon fear she might snap the man’s arm.

“Mind where you place your hands,” said Malon, in a low, rather dangerous voice. “That goes for the rest of you, as well.”

The guard groping Ria blinked and drew back, finishing his pat down with chastened movements. Still, Damon noticed the character of Vel’s expression. She was on the verge of breaking into tears, and he could only watch impotently as the guards seized the armor and jewels that she’d intended to deliver on her Princess’s orders.

“Rovahn’s balls, what’s wrong with this thing!” The guard who’d first taken Damon’s sword from him had attempted to pick it up again and was now squeezing a bloody fist in obvious discomfort.

“Groveling worm,” whispered his wrathblade. “I’ll sink myself into your neck next time!”

“Are you satisfied, captain?” Malon stood with folded arms and a serious expression. “Have you finished harassing my family and I? May we go?”

The guard captain licked his lips, still holding a piece of the silver armor. “Your horse and carriage will be held in the Godking’s stables. If what you say about your employment arrangement with Princess Kastet is true, I’m sure she’ll be willing to put in a word to have them returned to you. The armor and jewels weren’t yours to begin with and will remain in the Godking’s vault.”

Their traveling bags and supplies were dumped unceremoniously onto the dirty cobblestone street. The search and seizure had attracted the attention of the locals, and Damon felt a small crowd dispersing as the encounter drew to a close.

“Come,” said Malon.

They collected their things and hurried into Avaricia, staying close together and putting distance between themselves and the guards. Damon put an arm around Vel’s shoulders, holding Ria’s hand on the other side.

“It’s alright,” he said. “They’ve taken nothing from us that we couldn’t afford to lose.”

“That’s untrue!” snapped Vel. “The armor! The jewels… Those were to be my offering to Princess Kastet!”

“She’ll understand,” said Malon. “She’s fond of you, seta. You know that.”

“Will she still be after this?” Vel sniffled and shook her head. “We spent so much effort on clearing that treasure from the kestian, and I lost all of it.”

“Not quite all of it,” said Damon. He pulled a large sapphire loose from his trousers. Vel’s expression lit up, and he passed it to her. 

“You snuck this by them?” asked Vel. “How in the world…?”

“There are some places on a man that, ah, most guards are rather reluctant to thoroughly check.”

Vel blinked, and he judged the moment his words had sunken in by the sudden wrinkling of her nose. She gave him the sapphire back.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
The setting sun cast long shadows across Avaricia as Damon and the others made their way deeper into the city. The streets were alive with activity, ranging from locals, to travelers in residence for the Naming Anniversary, to merchants looking to hawk their wares to the receptive crowd.

They came to a stop along the edge of one of the city’s main market districts. Damon did his best to keep the scowl off his face as he turned to face the others, as they all worked to process the injustice they’d just suffered.

“Look,” said Malon. “We lost nothing that hadn’t fallen into our laps through luck. It was an unfortunate setback, but not a debilitating one.”

“Speak for yourself,” muttered Vel. “You aren’t the one who’ll be held responsible for this failure.”

It was hard for Damon to watch her pout and sulk, but he knew that there was nothing he could do to pull her out of her current mood. 

“It’s getting late,” he said. “We still need to address our business in the city, starting with finding an inn for the night.”

“It might be better to take care of that before we make our way to report to Princess Kastet,” said Vel. “I’d like to know that you three have a place for the night before retiring to my own room.”

“My own reason for accompanying you here can wait for another day,” said Malon. “I’m sure seta’s exploration of Avaricia’s more interesting sights can, as well.”

She looked toward Ria, who replied with a single shrugged shoulder.

“Perhaps indefinitely. I am of uncertainty about how much of this I truly need to see. There are no trees here. No birds. No encroachment of the natural order of life.”

“There are rats,” said Damon. “Far more than I think you might realize.”

“Damon, can you go five minutes without saying something disgusting?” asked Vel.

“I do it just for you.” He pulled the sapphire out of his pocket and rolled it across his finger. “If we’re aiming to rent rooms, I should convert this into cash sooner rather than later.”

It didn’t take long. There was a pawn shop within view of the market. The haggling went surprisingly smoothly, aside from the moment when the man behind the counter insisted on heavily sniffing the sapphire and Ria burst out laughing.

Damon received twenty silver sables for the gem, which was within striking distance of a fair price. He felt lucky to have snuck the gem by the guards with such ease. The feeling of fortune quickly faded as they began seeking a room from the inns.

The first three they visited were booked to full capacity. The fourth was in the Gilded District, and though it had open rooms, they were charging an amount for them that was well beyond their collective budget.

“Why can we not simply set our tents up somewhere with space and sleep within them?” asked Ria.

“It doesn’t work that way in a city, Ria,” said Damon. “We’d be harassed by the guards or robbed during the night. Probably both, with our luck.”

“I suppose we should simply head to our meeting with Kastet, then,” said Vel. “She may be able to help us.”

It wasn’t far to the Royal Lodgings from where they were. The palatial estate and its walled gardens were fit for a king. In fact, it had once been the home of the Godking back before the construction of Veridas Keep. 

Eldritch, the ghost moon, was beginning its ascent into the sky as they approached the guard at the front gate. He relaxed his grip on his spear as they drew near enough for him to recognize Vel.

“They’re my family,” she explained. “Princess Kastet won’t mind.”

“They’re your family?” asked the guard. “All of them?”

Damon did his best to keep his anger contained as he saw the way the man was practically sneering at Ria.

“All of them.” There was an edge to Vel’s voice that told him that she hadn’t missed it either. The guard stepped aside, and they continued into the estate. 

The halls were polished stone, with fanciful tapestries hanging across every wall. A posed set of black steel armor stood in the center of the grand hall, seemingly mocking Damon and the others for the loss of their relics. 

Princess Kastet was in her audience chamber. Vel waved them to a stop as they approached the two guards stationed at the door outside. She took the time to put her spectacles on, which Damon remembered had been a gift from Kastet. 

 “Is she busy?” Vel asked the guards.

One of them shook his head. “Lilian’s in there with her, but no one else.”

The door opened as though on cue. A young woman with blonde hair and pale blue eyes entered the hallway. Vel grinned and instantly pulled her into a hug.

“Velanor!” said the woman. “I’m so glad you’ve returned safely.”

“It’s good to be back, Lil.” Vel turned to face the others. “This is my aesta, Malon, and Damon and Vel. Everyone, this is Lilian. She’s been one of my closest friends in service to Princess Kastet.”

Lilian gave a small curtsy. Damon was struck by how much she resembled Vel at a glance. Her face was slightly plainer, and she was a tad bustier, but aside from that, they were two of a type.

“She’s open to see you now, if you’d like,” said Lilian. “Though her mood is… a little strained.”

“Ah,” said Vel. “That’s not ideal. Still, I suppose I shouldn’t keep her waiting?”

Lilian led them into the audience chamber. Princess Kastet was dressed in her royal finery, and her hair was done up in a swirling bun. She wore a simple gold circlet; respectable, but not ostentatious.

Malon and Ria waited near the back of the chamber while Vel and Damon followed Lilian up to where Kastet sat on her modest throne. Kastet waved an arm, gesturing for them to bow, which they did. 

“Rise,” said the princess.

Vel cleared her throat. “Milady. I’ve returned from the task you appointed me. Damon and I, along with help from the rest of my family, were able to clear out the kestian and recover most of its treasures.”

Kastet wasn’t slow on the uptake, and clearly interpreted the nature of Vel’s tone. She folded her arms and gave a small, annoyed shake of her head. 

“You recovered the treasures,” said Kastet. “But it doesn’t seem as though you have them with you.”

Vel cringed. Damon felt a streak of protectiveness and raised a finger, answering in her place.

“Avarice seized them from us when we entered the city,” he said. “Along with our wagon and our horses.”

“In other words, you failed me,” said Kastet, addressing Vel and all but ignoring Damon. “Your efforts were undercut by your own foolish mistake. I warned you about this possibility. The Godking has a right to any and all historical artifacts liberated from colonial territory, that pass through Avaricia.”

“About as much right as a thief has to the change in my purse,” said Damon.

Kastet’s eyes and ire briefly flicked his way before returning to Vel. “What have you to say for yourself, Velanor?”

“I…” Vel looked upset and demoralized to her limit. “I tried my best. I didn’t realize that we’d have to be so careful within the city.”

“I warned you!” snapped Kastet.

“Your warning came in the midst of our haggling over the last artifact we brought you,” said Damon. He knew how foolish it was to talk back to a princess, but he couldn’t stand watching her treat Vel so harshly. “It seemed more like a negotiating tactic at the time.”

He expected, even slightly hoped, to pull Kastet’s anger toward himself. Instead, she gave him a long, pensive look. She licked her lips.

“Damon,” she said. “How much experience do you have with the festivities of the Naming Anniversary?”

He let out a sigh, feeling a sudden suspicion about where the conversation was heading. “It’s a holiday. Not unlike the dozens of others every year within Avaricia. There’s usually a parade through the city, some flameworks…”

“Along with the Honorshade Tournament,” said Kastet, with a small smile.

Damon grimaced and pushed his thumb against his forehead, avoiding her gaze.

“You’ve entered the Honorshade Tournament before,” said Kastet. “I took a look at the official brackets from years previous.”

He gave her the smallest nod he could politely manage. He and Austine had both entered, mostly for their own amusement and as a way of building their reputation within Veridan’s Curve. Damon had made it the furthest, finishing as a top sixteen competitor two years earlier.

“I’m in need of a champion to enter the tournament on behalf of myself and the Alquin family,” said Kastet.

“No.” His refusal came so quickly that even he was surprised by it. “I mean to say… surely there are more capable candidates at your disposal, Princess. You have a dozen guards within the Royal Lodgings alone.”

“Guards, not gladiators,” said Kastet. “I’ve been apprised of how competitive this tournament is. My family must be represented by someone capable.”

“I’ve retired from my previous career as a gladiator,” said Damon. “I’m out of practice. I would only disappoint.”

It was a lie, though one that came easily to his lips. He doubted if he could step back into the arena after his last experience within the Gilded Amphitheater. Austine’s face still haunted his sleep. The final strike, the one he’d taken his best friend’s life with, still mocked a range of movements within his muscle memory.

“You understate your prowess, Damon,” said Kastet. “Your skills are known within Avaricia. I’m sure others would also love to see you perform again in stride. Right, Velanor?”

Vel stiffened. She glanced at Damon, holding his gaze for a long, vulnerable moment. He didn’t like the way she reacted to whatever she saw there. It was as if he’d dumped his own baggage into her lap.

“Damon has… retired,” she said. “I respect that. I wouldn’t feel right about pushing him on this, milady.”

Kastet steepled her fingers, her expression growing intense and grave.

“In that case, I will need to task you with finding me a suitable replacement, Velanor,” said Kastet. “I need a champion to represent the Alquin family in this tournament. I would hope for one capable of putting up a respectable performance, one at least equivalent to Damon’s past record.”

“Of course,” said Vel. “I’ll begin first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you,” said Kastet. “If there’s nothing else…”

Vel winced and raised her hand. “Milady, my family intended to stay the night within the city, but it seems as though all the inns are either full or charging exorbitant prices.”

“Unsurprising,” said Kastet. “We don’t have much extra space within the Royal Lodgings, but I’ll have Lilian see about finding you each a room.”

“Thank you,” said Vel, dropping into a bow.

Kastet nodded and dismissed them with a wave of her hand.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
“That could have gone better,” said Vel.

“It could have gone worse, too,” said Damon.

He walked alongside Vel and the others as they followed Lilian through the hall. The Royal Lodgings were surprisingly busy, despite the time of night, though mostly in the form of young noble men and women who appeared to be in residence from Hearthold.

“I should apologize in advance,” said Lilian. “The Princess was unaware of the current capacity of her estate. We have but a single room left available to offer her guests.”

“I’m sure we’ll find a way to manage,” said Malon.

“How many people are we currently hosting, for us to only have a single guest room?” asked Vel.

“It’s a holiday, Vel,” said Lilian. “You must recall how crowded Avaricia gets during celebrations. Remember the night of the Turning Festival?”

Damon almost tripped over his own feet as her words stirred a long dormant memory. “You were in Avaricia for the Turning Festival this year?”

Lilian flashed an interesting grin over her shoulder. “Indeed. Velanor and I had a rather playful night. Remember those gaudy masks we bought?”

Damon remembered the masks. He listened, eager to hear Vel’s response, but she said nothing. He felt a horrible mixture of confusion and premonition as he considered the implication of what Lilian had just said.

They looked so much alike, at a glance. He would have been hard pressed to tell her and Vel apart in Turning Festival masks. Was there a possibility that the woman he’d bedded that night had been Lilian?

“Here we are,” she said. “I’m afraid there’s only one bed. I could bring extra pillows and quilts? I am so sorry.”

Lilian opened the door and sheepishly extended her arm to invite them in. The room was small but cozy, and the bed was large enough to sleep at least two, with clean white sheets, feather pillows, and an expensive mattress. 

“I still have my bed in the chamber I share with Lilian,” said Vel. “It will just be you three in here. I’m sure Damon can manage a night or two on the floor?”

Damon shrugged. He glanced at Malon and Ria, but neither seemed willing to reveal their thoughts on the matter. It was hard to know whether suggesting all three of them share a bed would lead to interesting places, or intensely awkward ones.

There was a table in the corner, large enough to seat four. Vel and Lilian dipped out to the kitchens, returning with a plate filled with some choice selections from the dinner Kastet had taken earlier in the evening. 

Damon was immersed in his own thoughts as he ate fresh bread with butter and brisket smothered with gravy. He needed to get Vel alone and ask her more about Lilian and the masks. It was almost enough to give him a headache. 

He’d spent so much energy on his original suspicion of Vel that even just harboring the idea that he might have been wrong about his initial assumption felt heretical. The meal drew to a close, and he heard Lilian bring up the topic of the estate’s baths.

“They’re usually empty around this time of night,” said Lilian. “After your long journey, I think you’re owed some relaxation.”

“I could not be of more agreement,” said Ria.

“That sounds divine,” said Malon.

“I’ll bring you both to the women’s baths,” said Vel. “Lil, do you mind showing Damon to the men’s?”

“Of course.” Lilian gave Damon a playful smile and smoothed out her skirts.

He acted as though he needed to go through one of his traveling bags, in order to give Vel, Malon, and Ria a chance to get ahead of them. As soon as he and Lilian were alone, he took a more serious look at her.

It was hard to know if the resemblance was as uncanny as it seemed to him, or if his eyes were simply playing tricks. He’d learned how much expectation distorted reality in his time as a performer. Was he letting his fears, or possibly his desires, show him what he wanted to see?

“Um,” said Lilian, shifting awkwardly. “If you’d follow me down the hall…”

“Right.” He stood up and began walking after her. “I’m curious about the mask you wore for the Turning Festival. Do you remember what it looked like?”

Lilian furrowed her brow. “That’s a rather specific question.”

“Are you surprised by it?”

She shrugged. “It was painted gold, I think. Lots of glitter, too much for my normal tastes. It also had this silly set of cat ears jutting from the top. Vel bought one just like it.”

“Right,” said Damon. “Were the two of you together for the entire night?”

She flashed an inscrutable smile. She was hard to read, at least compared to Vel. Or maybe it was just that he didn’t know her in the same way.

“The men’s baths are right up here,” she said, ignoring his question. “I hope you find them to your liking, Damon Al-Kendras.”

He’d already started through the door when he realized what she’d just said.

“You know my last name,” he pointed out. “Did Vel or Kastet, perhaps, reveal it to you?”

Lilian seemed to hesitate for a moment before following him into the bathing chamber. It was empty, and only one of the wooden bathing tubs was filled with steaming water. Damon watched her and waited for his answer, stripping his shirt off to see if he could garner even more of a reaction.

“No.” She gave him another odd, teasing smile. “I recognized you. I’ve watched you fight before, several times, in fact.”

She walked toward him with slow steps. Damon felt it become slightly harder to hold her gaze with each one. She leaned forward to accept his dirty shirt.

“Avaricia is not as big a city as it sometimes seems,” she whispered.

He was speechless. It felt as though the room was spinning around him. Why couldn’t Vel have simply told him the truth? Except, with her steadfast denial, maybe she had? But there’d been a second intimate encounter. The girl in the cat mask had come to him the night after the blood bout.

She said she’d watched him in the arena, however. More than once. It wasn’t out of the question to think that Vel might have told her about what had happened on that day, after returning to the Royal Lodgings. Vel might have even mentioned the inn he was staying at, given she’d gone to visit him there.

“Damon?” said Lilian, with another of those smiles. “Are you alright?”

He had to push forward, even if it meant taking a risk. He was sick of dodging around what should have been straightforward. But he also knew she’d never answer him directly if he simply asked. No masked woman would ever admit to allowing her chastity to be violated in such a manner to someone who was basically a stranger.

“I’m fine,” he said.

He undid the drawstring of his trousers and slowly pulled them down. He was surprised and pleased by how primed his cock was. Lilian’s eyes only briefly took in the sight of his nudity before she turned sideways to face the door, cheeks flushed.

She cleared her throat. “Is there anything else you need, before I go?”

“Could you bring me the soap?”

He still had a chance to back down. It might be awkward around Lilian during the rest of his stay within the Royal Lodgings, but it would certainly be better than risking an outright scandal. 

He might never get answers about what had truly happened on the night of the Turning Festival. He might be making a huge mistake by seeking them so aggressively.

Lilian withdrew a ball of soap from the storage cabinet, and slowly brought it over. Damon grabbed her hand as she passed it to him. His cock was as hard as it had ever been as he saw the shift in her expression, as though seeing her face unveiled for the first time.

“Tell me the truth,” he said, firmly.

She took a shallow breath before answering. “I’m not a virgin.”

“Really?” he whispered.

She hesitated, and then nodded. He was against her in an instant, pushing his mouth onto hers. She kissed him back, opening her body for him as much as her lips. He groped her everywhere, feeling her breasts and butt as though testing fruit for ripeness at the market.

She felt familiar, but could he simply be imagining it? She kissed him eagerly. That fit with what he remembered, better than it did with Vel. Vel was shy when it came to this sort of thing, reluctant, even. Would that have changed simply due to the anonymity of a mask?

“Oh…” moaned Lilian.

He had her skirts up and was teasing the edge of her girlshorts with his fingers. He didn’t need to take it any further. Having sex with her would do little to divine the truth of the matter. It would only make the situation with the Royal Lodgings more complicated.

He pulled her dress up and over her head. Lilian was biting her lower lip as he slid his fingers into her girlshorts. She shifted forward as he pulled them down.

“The bath,” she said. “You should, um, wash up first.”

“You should help me.”

They nearly fell into the tub, splashing water over the edge and sighing in unison from the sudden flush of warmth. Damon pulled her into his lap, lining his cock between her thighs even as she began to form suds across his chest.

She let out a small, high pitched gasp as he sank her down a few inches onto his hard length. It felt incredible, but did it feel familiar? What would it mean if it had been her behind the mask?

So much of what he’d done over the past few months had all been set into motion by that first night. When he’d first seen Vel after years apart, he immediately assumed he’d accidentally bedded her. It had influenced his behavior toward her, but also toward Malon and Ria.

He bounced Lilian up and down on his cock. Her face was flushed red, though he couldn’t tell if it was from the heat of the water, or embarrassment and arousal. Her breasts were full and extremely kissable. He sucked on her nipple, groaning as she rocked back and forth.

What if all the boundaries he’d broken through with Malon and Vel and Ria had been the result of a false assumption? What did that mean, moving forward? Was there a debt of responsibility he needed to take for his behavior?

“Oh!” cried Lilian. “True Divine!”

“That’s it,” whispered Damon, as he squeezed her ass. “Nice and clean.”

“You’re so bad,” she said, voice breathy. “I’m so…”

“You’re so what?”

She answered him with a shuddering cry in place of words. Her hands came to rest on his head, and with seemingly drunken movements, she made as though to lather his hair. Damon continued fucking her with slow, but deliberate movements.

The soap quickly made their bodies slippery. Damon shifted her around, churning up the water and spilling more over the edge. She felt incredible, easily as good as the woman in the cat mask. Was that answer enough?

“You can finish inside,” she whispered. “If…”

Her expression took on an oddly devious quality.

“If?” he repeated. He groaned as she rocked back and forth.

“If you accept Kastet’s offer to be her champion,” she said. “If you tell her that I convinced you.”

Damon sighed. He tried to move her off his lap, but she grinned and fought to stay where she was. He was already at his bursting point. The trap she’d set for him seemed to feed into the urgency of his needs.

It was the soap that saved him. He shifted her off not a moment too soon. Strands of sticky, wet seed danced through the water like curling sea snakes. Lilian sighed and set the soap down on the tub’s rim.

“If you do decide to become Kastet’s champion, at least put in a good word for me?” She brushed water off her stomach and stepped out of the tub.

“It’s not happening,” said Damon.

He watched her walk back over to her dress, still very much wet and naked. He still had questions, but doubted she’d give him answers.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
Damon finished bathing and dried himself off. He was surprised to find that either Lilian or Vel had snuck back in at some point to provide him with clean clothing from his traveling pack. He pulled his pants and shirt on, and then picked up his sword belt.

“Finally!” shouted his wrathblade. “You dare to ignore me for the sake of satisfying your carnal lust?”

“I’ll ignore you for any reason I damn please,” he said.

“Not this time,” said the sword. “You’re late.”

Damon sighed, wondering if he was naïve for letting it draw him into conversation. “Late for what?”

“A meeting.”

“A meeting with who?”

The sword made a noise akin to a metallic sigh. “You know who.”

He chewed his lip, sitting down on the changing bench to pull his boots on. Who else could it be but Wrath?

He remembered his last meeting with her, his first direct experience with the Forsaken beyond Avarice. She’d been vague about her intentions, but it had been clear even then that she wanted him to serve her in some capacity.

“What happens if I decide I’m not interested in going to this meeting?” he asked.

The sword let out an ear-splitting screech that went on for entirely too long. Damon slapped the hilt, which despite feeling ridiculous, had allowed him to compel the weapon’s obedience in the past. It simply began screeching louder.

“I will throw you out the window if you don’t stop!” he said.

“Quit being such a witless child and get to the meeting, then!” hissed the wrathblade. “And start polishing me more often.”

“I don’t take orders from my sword.”

“Feel free to disregard them at your own peril,” said the sword.

Despite his better judgment, he was curious about what Wrath wanted from him. He strapped his sword belt on and let his hand rest on the hilt.

“Where am I meeting her?” he asked.

“Start walking,” said the sword. “I’ll give you directions.”

He didn’t run into Malon or any of the others on his way out of the Royal Lodgings. It was probably for the best. He suspected his aesta, at the very least, would object to him hearing proposals from one of the Forsaken. Ria likely would as well, and Vel was a natural worrier.

His wrathblade led him with small bits of guidance as he walked along Avaricia’s nighttime streets. There were plenty of people out and about. The ambient hum of conversation hid his questions to the sword, which would tell him when to turn, or when to continue straight.

He found himself in the Central Docks district. A small but regal-looking boat was moored on a jetty jutting from the western edge of the pier. Damon hesitated as the sword bid him to cross the gangplank and board its deck.

“I don’t see anyone,” he said.

“She’s within the cabin,” said the sword.

The boat wasn’t that large, and he felt it shift a bit as it absorbed the addition of his weight. A simple curtain separated the cabin from the deck, and he knocked on the wooden frame it hung from, unsure of what to expect.

Shank swept the curtain back from the other side. Damon stared into the face of the exiled Remenai who’d attempted to kill him only a few weeks earlier, numb with surprise.

“Let him in.” Wrath’s voice came from deeper within the cabin. “Yes. And keep guard on deck while we speak.”

Shank nodded, wordlessly slipping out to hold the curtain open. Damon hesitated, feeling as though  he was walking into a trap; he’d probably gone too far to escape easily. He entered the cabin.

Wrath was sitting on a bench with a decanter hanging loosely from one hand. Her dark blue hair was wet and scraggly, and she wore only a plain white cotton shift. 

The combination gave her a disarming appearance. He knew how much more dangerous she was than she looked, and the contrast felt intentional.

“Take a seat,” said Wrath.

It wasn’t a command, exactly. She was polite, at least more so than the voice from his wrathblade. He’d thought the wrathblade had been her voice at first, but there were distinct differences between their tones that made him now think otherwise.

He sat down, folding his hands and acting as though he wasn’t in a confined space with one of the seven most powerful people in the world. Potentially the most dangerous of all the Forsaken, given how often Wrath had aggressively waged war against her reincarnated siblings.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“Straight to the point.” Wrath smiled, showing a perfect set of teeth. “I like that about you.”

He waited, enduring the tension as Wrath ran a finger through her damp hair, straightening a few clumpy blue locks.

“How does it feel to be back in Avaricia?” she asked.

“About the same as it felt when I left,” he said, with a shrug.

Wrath shifted, uncrossing and recrossing her legs. “Are you concerned about your father’s extensive debts? There could be people actively searching for you, eager for repayment.”

“Should I be?”

Wrath’s smile became a full-on grin. “No. As it happens, I bought your debt, Damon Al-Kendras.”

Damon glanced back at the curtain, toward where Shank stood on the deck. “You bought the debt that Gavel hired Shank to collect?”

“No,” said Wrath. “I bought all of your debt. From everyone your father owed that still pressed their claim. There may be a few left that I couldn’t find, but they’re either minor or past the point of being actively pressed.”

A twisting feeling took hold in Damon’s stomach. He brought his hand to his chin, steadying his expression as he furiously considered his options. She’d bought his debt, but that didn’t mean she owned him. At least not in the way she clearly wanted to.

“Why go through the trouble?” he asked.

Wrath snorted. “It wasn’t much trouble, not for someone of my means. I see it as investing in an interesting prospect. As with all investments, I wouldn’t make it if I didn’t expect a return.”

“Sure,” said Damon. “I’ll start making payments. Are we finished here?”

“Don’t be coy, Damon. You know I don’t want your money.”

He set a hand on the hilt of his sword. “Then hurry up and tell me what you do want.”

She took a long sip from her decanter, ignoring him for a few seconds. “I want you to enter the Honorshade Tournament as my champion.”

He laughed. He couldn’t help it. It was as though she and Princess Kastet were of a mind.

“Avarice has chosen to enter his own champion this year,” continued Wrath. “I want you to make a point of beating and humiliating him in my name.”

“I’m retired,” he said. “Sorry. Get Shank to do it for you.”

The similarities between his conversation with Wrath and Kastet left him anticipating what she’d say next.

 “Shank is a killer, not a gladiator,” she said. “He’s also an exiled Rem. I’m interested in embarrassing Avarice, but not at the price of stirring unnecessary controversy. Your reputation is part of why it must be you.”

“How practical,” muttered Damon. “Look. I recognize that you bought my debt. I’ll pay it off, as I’m legally obligated to. But I’m not going to start taking orders from you.”

Not at that price, he wasn’t. He was still curious if he could haggle his way into getting her to offer him a crest. As much as he distrusted Wrath and her intentions, he would at least consider his options if she was willing to give him that much power.

“Your family will pay the price if you refuse to do this for me,” said Wrath.

He’d already begun walking toward the curtain and froze midway toward extending his arm to swing it open.

“That got your attention, didn’t it?” Wrath smiled and leaned back in her seat. “You’re fearless when it comes to ignoring threats against your own life, but a simple mention of Malon, Velanor, or Ria is enough to render you sober. Speaking of which…?”

She wiggled the decanter back and forth.

“No thanks.” He forced his jaw to unclench as he sat back down. “If you hurt them… If you so much as touch them, I’ll die before ever following your orders.”

“I have more nuance than that,” said Wrath, nodding. “I thought I’d start by having a chat with your beloved aesta. I’d reveal to her that you’ve been my spy all along. I’d tell her that your attempts at seducing her were all for the sake of rendering one of Lascivious’s crest sorceresses vulnerable.”

“She’d know that you were lying,” said Damon.

“Would she?” Wrath played with the cork of her bottle. “If so, I’d have to take the next step, and reveal her identity to Avarice anonymously. He’s not a fan of harboring agents of his rivals within his home city.”

“How about I tell Avarice that you’re here?”

“If you tell anyone that I’m here, be it Avarice, or your aesta, or your sisters, people will start dying,” she said. “Specifically, the people you love, Damon Al-Kendras.”

He said nothing, only just managing to resist the urge to draw his sword. She held an infuriating amount of leverage over him. He found himself wishing he and Malon and the others could be back on the farm again, wishing they’d never risked coming to Avaricia in the first place.

“Be reasonable,” said Wrath. “You don’t want me whispering in your aesta’s ear. I’ll use everything against you if it’s what it takes to command your obedience, Damon. I’ll taunt her with the sounds of her own moans at the hands of her precious solas, if that’s what it takes.”

“Enough,” he said. “I’ll enter the tournament. But I’m not announcing myself as your champion.”

Wrath shrugged. “That’s acceptable. I’ll still claim you as my champion once you win, however. I expect you to allow that without actively denying it, at least.”

“When I win?” he asked. “I didn’t even make it to the quarter finals last time I entered.”

“I thought that went without saying,” said Wrath. “You either win and embarrass Avarice’s champion, or I will make your life extremely complicated.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
Damon took a walk along the pier after getting off Wrath’s boat. He was curious about whether she’d ordered Shank to follow him. He didn’t see the exiled Rem in his wake, but of course, that didn’t mean that he wasn’t being observed.

“Hey,” he said, setting a hand on his wrathblade. “We need to have a little chat.”

“I’m not interested in your complaints, farm boy,” hissed the sword.

“I can’t have you doing that,” he said.

“Bah! Doing what?”

Damon drew the weapon, setting the flat edge against his palm as though it would let him meet its gaze. “Spying on me. Wrath knew more than she should have. She knew things that no one should know.”

The threat Wrath had made about tormenting Malon with specific knowledge of their sexual intimacy still rang in his ears. It wasn’t the most potent threat, but it had caught him off guard. Not even Ria and Vel were aware of how far his intimacy with Malon had progressed. Wrath shouldn’t have known that.

“I don’t serve you,” snapped the sword. “You should consider yourself lucky that I even let you use my body to begin with. You’re as much a weapon as I am! Quit thinking and do as commanded.”

“I don’t think you fully understand the situation,” said Damon. “I’m giving you a chance to convincingly swear your undying loyalty to me. One chance.”

He felt a light pinch in the center of his palm. A small wound had opened up, no wider than a copper penny but easily as painful as a paper cut.

“Are you finished?” sneered the sword. 

“Looks like it.” Damon took off his sword belt and carefully slid the scabbard loose. “A shame you couldn’t have developed a better attitude.”

“What… are you doing?” hissed the sword.

He sheathed the weapon and turned to face the ocean.

“Stop!” screamed the sword. “You’ll regret this! I’ll make you regret this! Don’t you dare!”

He dared. Damon lobbed the weapon as far out into the ocean as he could. It spun within the scabbard, glinting in the pale green moonlight before hitting the deep water with a satisfying splash.

He felt a balance of loss and freedom at having rid himself of the weapon. It was the right choice, and he had a few reasons for committing to it that went beyond spitting in Wrath’s face.

It was a powerful weapon, but he simply couldn’t have it spying on him for one of the Forsaken. Selling it would have been his preference, but finding a buyer on short notice would have been impossible. 

The wrathblade’s palm-cutting tendencies would have obviously dissuaded anyone from purchasing it. He could have still tried to sell it, but he could imagine an offended shopkeeper calling the guards after enduring an inexplicable and unexpected hand wound.

Damon also had a tiny suspicion that, in throwing the sword away, he’d be placing himself in a better position to bargain for Wrath’s crest. It was possible that she’d see it as an act purely based in defiance. If that was the case, she might even try to force him to take her crest as a means of making sure he could still have a competitive showing at the Honorshade Tournament.

That amount of power, even if it came from one of the Forsaken, would give him options. He knew that it would be shortsighted to take Wrath’s crest without more consideration, but he was currently navigating through the fog.

He felt somewhat naked without a sword on his belt as he made his way back into the Royal Lodgings. He found Malon and Ria sitting on the bed within their small shared room, sipping wine and getting along surprisingly well.

“Solas,” said Malon, with a smile. “Good timing. We have a third goblet for you and one of the estate’s servants is going to bring us another bottle.”

“I think I’m good,” he said.

Ria sat up from where she’d been laying across the bed. “Where did you go? Were you of business in the city?”

“I was just… visiting an old friend,” he said.

Malon’s brow furrowed as her eyes darted to his waist. “What happened to your sword?”

He hesitated, feeling surprisingly bad at lying when it came to the people who knew him the best. “I… must have left it in the bath.”

He knew he’d need a better excuse than that but decided to use it for all it was worth. He excused himself to go check for his wrathblade, sighing as he closed the door behind him. 

Lying to Malon and Ria was its own poison. He didn’t see any real alternative, however. He trusted that Wrath would follow through on her threat if Damon revealed her plotting. He wasn’t sure that Malon would have a choice in whether to keep his secrets if he told her. She might feel compelled to tell Lascivious, her own mysterious master.

Damon felt even more uncertain as he meandered through the Royal Lodgings. Malon was a crest sorceress, after all. She’d likely been through her own trials in the time leading up to her accepting her crest contract. He wished he could rely on her for advice, but it was simply too much of a risk to take.

The stairs led up, all the way up to a rooftop balcony with a sprawling view of Avaricia’s south side. Damon leaned against the railing, staring at the waning lights of the nighttime streets. The city had seemed so full of possibilities to him once. Now, it seemed like the bottom of a pit.

The door creaked open behind him. He glanced over his shoulder, not turning completely around.

“Lilian?”

“Vel, actually.” She gave him a look and cleared her throat.

“Ah,” said Damon. “Sorry. You both look… rather similar.”

Vel smiled and came to lean against the railing next to him. “Maybe you’re the one who could use a pair of spectacles.”

“Hilarious.”

A warm wind rose from the estate’s gardens below, tickling Damon’s face. Vel had changed into a nightgown at some point, and as the fabric shifted, he could see the points of her breasts underneath.

“Have you and Lilian been friends for long?” he asked. 

Vel pulled her mouth a bit sideways at the question. “A little over a year. We’ve grown very close within Kastet’s court, however.”

“You never mentioned her during our time back on the farmstead,” he pointed out.

“I did, just not to you.” Vel shrugged. “It’s not as though she came up in conversation all that much.”

He didn’t know when his next chance to be alone with Vel would be. He cleared his throat and considered his wording.

“Lilian said earlier that she also had a mask on during the Turning Festival,” he said. “One all but identical to yours.”

Vel pushed off from the railing. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

He grabbed her arm as she turned to head back inside. “Whether or not you want to talk about it, Vel, it still—”

“No!” She jerked back, glaring at him with surprising ferocity. “No, Damon. There’s a thin line between curiosity and obsession and… I think you’ve crossed it. Not just with this. With me. With Ria, and what the two of you have been doing, as well.”

“Vel…” He shook his head but found that he couldn’t meet her gaze.

“I won’t feed into this anymore,” she said. “I refuse to. It’s not right.”

He forgot just how young she was sometimes. Her nineteenth birthday was still months away. She was still more than a year away from being old enough to be legally married. It made the conviction in her voice that much more piercing. Damon gripped the railing, wishing the wind would come back to help cool his burning face.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I suppose I have become a bit obsessed.”

Vel waited for a moment before drawing back over to her previous spot. “I think admitting it is the first step back toward normality.”

“Maybe,” he said.

“There are ways in which you could make it up to me, if you wanted.”

Her tone was playful. He resisted the urge to read too deeply into it.

“Such as?” he asked.

“Reconsider being Kastet’s champion for the tournament?”

He sighed and shook his head. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

It was a surprisingly hard question for him to answer. It was more than just Wrath’s threats and demands. There was a reluctance toward his old life that had existed even before he’d arrived back in Avaricia.

“I keep thinking that I just want to be back on the farm again,” he said. “As soon as I can be. I thought it was just my fondness for it as a place, for our family, but it’s more than that.”

Vel leaned closer in. Damon continued, still looking out across the buildings.

“I feel as though I can be useful there,” he said. “Whether it’s with doing the chores, or helping aesta, or being ready to defend the people I love. There’s a purpose to it.”

“Is it so different here in the city?” whispered Vel.

“The only thing this city wants from me is to see me swing a fucking sword in front of a crowd.” He clenched his fists, slowly opening them. “It just so happens that ever since Austine died… Ever since I killed Austine… I haven’t really wanted to do that.”

He closed his eyes. He felt Vel’s arms pull around him as she wrapped him in a tight hug.

“Damon,” she whispered. “I wasn’t thinking. I hadn’t even considered your feelings.”

“It’s fine,” he lied. “I’m just in a mood.”

Vel’s arms squeezed. “You should talk to me more often when you feel like this.”

“I think I should.”

He let his hands settle on her hips. Vel still had her spectacles on, and they reflected the pale green crescent of Eldritch twice over. He smiled, reaching a finger out to touch the side of them, and then gently pulling them free of her face. She blinked a few times in quick succession, her mouth falling open ever so slightly.

“Should we head inside?” she whispered.

He kissed her in reply. It was a gentle kiss, at least at first. Her lips moved against his with a growing hunger. It felt like a release of a store of pent up emotion and energy. It felt like the start of something dangerous, and Vel’s words from earlier still echoed in Damon’s ears.

They both stopped at the same time. The kiss ended, and they finished their embrace. Damon held Vel’s hand for a moment longer, and reluctantly nodded to the door.

“It’s getting late,” he said.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “I mean… We both need to wake up. Right?”

“Right.”

They made their way back inside and headed down the hall in opposite directions.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
Damon arrived back at the room he shared with the others in time to see Ria slipping out the door. She flashed a teasing smile when she noticed him and pointed over her shoulder.

“Malon wanted to sleep,” she said. “I still feel of too much energy. I wanted to walk through the gardens of this estate.”

He matched her smile with one of his own. “Too much energy, you say?”

She nodded. “Feel free to join me if you feel about the same. Or, you can retire to our room, with our aesta.”

It was a choice that he felt strangely conflicted about. He cared for both women, and the way he’d been forced into lying to them earlier was still fresh in his memory.

He wasn’t sure if he could keep a secret from Malon if she decided that she wanted the truth. She could be… awfully compelling at times.

“A walk through the gardens would be nice,” he said.

Ria had none of Vel’s reservations when it came to expressing her feelings towards him. She strode forward, kissing him softly on the lips, and they walked hand in hand outside.

The gardens had an interesting collection of fruit trees, exotic flowers, and carefully maintained grass. Damon and Ria meandered their way through the expanse, saying nothing to one another at first.

“You seem of a strange mood tonight,” she said, eventually breaking the silence.

“It’s been a strange day,” he replied.

She didn’t press him for details. They stopped in front of the largest tree within view. Ria led him in a circle around it before playfully pushing his shoulders back against its trunk.

She pressed herself against him, planting a series of soft, sucking kisses into the nape of his neck. Damon let out a pleasured sigh and started grinding himself forward into her. He felt her hands slide down his sides, coming to a rest against his now empty sword belt.

“I worry for you,” she whispered.

“You don’t have to. I’m alright, Ria. Truly.”

She poked him in the chest with a finger, drawing a circle against his shirt. “Will you at least tell me if your mood is related to the absence of your sword?”

“In part,” he admitted.

“Talk to me.”

He shook his head, but she kept her eyes on his, refusing to let him off so easily. Damon felt an odd smile tugging at his face. He’d been worried about Malon forcing answers out of him. Ria could match her aggressiveness any day.

“I know how secrets can be, husband,” she whispered. “Will you at least tell me what you can? Not all of your current burden can be of danger.”

Her hand slid back down to his sword belt and she raised an eyebrow in question.

“I threw my sword into the ocean,” he said. “I didn’t like its tone of voice.”

Ria shook her head. She looked like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh to be annoyed with him. 

“Truly?” she asked.

He nodded.

“In that case,” said Ria. “I will have to see about finding you a new sword.”

Damon grabbed her by the waist, spinning her around and pinning her against the tree.

They kissed again. He let his hands roam freely, slipping his thumbs underneath her tunic and into the waistline of her leggings. She slid one of her thighs a bit sideways and cupped his cheek, urging him onward.

“What’s going on here?” shouted a gruff voice. “Come out from behind that tree! Nice and slow, you hear?”

 Damon’s first impulse was to sprint off with Ria, but he tamped down on it.

“We’re Princess Kastet’s guests,” said Damon, stepping sideways. “We’ve done nothing wrong.”

The guard raised his lantern as he stepped forward. His eyes narrowed as he caught sight of Ria.

“As though Princess Kastet would have one of the Rem as her guest.” The guard spat on the grass and shook his head. “What were you really doing skulking around back here? What did you steal?”

Damon clenched his jaw, hands reflexively balling into fists. Ria set a hand on his shoulder.

“Do not be of rash action,” she whispered. “It would only make trouble for Velanor.”

“You can check with Kastet yourself if you don’t believe us,” said Damon, forcing calm into his voice. “If the gardens are off limits at night, we’ll retire to our room.”

“You think I’ll just let you be walking away from here?” The guard stepped forward, slamming his spear butt down against the dirt.

Damon lost what little patience he’d had. He seized the man by the front of his uniform and yanked his face in close.

“Yeah,” he said. “I do.”

He let his frustration and anger toward Wrath bleed into his expression. The guard held his gaze for all of a quarter of a second before glancing around as though in search of backup.

“Well…” muttered the man. “I suppose if you didn’t know any better. But you best believe I’ll be checking with my captain about this in the morning.”

Ria pulled Damon back toward the Royal Lodging’s entrance, which probably saved him from further instigation. They made their way down the hall, pausing outside the door to their shared room.

“I have little doubt that Malon will be asleep by now,” whispered Ria. “Do you believe we can be quiet enough?”

He pressed against her from behind, lingering and letting her feel the way she made his cock stir.

“That was not an answer,” said Ria.

“We’ll make a game of it,” he replied. “Whichever of us stays silent wins.”

Ria rocked her butt into his crotch. “Except, if either of us makes enough noise to wake Malon, we both lose.”

“Then you should be careful about controlling your voice.”

She turned around and playfully bit him on the shoulder. Damon slowly opened the door, peering into the pitch-dark room and stepping as silently as he could. He quickly realized that the room was far smaller than he’d thought.

He could hear Malon’s breathing, slow and regular, a reminder of how otherwise silent the night was. He made his way over to the piled quilts and pillows on the floor which would serve as his bed and stripped out of his clothing.

He was surprised by how erotic the moment felt. He stretched out on the quilts, naked and stiff. He took his cock in hand and slowly began to stroke himself, listening for Ria, rather than looking for her.

He still didn’t hear her coming. The only giveaway to her approach was the way her hair tickled his face as she bent forward to give him the first of many kisses. He smiled, aware of how passionate and aggressive she could sometimes get.

Her lips were soft and slow against his. He ran his hands up the side of her body, confirming that she was also entirely nude. A noise came from the main bed as Malon shifted amidst the sheets. He and Ria froze, and he felt her struggling to maintain her posture over him for the sake of silence.

Slowly, Damon worked her into position. Ria’s body was surprisingly lean, a fact that he sometimes missed when his focus was on her full breasts or athletic butt. He had no trouble shifting her weight around. He shifted it downward, sliding her slit over his hard cock.

He groaned, unable to help himself. Ria reached back to give him a warning poke in the cheek. They’d done this before, back when she’d first returned to the tower after her month-long absence. They’d been in his room then, and they’d still made enough noise to alert Malon of their illicit activity.

To stay silent this time around would be twice the test. Damon kept his mouth clamped firmly shut as Ria began to rock against him. Her movements were torturously slow. His cock wasn’t inside her, but he could feel how hot and wet she was for it.

A quiet, but audible sigh came out of Ria as she worked her hips. The tip of Damon’s cock pressed against the lips of her womanhood, bending to a curve like a bow as it missed the right angle. She rocked forward, kissing him, and then back again.

He almost lost their little game as she got it right on the second time. His cock sank an inch or so into her. She stopped, not sinking any further. He knew it was because she wouldn’t be able to control her voice if she did.

He honestly began to wonder if they’d made a stupid, horny mistake. Would he be able to resist pinning her against the floor and fucking her senseless? He might as well have flipped a coin for all the faith he had in his own willpower.

His fingers tightened on his hips, expressing the arousal and aggression he’d rather be taking out on her hot, tight hole. Ria shuddered and leaned forward, clearly sensing the danger. She gave him a soft, gentle kiss, the kind they would have shared when they were children. Safe, borderline platonic.

She leaned her forehead against his, breathing slow and seeming to ignore how much of his cock was within her. Damon gently rubbed her back. It was as much to give his hands something safe to do as it was to caress her.

Malon stirred again. Ria tensed atop him, which seemed to affect more places within her body than she probably realized. Damon felt the squeeze against his cock and couldn’t resist rocking his hips upward.

Ria sucked in a quick, audible gasp. She froze, fingers digging into Damon’s shoulders in annoyance. Malon’s breathing had gotten quieter. Was she awake? Was she listening to them, at that very moment? He had to know if they were to go any further.

“Aesta,” he whispered. “Are you awake?”

He heard a small, reluctant, extremely tired groan, along with what sounded like Malon muttering his name. They were safe, at least for the moment.

Ria seemed to grow bolder after that. She moved faster, doing it in such a way where the movement was more one of rocking, rather than bouncing. Her breathing was labored and obviously sexual, but not loud enough to reveal them outright.

Damon bit his lip, wishing he could whisper in her ear. He nuzzled her bosom instead, kissing her nipples and inhaling her smell. Each time she rocked back and forth she sank slightly lower on his cock. Damon felt her wetness flowing across him as she bottomed out, sheathing his entire length.

They’d stayed like that, balanced on the precipice of torture and pleasure. Damon would shift his hips upward, and she’d lean into the movement. It was more a state of mutual erotic flexing than anything resembling true sex. It was all they could manage with Malon so close by. It was enough.

Ria fell forward against him in a sudden, pleasured collapse. She kissed him aggressively, sucking on and then biting his lower lip. Damon held her in a tight embrace as a shudder ran through her. It was as much to keep her from making noise as it was to intensify her orgasm. He cradled her face into his shoulder, feeling her bite the muscle there to suppress her moans.

He couldn’t resist. He slapped her ass a single time, a dangerous, teasing blow that cut through the silent night. Ria’s teeth bit him even harder, perhaps as a rebuke, or perhaps out of pure need. He rubbed the spot he’d just slapped with a soothing motion, and then squeezed her butt with both hands as he passed over his own limit.

He was intent on finishing inside her and Ria seemed to sense it. She shifted sideways, making a dangerous amount of noise in her rush to slide off his cock. Damon didn’t fight to keep her where she’d been.

He remembered Ria’s vow. She’d promised Malon that she’d never take a child from his seed. Ria was serious when it came to her promises. 

Neither of them risked saying anything more. Ria stayed next to him for a while, nearly long enough for him to fall asleep with her still in his arms. He felt her pull back, but he didn’t hear the footsteps that took her around to her proper place in bed.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
Damon meandered through the halls of the Royal Lodgings the next morning, eventually finding the dining room. He’d woken up last. Malon, Vel, and Ria were already sitting at a table with nearly finished plates of food in front of them. They made for a welcoming sight.

Vel wore a fanciful blue and white dress, her straight blonde hair falling loose across her shoulders. Ria had on a maroon tunic that clung to her feminine curves, along with a pair of black leggings.

Malon wore a simple white and pink spring gown. Her hair hung in a neat braid across one of her shoulders, and she waved to Damon as she saw him making his way over.

“Good morning, solas,” she said. “How did you sleep? I hope the floor wasn’t too uncomfortable.”

“I managed well enough.” He resisted the urge to shoot a playful glance toward Ria.

“We filled a plate for you,” said Vel, gesturing to the fourth place at the table. “Princess Kastet’s guards tend to clear out whatever is left from breakfast once everyone else has eaten.”

“Much appreciated,” he replied. The plate was stacked with a surprising amount and variety of food. A blueberry muffin sat next to a small pile of griddlecakes. There was sausage, fruit salad, and a small cup of what he assumed was some kind of pudding or smooth porridge.

He began eating, surprised by his own hunger. There was strong tea as well, slightly cool from the time it had been sitting, but still tasty.

“What are your plans for today?” asked Malon.

She directed the question at the table, more than just him. Damon looked to Ria, curious as to whether she had anything in mind.

“I would like a chance to explore this city for myself,” said Ria. “I will be of caution. This may be one of my few trips into a truly Merinian land. I seek to understand it on my terms.”

Malon nodded slowly. “Be careful, seta. Truly.”

“I can manage myself,” she replied. 

“I know you can.” Malon smiled and rubbed a finger along the handle of her mug. “My worry is as much for anyone who attempts to trouble you. Only use your tempesting magic if you’re in a situation that genuinely forces it out.”

Ria sighed and rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes, I will be mindful.”

“Do you have plans for today, Damon?” asked Vel.

He gave her a noncommittal shrug. He still needed to find a new sword, but he felt as though bringing it up at the table would only attract attention back to the loss of his wrathblade.

“In that case,” continued Vel, “would you mind lending me your help?”

“That depends on what it’s with.”

She slid her chair closer to him. “Princess Kastet needs me to find her a champion for the Honorshade Tournament. I could use your guidance, even if you can’t commit to the role yourself.”

“You’re capable,” said Damon. “You could handle it on your own.”

“Please, Damon?” Vel set her hand on top of his and made a pouty, pleading face. “The tournament starts tomorrow. I only have a single day. I’ve no idea where to even start.”

He sighed, watching Vel bat her eyelashes and feeling annoyed at how vulnerable he was to her childish brand of manipulation. “Fine. I know a certain… establishment that might have a few gladiators who could potentially represent Kastet for the right price.”

“Thank you!” She wrapped her arms around him and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

Damon frowned a bit as he considered how his help would apply to her situation.

“You’re going to have to come with me to meet them,” he said.

“Obviously,” said Vel.

“No, I mean…” He shrugged. “You’re going to need appropriate clothing. It’s a different part of the city than I think you’re used to.”

“We’ll go shopping today, then. Kastet will be willing to spare the expense of buying me an outfit if I promise her it’s necessary.”

Damon drummed his fingers against the table, unsure of how to express his reluctance to her. He still had memories of extremely wild nights within the Plum District, where most of the taverns and brothels were frequented by Avaricia’s bards, gladiators, and various other performers.

It was impossible to think of those nights without remembering Austine, which he recognized as the source of at least some of his hesitation. He pushed the thoughts aside, eating more of his breakfast and letting himself drift out of the conversation around the table.

Vel left first, heading to find Princess Kastet to receive permission to go shopping. Damon met her just outside the main entrance and was somewhat surprised to find that she wasn’t alone.

Lilian had joined her. She flashed a secretive smile at Damon and waved with her fingers as he made his way over.

“I see you invited a friend along,” said Damon.

“Kastet put me in charge of the purse strings,” said Lilian.

“It’s better this way,” said Vel. “Buying outfits alone isn’t as much fun.”

“It’s not a problem, is it?” asked Lilian. She stepped forward, briefly setting a hand on Damon’s chest. “It also gives us an opportunity to get to know each other a little better.”

He blinked in surprise, glancing toward Vel. She had a small, uncertain frown on her face.

“You’re more than welcome to come along,” he said.

Lilian grinned, and the three of them fell into step together. Damon walked in the lead. The weather was clear and beautiful, and the streets were busy.

“Didn’t I mention to you how familiar Damon looks to me, Vel?” said Lilian. 

“The two of you… know each other from somewhere else?” she replied. 

Damon almost bumped into a group of children at play, too focused on what the women were saying to properly watch where he was going.

“It would seem I’ve been a fan of his for far longer than I realized,” said Lilian.

“Oh, how sweet,” said Vel, dryly.

“I wish I could see him perform again, even if only just once.”

“As I’ve previously mentioned, I’ve retired from that line of work,” he said, over his shoulder.

“Retirement doesn’t have to always be forever.” Lilian stepped forward, slipping her arm through his and leaning her breasts into his shoulder. “It would make me so very happy if you’d at least consider it.”

He could see Vel seething out of the corner of his eye. Jealousy? It was possible. She’d also acted slightly jealous over Bylia when the two of them had first met in Morotai the month before.

The situation between her and Lilian was more complicated, however. Even in its simplest form, Lilian was Vel’s close friend. Letting one’s friends mingle with family in romance rarely ended well. It wasn’t as though Damon didn’t already have his hands full with complications in that field. 

“How far down this street are we headed?” asked Vel.

“It’s just up ahead,” he replied. He recognized her concern. They were in the Sunflower District, Avaricia’s cheaper, dockside counterpart to the upscale Rose District. They passed by several smaller brothels where women posed with seductive postures on the steps.

He could feel the tension in both Vel and Lilian and couldn’t stop from smiling a bit. He took a certain amount of satisfaction in throwing them off balance. Kastet’s ladies in waiting, so eager to please their princess, even if it meant being led into a region of the city they’d normally turn their noses up at.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
“Here we are,” said Damon. He nodded to a small clothier nestled in between two brothels, with a third across the street.

“They… sell clothes here?” asked Vel. She scrunched her nose up as she eyed the worn sign above the door which read Slips and Bits.

“Mostly,” he said. “Trust me, this is where to find the sort of outfit you’ll need to fit in where we’re headed tonight.”

“I think it looks charming,” said Lilian.

Damon led them inside. The woman behind the counter was an attractive brunette with an interesting smile on her face.

“Oh, hello,” said the woman. “Here to buy clothes, or…?”

Damon was tempted to see where that or might lead, but didn’t dare risk it in front of Vel. “Just clothes, for today.” 

He moved to follow Vel and Lilian as they were drawn into the store. He watched their faces, rather than the clothing they chose. It was interesting seeing how much of a reaction some of the items managed to draw out of them. 

Vel’s cheeks flushed as she eyed a set of small clothes with strategically placed peep holes. Lilian’s lips formed a tiny circle as she examined a set of leggings with long, eye catching slits in the fabric.

“Everything is so revealing,” muttered Vel. “Or at least, so… blatant.”

“It’s more daring than the dresses that Kastet would approve of,” said Lilian. “Dangerous, almost.”

She pulled a half shirt off one of the racks and found a slip skirt with dangling tassels hanging from the bottom. The back of the clothier had several changing partitions, and she slid into one, winking at Damon as she passed by.

He’d taken a seat in one of the chairs along the wall and couldn’t resist watching Lilian undress in silhouette. She went slowly, undoing the straps of her dress and dropping it down her body in a manner which ran over her breasts and hips.

She pulled on the outfit she’d picked out with the same lurid slowness. Lilian seemed to sense that he was watching her, extending an arm to the side and curling a finger, inviting him to come and look.

He made sure that Vel was totally absorbed in her current clothing search before sneaking over and behind the partition. What he found waiting for him on the other side was enough to instantly stir his cock into a state of hardness.

“I’ve never worn anything like this before,” whispered Lilian. “It’s sort of freeing, in a way.”

Freeing was a good word for it, Damon decided. The half shirt Lilian wore left her stomach and navel completely exposed while also showcasing her wonderful cleavage. The slip skirt barely covered everything down below that it needed to. Lilian turned in a slow circle for him, smiling wickedly.

“The fit of this outfit is so tight,” whispered Lilian. “I had to take off my small clothes underneath just to make everything fit.”

“Is that right?” Damon eyed Vel and the woman at the counter before taking a step forward.

“I shudder to think of what would happen if I wore it into a tightly packed crowd.” She bit her lower lip. “There’s no telling what someone might try to do, or where certain things might end up.”

“Better you keep to wearing it in private then,” he said. “Get some practice, first.”

“How does one practice wearing a piece of clothing, Damon Al-Kendras?”

Why did she have to be such a tease? Lilian slowly turned around, all but flashing him as she stuck her butt out and leaned against one of the partitions. He stepped forward, pretending to help her adjust the fit of the half shirt while letting his crotch grind against her naked ass.

It took all of his willpower and then some, but he managed to pull back before making a terrible mistake. Vel would be furious, and he doubted the shop owner would let them go on for more than a minute before stepping in.

Damon found Vel waiting with folded arms as he moved back to safety and away from the changing partition. She’d changed into her own outfit, a similarly skimpy half shirt along with a slit skirt and webbed leggings. She looked even more seductive than Lilian, though Damon didn’t risk checking her out to anywhere near the same degree.

He’d also clearly earned the focus of her ire. Vel stomped over to him, drawing near enough to magnify the intensity of her glare.

“Are you really that much of a fool?” she whispered.

He shrugged. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

“Lilian.” Vel shifted her gaze, making sure her friend was still out of earshot. “She’s only trying to seduce you for the sake of convincing you to be Kastet’s champion.”

Damon resisted the impulse to admit that he was aware, and she’d already seduced him once to a complete finish.

“Your point?” he asked.

“My point?” Vel gaped at him. “I… don’t like watching her manipulate you! And I really don’t like the way you’re going along with it.”

“How much of this has to do with your concern for me, as opposed to the favor you risk losing with Kastet if Lilian manages to do what you couldn’t?”

He saw the effect of his words in her reaction, and he didn’t like it. It was an expression he remembered on Vel from their childhood, the impotent anger, too mad to be able to manage a retort without her voice cracking or a stray tear.

“I’m not going to be Kastet’s champion, Vel,” he said. “Regardless of what Lilian offers.”

“Really?”

He leaned forward and kissed her on the lips. She was still at first but began kissing him back as he pulled her into a more intimate embrace. The moment only lasted a few seconds before she cleared her throat and nervously pushed him back.

  “If it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll even make the effort to stay away from her,” he said. “I love you. I’ve no interest in mucking up how close we’ve grown.”

“It’s fine.” She flashed a smile and stepped back. “So… How do I look?”

She spun around. Her skirt fluttered up far enough to reveal that Lilian wasn’t the only one who’d needed to remove her small clothes to pull her outfit off. Damon tried not to leer at the way the webbed leggings clung to Vel’s petite, impossibly cute butt.

“If I answered that question honestly, you’d accuse me of being gross again,” he said.

She shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe.”

***
Vel and Lilian paid for their outfits and changed back into their chaste, courtly dresses. Damon walked back into the Royal Lodgings with both of them on his arms, feeling rather pleased with himself.

They caught sight of Princess Kastet in the gardens as they headed for the entrance. Though, at least for Damon, it wasn’t the princess who drew his gaze.

Ria stood next to one of the nearby apple trees, gesturing with small movements as she spoke with Kastet. The two women looked serious, and they were deep enough in conversation to not notice Damon and the others approaching until they were within a few feet.

“Milady,” said Vel. “We’re back.”

“Ah, Velanor,” said Kastet. “Good. I have a few errands I need you and Lilian to run. I was just discussing a few things with your sister. I’m rather intrigued by her experiences, both here within Veridan’s Curve and among her people to the north.”

“Um, alright,” said Vel. “Was that all you and Ria discussed?”

Kastet smiled, and Ria let out a small chuckle.

“Worry not,” said Ria. “I have not compromised your reputation by sharing any untoward secrets. Kastet and I are more interested in matters of the world. The nature of the conflict between our peoples.”

Damon wasn’t sure whether to be concerned or impressed by the familiarity Ria seemed to have assumed by addressing Kastet without honorifics.

“It’s true,” said Kastet. “It seems as though there’s a terrible injustice occurring in these colonies that I would like to at least understand, if not attempt to address.”

She gave Ria a long, contemplative look. 

“I will answer your questions, though I must warn you that these are not matters of simplicity,” said Ria.

“Thank you,” said Kastet. “Come. Let’s speak more of this in the study. Lilian, I’d like you to draft a full account of expenses for your shopping trip. Velanor, please prepare Ria and I some tea.”

Damon winced as he caught sight of the annoyance in Vel’s expression. She’d always taken such pride in her friendship and service to Kastet. For Ria, practically her sister, to be taking tea with the princess within a day of their first meeting must have been a blow to her ego.

He had no plans for the afternoon, so he retired to the room he shared with Ria and Malon. He’d been curious as to whether he’d find Malon there, but the room was empty. It was simpler that way, given how hard he’d found it to actively keep secrets from his aesta, but he still felt rather lonely on his own.

He found his way to the dining hall for dinner. It was mostly Kastet’s guards and servants in attendance. Nobody stopped Damon from helping himself to a plate of food and settling down at an empty table. He ate slowly and began to wonder what Malon, Ria, and Vel had found to occupy themselves with. 

“Good evening, solas.” Malon set a hand on his shoulder and settled into the seat across from him.

“Aesta,” he said, smiling. “Where did you wander off to?”

“Tending to a few matters in the city. Did you manage to help Vel out?”

“She still needs to find a champion for Kastet, but I think we can manage that tonight, with any luck. Are you going to get yourself some food?”

“I already took dinner earlier.”

Damon furrowed his brow. “Were you with the friend that you mentioned wanting to visit earlier? The grandmother?”

“Yes, though she’s not a grandmother,” said Malon. “Or… maybe she is? I never thought to ask.”

“What were you and your friend discussing?” he asked. He was curious, and Malon’s reaction only fed into that curiosity. She ran a finger along the side of her red braid, lips pursed in consideration.

“This and that,” she said. “Nothing you’d find interesting, I think.”

“I still wouldn’t mind hearing about—”

“Did you ever manage to find your wrathblade, solas?”

Her question had an edge to it, and it wasn’t a teasing one. Malon sounded on the verge of being annoyed with him, which was probably fair. She knew he was keeping secrets. How could he question her about her activities while being so guarded about speaking of his own?

“I didn’t,” he said, quietly. “I have doubts as to whether it will turn up anytime soon. I probably should have begun looking into buying a new sword today.”

Malon sighed and reached her hand across the table, letting the tips of her fingers brush his. “Never forget that you can talk to me about anything. I’ll always listen. I’ll never judge.”

“I know, aesta.” He gave her hand a quick squeeze before pulling his own back. “You needn’t worry about me. I’m enjoying myself. It’s been too long since I’ve had a chance to relax in the city.”

Now he was outright lying to her, too. It felt as though pushing Malon away had become a defensive habit. As though he could undo what Wrath had discovered about him by denying their closeness and intimacy.

“Damon.” Vel’s voice called to him from just beyond the door to the dining hall. “Would now be a good time for us to… you know?”

She peered at their table, showing only her face beyond the edge of the doorway. She looked distinctly uncomfortable.

“Let me finish eating and then we’ll head out,” he called.

“Seta, come over her,” called Malon. “Have a seat with us for a moment.”

Vel began shaking her head, but Malon gestured and gave her an imploring expression. Vel slowly entered the dining hall. A single glance was enough to reveal to Damon why she’d been so hesitant.

She’d changed into the outfit she’d bought earlier that afternoon. Damon couldn’t keep himself from staring at her as she made her way into the dining hall, and he wasn’t the only one. The eyes of nearly every man in the room locked onto her.

The tight fit of her half shirt made each step send a small, tantalizing jiggle through her cleavage. Her leggings drew attention to her pale thighs. Her skirt seemed to dance upward as she moved, promising a view of her sexy buttocks if she happened to find a reason to bend forward. 

“Seta,” said Malon, in a stern tone. “I’m not sure I approve of that outfit.”

“I didn’t want to wear it in here!” hissed Vel. She quickly took a seat and crossed her arms over her chest. She was blushing, and the redness in her cheeks intensified as she began to notice how many men were staring at her.

“You look incredible, Vel,” he said. 

“She looks like…” Malon cleared her throat. “Like a woman dressing far below her current station in life.”

“Aesta!” Vel cringed inwardly. Damon slid his chair in closer to hers and put an arm around her.

“Trust me, this is exactly how you need to look for tonight,” he said. “Think of it as dressing for success. You’ll be taken more seriously like this.”

“This better not be some weird jest you’ve set me up for…” muttered Vel.

“I promise it’s not.” He kissed her on the cheek. It took a force of willpower to keep his gaze from darting downward as she finally unfolded her arms and revealed her cleavage.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
Damon and Vel left a few minutes later. The evening was colder than expected, and Damon draped his cloak over Vel’s shoulders as they made their way through the city.

“You still haven’t told me where we’re going,” she said.

“I thought you might get anxious and back out if I did,” he said. “We’re heading into the outskirts, beyond the city wall. Into the Plum District.”

He saw Vel’s shoulders stiffen and reached over to hold her hand.

“Just stay close to me,” he said.

The guards at the city gate were more relaxed than they’d been when Damon and the others had first arrived. They weren’t searched or accosted on their way through. He led Vel west around the outer edge of Avaricia’s wall, toward a distant clump of buildings along the water.

The Plum District took its name from a grove of sour plum trees that had once defined the seaside landscape. As with most sections of Avaricia’s outskirts, it was poorer and shoddier than the city’s core.

The district was near one of the main roads that ran toward Silke in eastern Veridan’s Curve. It also had a small dock of its own with a hidden reputation for being an excellent place to smuggle illegal cargo into the city.

It was where most of Avaricia’s poor, but productive travelers stayed when they needed quick and cheap lodgings. Minstrels, tinkerers, and of course, gladiators made up the majority of its residents.

“Did you come here often back when you still performed in Avaricia?” asked Vel.

“In the beginning,” he said. “My old troupe, the Gleaming Scythe, eventually started making enough money that we’d stay at inns within the city. Austine and I would still drop by every now and then, though.”

He tried not to let his mention of his friend send his mood in a downward direction. Vel was holding his hand, and she gave him a small squeeze.

“Where are we headed?” she asked.

“See the tent up ahead?” He nodded toward the center square of the Plum District, where a massive performance tent had been set up. “That’s known as The Canopy. It’s what you get when you mix together a stage, a tavern, and a market for less than legal goods.”

Vel scrunched her nose up. “This is where you think I’ll be able to find a champion for Princess Kastet?”

She put special emphasis on the word princess. Damon ignored it.

“It’s where I think a few of the gladiators who aren’t currently employed will be hanging out tonight.”

Vel let out an annoyed sigh and pouted at him. “It would be so much simpler if you’d just enter the tournament yourself. I know how traumatic your last fight was, but this might be a way for you to work through those emotions, Damon. Kastet would pay you, as well.”

He slowed, coming to a stop within view of The Canopy’s entrance flap.

“I am going to enter the Honorshade Tournament,” he said. “Just not as Kastet’s champion.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I haven’t told anyone yet,” he said. “Except for you. Keep my secret?”

“Of course I will!” Vel swung his hand back and forth, frowning at him. “Damon, why must you make your own life so needlessly complicated?”

“I get bored easily.”

He led her inside. The Canopy was a realm onto itself. Men and women in a variety of garish, skimpy outfits sat at tables and stood in front of the center stage. A trio of minstrels were playing a soft, ambient song of overlapping chords.

Food merchants sold roasted meat on spits and sweetbread. There was more than one bar, each selling the exclusive beer or ale of a different brewery. The air carried the distinct scent of heartlift weed, which Damon knew could be bought from at least one of the merchants currently in attendance.

The nightly crowd was a diverse one. Damon had never taken much notice of how much higher the percentage of Remenai was within Avaricia’s outskirts, but it was hard to ignore. Especially after seeing the way Ria had been treated by the guards within the city.

“So,” said Vel, in a slightly nervous voice. “Where do we begin?”

“Like I said earlier, stay close. If anyone asks, tell them you’re here with me.”

“What? You want me to act as though we’re, um…”

“Only if anyone asks.” He could already see the gazes of numerous men and groups of men swinging Vel’s way. “This isn’t like the courtly balls you’re probably used to.”

He led her over to one of the less crowded bars and bought them each a mug of ale. Drinks were cheap in the outskirts, which was ideal, since Damon didn’t have much money.

The bartender set both their mugs down and took his coin. Damon noticed Vel’s furrowed brow as she eyed the mug. She was still underage by colonial law. However, the idea of her being refused service at The Canopy, of all establishments, brought a smile to his face.

“Drink up,” he said. “But don’t mention this to aesta. Obviously.”

“Obviously.” 

Vel took an inadvisably large sip and let out a small cough. Damon sipped his own ale, eyeing the assembled crowd.

“Willum Al-Wynthrope,” he said, tipping his mug toward a small man sitting alone across the tent. “I would wager he’d hear out Kastet’s offer.”

Vel pulled her mouth to the side as she took a look at the man. Willum was short and slight of build, with an interesting set of buck teeth. He was far from intimidating from a distance, but there was an intensity about him that Damon had always respected.

“He seems a little underwhelming,” said Vel. 

“He’s proficient with throwing knives. Performs in juggling shows on top of finding work as a gladiator. I’ve seen a few of his acts and wouldn’t underestimate him in the ring.”

“You’re just trying to get this over with as quickly as possible,” said Vel. “Give me your honest assessment. Does he stand a chance at winning the tournament?”

“He’s not a spellblood or a crest sorcerer, so it would be unlikely. Nearly every single winner of the Honorshade Tournament has been since its inception. The few outliers have been exceptional fighters, or at least done it while wielding some sort of powerful enchanted artifact.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“It’s not a question that really needs answering.” Damon set his mug down and leaned in closer to her. “I wouldn’t bet a copper penny on anyone here tonight standing a chance at winning, aside from myself.”

“Then why did you bring me here?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that you were capable of pulling a champion out of thin air. Since that’s apparently the case, why don’t we take our leave?”

Vel sighed. “Fine, Damon. I do appreciate your help. I just don’t think Willy Al-Winless or whatever is the right sort of champion to help me curry Kastet’s favor.”

Damon snorted. “Fair enough. In that case, might I direct your attention toward the large gentleman at the next table over?”

He discretely pointed a finger at a bald, one-eyed giant of a man.

“He looks scary,” said Vel. “Which is perfect.”

“He goes by the name of Mandu the Bear,” said Damon. “His reputation mostly relates to a tendency to go berserk in the ring and accidentally kill people.”

“Is that a drawback or a strength?”

“For the Honorshade Tournament, probably a strength. Almost anything goes, though anyone who kills their opponent is typically disqualified.”

Vel folded her arms over her skimpy half shirt. “I’m sensing that you’re holding something back.”

“Well…” Damon took a small sip of his ale. “The qualifying round of the tournament isn’t a normal arena duel. It’s more of an obstacle course and free for all. That’s probably where Mandu would struggle the most, given his penchant for strength and size over speed.”

“You’re saying that he might lose in the first round.”

Damon nodded. “Possibly. But if he does make it past the qualifier, he stands a damn good chance at making a respectable run.”

Vel was already shaking her head. “I would never be able to live it down if I failed Princess Kastet like that.”

She had nearly finished her ale, and she looked around the tent, eyeing the potential champion candidates for herself.

“What about the confident looking man sitting near the stage?” she asked. 

“That’s Cyril Eswood,” said Damon.

Cyril looked the part of a classical mercenary. He was in his mid-forties, with a few streaks of gray running through his hair and a muscular build. He was rather handsome and a decent fighter, but Damon had heard rumors of his manipulative reputation.

“He looks the part, at least,” said Vel.

“True enough,” said Damon. “He’s a talented warrior, from what I’ve heard. But I don’t think he’d make for a suitable champion for Kastet.”

Vel frowned. “Why not?”

“Let’s just say his price is a little higher than what you’d be willing to pay.”

The bartender had made his way back over to their section, and Damon turned to pay for a refill. In just the time it took him to have his mug topped off, Vel had slipped away.

He swore under his breath. It took only a small amount of guesswork to find her. She sat next to Cyril at his table, leaning forward with an earnest expression. Cyril seemed aloof, but Damon noticed the obvious glances he shot toward Vel’s cleavage and legs.

Cyril looked up at him as he approached. “Damon Al-Kendras! Rovahn’s balls, it’s been too long. I thought you’d quit the city?”

“I did, for a time.”

“Damon, Cyril says he would be more than willing to be Kastet’s champion!” said Vel, grinning. “He just wants me to come back to his inn with him for a drink to discuss the details.”

Damon tried to keep his expression neutral, rather than patronizing. “Ah, yes. I’m sure he simply can’t wait to hammer out those details.”

Cyril flashed a genuine grin. “You know me far better than I realized, Damon. I must express my sincere condolences over the… situation with Austine. We were Florincian brothers a dozen times over.”

“Florincian brothers?” asked Vel. She quirked her mouth sideways and gave Damon an expectant look. He decided to leave her confused, rather than explain the nature of rivalries and bonds formed between men who bed the same woman.

“She’s sincere in her request, Cyril,” he said, taking the lead. “Kastet is looking for a champion.”

“As I’ve already explained, I’m open to discussing it over drinks,” said Cyril. “With her. Alone. Would that be problematic?”

Damon exhaled through his nose. It was hard to not feel irritated. He tried to think of a tactful way to remove Vel from the situation without making her whine. He was about to simply drag her off by the arm when she suddenly blinked and widened her eyes.

“Oh!” she said. “I am actually here with Damon.”

She glanced toward Damon expectantly, and he let out a patient sigh.

“Are you really?” asked Cyril. “In that case, there’s no trouble in you speaking with me alone. Once we’re, ahem, finished, you can run off and meet back up with him. Did I mention that Austine and I were…?”

“Florincian brothers,” said Damon. “Yeah. You did.”

He leaned forward, staring the other man down in a primal manner. He did it for long enough to make Cyril uncomfortable and still felt a foolish urge to punch him.

Vel furrowed her brow as soon as he’d led her back over to the bar. She shook her head, uncertainly picking up her ale mug from where she’d set it down.

“Did I misread that situation?” she asked. “I almost feel like he may have possibly been hoping to take advantage of me.”

“Vel,” muttered Damon. “You are so impossibly naïve.” 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
Damon and Vel spent the next hour doing little more than drinking and hoping. Potential candidates that met both of their already lowered standards were few and far between. He was in the midst of trying to convince Vel to call it a night when a familiar face walked into The Canopy.

Jenavell Blackstone was one of the most dangerous non-magical women that Damon had ever met. She was relatively young, no more than a year or two older than he was. Her hair was blonde and braided, but into many thin braids, rather than a single intricate one.

She was tall and athletic, and she always held herself confidently. Damon had never seen her wear anything in a color other than black or gray. She always opted for tunics, leggings, and boots, though she was beautiful enough to make any outfit seem suited for her body.

“There,” he said to Vel, pointing. “That’s Kastet’s champion.”

Vel glanced back and forth between his finger and its target. “The woman, you mean? Are you… entirely certain that she’d be capable of a good performance?”

“Are you doubting my judgment or your own gender?” asked Damon. “That’s Jenavell Blackstone, one of the most promising female gladiators in Veridan’s Curve. She doesn’t have the type of power that Malon or Ria are capable of wielding, but she’s capable. Beyond capable.”

“Could she beat you in a fight?”

Damon snorted. “I doubt she could beat me. But that doesn’t mean that she can’t be a handful for anyone else.”

He watched as Jenavell bent forward slightly to pull a chair out for herself. She sat down, lighting a heartlift weed spliff from the candle at the table’s center.

“How well do you know her?” asked Vel.

“Well enough to tell you that she’s the best prospect you’ll find in The Canopy tonight.”

“So, I notice that you didn’t really answer my question?” Vel folded her arms and leaned toward him. “Are the two of you, um, old friends, or something?”

He both smiled and winced. “Let’s go with or something.”

Vel rolled her eyes and sighed. Damon put an arm around her shoulders, sensing the level of tact the situation required.

“This is your mission, Vel,” he said. “You’re in charge. I’m here to help and advise. If you want me to, I could take Kastet’s offer to her and present it in the best possible light. If you’d prefer that I wait here while you go talk to her, that’s also fine.”

“You don’t have to treat me like a child. I’m not as naïve as you may think.”

“I’m not treating you like a child.” He cupped her cheek, feeling drunk, but sincere. “I’m treating you like someone I care deeply about. I came out to help you tonight, Vel. Not to hurt you.”

She blinked a few times and blushed. “…So, the two of you have, um… you know?”

“She’s an old friend,” said Damon, nodding. “It’s been a few years, though. We were never serious.”

“Alright.” She let out a breath and set her hand over his. “If you really think she’d do well in the tournament, I suppose it makes sense for us to talk to her. Together, though.”

“Together,” he agreed.

Vel started to get up and then paused, holding up a finger. “And if she asks, you have to say that you’re here with me.”

Damon grinned. “I will.”

“Promise?”

He set his hands on her hips. “Promise.”

The moment demanded what it demanded. He leaned forward and stole a quick kiss, which grew into a slightly longer kiss. Vel stared at him as their lips parted. Her eyes seemed to ask a question that he wasn’t sure if she’d let him answer.

“Come on.” 

He threaded his fingers through hers and pulled her across The Canopy’s interior. Jenavell was leaning back in her chair with a slightly lopsided smile on her face. Smoke snaked upward from her spliff, giving off a brusque, but fragrant scent.

She only deigned to notice them when they were within reach of her table. Despite clearly recognizing Damon on sight, her attention panned back and forth between him and Vel, as though unable to decide which of them was of more interest to her.

“Jen,” said Damon.

“Dee,” said Jen.

She gave a small nod to the table. He and Vel took a seat.

“How have you been?” he asked.

“Bored beyond words,” said Jen. “Heard what happened to you.”

“I’m over it.”

“Sorry,” said Jen. “Austine was a good sort when he wasn’t thinking with his prick.”

“That’s barely even a compliment.”

“I suppose it’s not,” she replied.

She leaned back in her chair, watching him. Damon saw no reason to dance around his point.

“I’m here with a job offer,” he said. “Princess Kastet Alquin of Hearthold is seeking a champion for the Honorshade Tournament.”

“What’s the pay?”

“It’s fair,” said Vel, cutting in. Jenavell glanced in her direction. There was a sense of unpredictability in those eyes that felt dangerous and, in Damon’s opinion, incredibly sexy.

“Who are you?” asked Jen.

“Velanor Deconte,” said Vel. “I serve Princess Kastet and would be negotiating the offer on her behalf.”

Jen’s interested expression became a full blown, mischievous smile. “Is she with you, Dee?”

He brought his palm to his forehead, acutely aware of the direction the night was now headed in. “She is.”

“I’m intrigued,” said Jen. “I’d love to discuss this more in a more private setting. Would you both care to join me for a smoke in my room at the Brushwood Inn?”

Damon glanced toward Vel. She seemed quicker on the uptake this time around.

“I’m… unsure if that would be the best idea,” said Vel.

He set his hand on her shoulder. “If we’re both together, it should be fine. Right?”

“Why can’t we simply discuss the details here?”

As if on cue, a pair of drunken men escalated from shouting at one another to throwing punches. A third man attempted to break them up and was thrown sideways into Jen’s table. She stood up from her seat in time to shove aside another stumbling drunkard who’d been rebuffed from the fray.

“I’m not a huge fan of this place, if I’m honest,” said Jen.

The scuffle became an outright brawl. Another man fell in Vel’s direction. Damon leapt from his seat to fling the man aside. He caught sight of Jen posturing protectively on Vel’s other side. She gestured toward The Canopy’s entrance.

“Vel?” he asked. “What do you say?”

Vel nodded. “Let’s go.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
The Brushwood Inn was still in the outskirts, though nearer to the city gates than The Canopy. The innkeeper seemed familiar with Jen, and they exchanged only a few quick words as she led Damon and Vel to a comfortable, first floor room.

There was a large bed, various articles of scattered clothing, and a locked chest. It seemed like a space Jen had been occupying for a while, rather than one rented for just the night.

The only place to sit was on the bed. Damon looked over at Vel. She looked more excited than uncomfortable, which was reassuring. If she could keep an open mind and go with the flow, they stood a good chance at locking Jen in as Kastet’s champion.

Jen unlocked the chest and withdrew a bottle of rum, a small cloth pouch, and a dry, but pliable rolling leaf. She wordlessly began rolling another spliff. Damon saw the shift in Vel’s expression and set a hand on her knee.

“You’ve never smoked heartlift weed before, have you?” he asked.

She scrunched her mouth to the side. “I’ve heard that it can be addictive. Kastet refuses to allow it to be smoked by the guards in the Royal Lodgings.”

“Are we in the Royal Lodgings?” asked Jen.

“No, but…” Her frown deepened. “Can’t we just drink, instead?”

“We can start there,” said Jen. “It’ll help calm your nerves.”

She opened the bottle of rum and passed it to Damon, who took a sip and passed it on. He felt strangely conflicted about taking part in pressuring Vel. Heartlift weed, in his experience, was more invigorating than euphoric. Generally speaking, it wasn’t addictive, at least not in a physical sense.

He wondered if it might do Vel’s personality some good to take a step outside of her realm of comfort. He gave her a small nod, hoping she’d at least trust him enough to not make a fuss.

“Damon…” said Vel.

“Relax,” he said. “I’ve smoked it a few times before. It’s fun, and it only lasts for a few hours.”

Jen blew a large cloud of smoke into the air. It had a sweet, though slightly burnt aroma, like overcooked molasses.

He accepted the spliff as Jen passed it to him and took a reasonably sized puff. The effect was instantaneous, a mixture of enhanced sensitivity and accelerating heartrate. 

Colors seemed brighter. Vel and Jen, sitting on either side of him on the bed, felt much warmer and softer. In fact, his body seemed to tingle from where the sides of their legs made contact with his.

“Vel?” He held the spliff out to her. “It is up to you. If you really don’t want to…”

“I… suppose I could try it.” She accepted the spliff and tried to take a puff from it, but her fingers were pinched too tightly against the base.

“Just give her a smoke kiss, Dee,” said Jen. “That’s the best way for a first timer.”

He furrowed his brow. Vel didn’t object, so he took the spliff from her, inhaled into his mouth, and then leaned in close.

He wasn’t sure if how cute she looked in that moment was due to the effect of the heartlift as opposed to her current expression. She blushed, eyes fluttering, and made as though to receive a kiss.

Damon stifled a snort and pressed his thumb against her lower lip, gently opening her mouth wider to receive the smoke. He exhaled as she inhaled. Vel took a large breath and almost immediately broke into a coughing fit.

“Whoa…” she eventually muttered.

“Feels good, right?” Jen took the spliff back from Damon and took another puff. “You can spread out across the bed if you need to. It helps with the vertigo, sometimes.”

“My entire body is tingling.” Vel leaned back, gasping as her head hit the mattress. “This is incredible.”

“There are ways to make it feel even better,” said Jen.

She glanced at Damon, hesitating for a moment before settling her hand down on the inside of his thigh. He felt his cock hardening at a sprint, but that was no surprise. He would have gotten hard from a move like that from her even if he’d been stone sober.

Jen nuzzled and began kissing Damon’s neck. He smiled, teasing her a bit by ignoring what she was doing. He made sure Vel was sufficiently distracted in her current state before finally giving in and pressing his mouth against hers.

“Kastet’s offer…” mumbled Vel.

“Relax,” said Jen. “I’ll do it. I don’t exactly need the money right now, but it could be exciting.”

“That’s all you’ve ever cared about, isn’t?” whispered Damon. “Excitement.”

He slid his hand along the inside of her thigh, smoothing out the fabric of her thin leggings.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” said Jen.

She rested her hand on his cock and pursed her lips.

“Damon, if she wants to do it, we should let her,” said Vel, in a dreamy voice. “You did say she was the best.”

Jen let out a short laugh and squeezed his hard cock through his trousers. “Whatever did I do to leave such a strong impression on you, Damon Al-Kendras?”

He pulled her closer to him and gave her a quick, intense kiss. “I think Jen needs to learn some humility first.”

“You think you’re going to teach me to be humble tonight?”

“I’ll pound the lesson into you if I have to.”

Jen’s patience seemed to melt in the face of his words. She kissed him aggressively, seizing the front of his shirt and attempting to pull him on top of her as she leaned back on the bed.

But of course, Vel was still there. Damon saw her glancing over at them with an uncertain expression.

“Be kind, Damon,” whispered Jen. “You shouldn’t ignore the mood of the room.”

He’d never told Jen about his family. She still thought that Vel was simply his date for the night. It was a ruse that had gone on for just long enough to be a complication. If they tried to explain it now, there was a very real chance that Jen would get annoyed and pull back from the offer.

He was already straddling Jen as he reached his hand out to cup Vel’s cheek. There was a glassy, dazed quality to her expression that fed into his guilt. He’d offered to help her find Kastet a champion, not ply her with heartlift weed and seduce her.

He kissed Vel, and felt her lips moving eagerly against his. It was so wrong. She was practically his sister. And yet, even setting aside the cat mask, there was a lingering tension between them.

He pushed his tongue into Vel’s mouth as Jen began undoing the drawcord of his trousers. He thought of the puzzle they’d solved with Lascivious’s chamber inside the kestian. He had his cock in her sweet little mouth. It had served a practical purpose, but it had also felt incredible. He felt his tool throbbing at just the thought of having a second go.

“Oh…” whispered Vel. “Damon.”

She shuddered as he kissed her again, sliding in closer. Her skimpy half shirt had pulled downward, revealing the edge of one of her pink, puffy nipples. He almost looked away on reflex before being drawn in by the eroticism of the sight. Malon could never know. Malon would never forgive him if she found out.

“She’s going to need special attention, isn’t she?” whispered Jen. “She’s pretty. I bet her voice will sound so hot when she’s at her limit.”

She yanked Damon’s trousers and undershorts down, exposing his cock. There was an instant of dead silence as Damon watched Vel stare at his stiff erection. Jen watched them both, running her hand over her crotch and biting her lower lip.

“Well?” asked Jen. “What are you waiting for?”

“Um…” Vel brought her hand to one of her flushed cheeks. “Nothing, really.”

“Vel,” said Damon. “Whatever happens, happens. It’s… the heartlift weed.”

She nodded slowly, repeating his words. “The heartlift weed.”

Jen shot them both a confused glance, but Damon barely noticed as he shifted toward the beautiful girl he’d watched grow up. He kissed her lips, letting his cock poke into her stomach. Vel gasped just from that, but she wrapped her arms around him, breathing heavy and squeezing his ass.

“She’s blushing like it’s her first time,” said Jen. “It’s the smoke. It remakes us all into virgins.”

 Vel let out a wavering moan as Damon set her down beside Jen on the bed and pulled her webbed leggings down. She wasn’t wearing girlshorts underneath them. Damon felt a sudden shock as he realized that the loose webbing hardly covered her crotch. 

She’d been walking around like that for their entire visit to The Canopy. Walking around with a nearly nude crotch and a skirt so short that anyone would have had a view of her womanhood if she’d bent over or shifted at the wrong angle.

“Don’t stare…” she mumbled, trying to shift her thighs sideways. 

“I can’t help it.” He fell into her, kissing her even more passionately and letting his cock probe toward her crotch. The tip missed going inside her, but under the effects of the heartlift weed, he wouldn’t have known if he hadn’t been looking.

“True Divine!” Vel’s fingers tightened on his lower back. “Damon!”

She quivered against him, bucking and grinding her hot slit along his length. He felt her coming simply from that. His cock twitched where it lay flat against her womanhood, and he was possessed by a sudden compulsion to taste her.

He moved downward, taking a firm hold of her thighs as he pressed his tongue against her slit. She was nearly clean shaven, another fact which made him feel absurdly, shamefully aroused. Vel, clean shaven, shuddering and bucking her hips against his lips and tongue.

He heard her gasp, and then outright moan as he teased one of her most sensitive places. He was aware that what he was doing was slightly mean, given her current state. It wasn’t just the illicit nature of who they were to one another. It was possible that she might never have a sexual experience that could compare to it. Heartlift weed was powerful stuff.

“I’m feeling left out,” said Jen. “Dee. Let her rest and come this way.”

Vel was completely limp on the bed and breathing as though she’d just finished a sprint. Jen curled her finger in a come-hither motion. What remained of Damon’s restraint and rationality shouted for him to consider Vel, how she might feel about lying next to him while he plowed someone else.

It wasn’t enough, not against his lust and the heartlift weed. He fell onto Jen like a man possessed. She undulated against him and responded with a passionate series of kisses. Damon grunted as he sank his cock into her.

He didn’t have the self-discipline to go slow. He wasn’t sure Jen would have let him if he’d wanted to, given how she urged him on. Her fingers ran through his hair. She sucked and kissed and occasionally let her teeth trail against the side of his neck.

Jen’s braids spread out across the quilt like golden snakes. Her breasts were perky and full, jiggling in time with each of Damon’s thrusts. She had a scar running diagonally over her navel. Damon missed a thrust and felt his cock smear a messy mark across the smooth skin there.

She grinned and stopped him as he moved to plunge back into her. “I already peaked. I think I’m capable of sharing again at this point.”

She flipped Damon onto his back with a movement that would have been just as effective in a wrestling match. He watched with a combination of guilt and uncertainty as she took Vel’s arm and pulled her closer. 

“Have you ever kissed another woman before, Vel?” asked Jen.

Vel blinked, shaking her head as though still catching up. “…What?”

“Close your eyes,” said Jen.

Vel did as instructed. Jen held both sides of her face in her fingertips and pulled her into a hot, open mouthed kiss. Damon watched in stiff anticipation as Jen slowly began sinking her head downward, taking Vel and their ongoing kiss along with her.

Their mouths drew closer to his cock with tantalizing slowness. Jen stopped when they were right over it, grabbing it and pulling it up into position. Even that small amount of contact was enough to nearly push him over the edge. Incredibly, Vel still had her eyes closed.

“One more kiss,” whispered Jen. “Ready?”

Jen was staring at Damon as she spoke, but Vel was the one who nodded. He felt like he was observing a grassfire up close, a dangerous spreading of something which was past the point of being contained.

The two women made to kiss each other, but their lips met something else instead. Damon watched the moment pass by in what felt like slow motion. 

Vel’s eyes flickered open. She flitted her tongue out, confirming that she was currently sucking on the head of his cock. She gave it a small kiss, blushed, and pulled back. Her eyes dropped downward and then shot in his direction.

He stared back at her, unsure of what to say or do. He gave a small nod, feeling his own face heat up. How had the night progressed to this point?

Vel gave him another kiss on the head of his member. Jen had shifted to licking his shaft, but she slid her mouth back up. She and Vel attempted a kiss that enveloped his cock like the filling of an open-faced bread bun. 

He gasped as he saw Vel give him a greedy suck. Jen let out an exaggerated sigh and began kissing the base of his cock as Vel continued working him off. Her lips went lower and lower with each movement. Jen reached up to hold her hair back, and for whatever reason, that small gesture was simply too much for him.

“Vel!” he groaned.

Vel’s eyes went wide. She tried to pull back, but it was already too late. Damon felt pleasure spasm through him as he came, unleashing his seed first into her mouth, and then onto her lips and chin. Jen moved into position alongside her, licking and rubbing her face against his tool in the lewdest possible way. 

He thought that seeing him release might have snapped Vel out of her current mood. He thought wrong. She began slowly dabbing her tongue along his cock, cleaning it in the same manner that Jen was. She stared into his eyes, appearing to seek his approval more than a pleasured reaction.

He gently reached his hand down and stroked her hair. The sensation was nearly enough to overwhelm him. He wanted to blame the heartlift weed, but knew it was more than just that.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
Damon escaped what he suspected would have been an awkward aftermath to the night. Vel only stayed awake for long enough to blurt out the details of Kastet’s offer and hear Jen accept before passing out. 

He carried her back to the Royal Lodgings in his arms. A helpful guard led him to Vel’s room, and after setting her down in bed, he retired for the night.

Ria and Malon were already asleep, and soon, so was he. Damon awoke feeling slightly out of it, likely due to the lingering effects of the heartlift weed. It wasn’t ideal. The preliminary round of the Honorshade Tournament would require his full attention later that morning.

He met the others in the dining hall. Malon wore a dress he hadn’t seen before, a black cotton number with thin straps that showcased her arms and shoulders. Ria was dressed in a tunic, one she’d borrowed from him, in fact, and gray leggings.

Vel looked extremely hungover. She was collapsed forward at the table next to an uneaten plate of food. Her hair was messy, and she’d missed a button running up the back of her dress. Damon fixed it for her before finding his own seat.

“Good morning,” he said. 

“Good morning, solas,” said Malon. “Care to share what happened last night to render seta into her current disheveled state?”

She eyed Vel, who let out a small groan and lifted her chin to rest across her arms. Damon felt a flash of memory from their time in Jen’s room. Vel, with her face flushed and a sticky glob of his seed clinging to her lower lip.

“I would also like to know,” muttered Vel. “I can’t remember anything that happened after we left The Canopy. Did I really drink so much?”

“You… don’t remember?” Damon furrowed his brow, examining her face for any trace of embarrassment or deceit. Her eyes were bleary, and her gaze was far off, as though seeing the table from a distance.

“Did I do anything that I’ll need to explain myself for?” she asked. Her voice sounded sincere, which made Damon’s shame cut twice over.

“No,” he said. “At least, not in my opinion.”

He watched her reaction again, feeling skeptical. Though, it was possible she was being truthful. He considered how little he remembered of his own first experience with heartlift weed. He’d been an avid drinker at the time with a higher tolerance for such things than Vel, as well.

“That’s a suspiciously vague answer,” said Vel. “I want you tell me everything that happened when we get a moment alone, Damon.”

He nodded, hoping none of the others noticed the sudden flush that came to his face. Vel had been far more out of touch with what was going on than he’d realized. Why hadn’t he stopped Jen from taking advantage of her? Why hadn’t he stopped himself?

“Later,” he said.

“Of course,” said Vel. “You’ll need to spend the morning preparing, I would assume.”

Malon and Ria both glanced over at Damon. He winced, realizing that he still hadn’t told them.

“I’ve decided to enter the Honorshade Tournament after all,” he said. “Though not as Kastet’s champion.”

“Solas…” said Malon, in a chiding voice. “Why have you begun keeping so many secrets since entering this city?”

“You will need a sword, will you not?” asked Ria. “I am of certainty that Kastet would provide you with one to borrow from her armory. Allow me to speak with her.”

Damon nodded, grateful for the help. “I would appreciate that.” He leaned over to kiss Ria on the cheek.

“It makes far more sense for me to ask,” said Vel, in an annoyed voice. “I’m her lady in waiting. The two of you were getting along well yesterday, but for a request like this, it should come from me. Besides, I need to report my success on last night’s mission.”

She glanced toward Damon uncertainly, which also seemed to support the nature of her missing memories. He nodded.

“Jen did agree in the end,” he said.

“Velanor…” said Ria, frowning. “There is something I think you should—”

“After.” Vel pushed up from her chair. “Kastet’s in her audience chamber. I shouldn’t dally.”

She headed into the hallway before Ria could stop her. Ria let out a hiss and gestured for Damon and Malon to hurriedly follow her. 

They caught up with Vel in time to hear her telling Kastet of her accomplishment.

“It took some effort, but I managed to convince a capable gladiator to represent you in the Honorshade Tournament, milady.”

Kastet’s brow furrowed. “The tournament is in but a few hours, Velanor. I appreciate your commitment, but I’ve already found someone who I believe will perform adequately. Someone you know quite well.”

She flashed a small smile and shifted her gaze from Vel to Ria. 

Ria stepped forward with a slightly pained expression. “I was attempting to tell you before. Kastet asked me to be of her service in the Honorshade Tournament, and I agreed.”

Vel blinked in disbelief as she gaped at Ria. “You’re… Kastet’s champion?”

She wasn’t the only one caught off guard. Damon chewed his lower lip, unsure of how the idea of having Ria as a fellow competitor sat with him. Potentially, they could end up being opponents in one of the later rounds. 

With Ria’s tempesting magic, it wasn’t all that unlikely.

“I thought you would be happy, Velanor,” said Kastet. “Doesn’t it make more sense for me to find a suitable champion among those I trust? By picking your sister, I’m also circulating my coin into your family’s pockets, which I know you could use after recent events.”

“Yes, of course,” mumbled Vel. “I’m… so happy that Ria could help you in this.”

She would have sounded much more convincing if her face hadn’t appeared so utterly crestfallen. Damon moved to set a hand on her shoulder for a moment before addressing his own concerns.

“Princess Kastet,” he said. “You should know that I’ve also decided to enter the tournament. For my own reasons.”

Kastet’s lips quirked into an interested smile. “Is that so?”

“My own sword has gone missing under… unfortunate circumstances,” he said. “Would it be possible for me to borrow an extra from the armory you use to supply your guards?”

It was a simple request, but Kastet was a powerful woman. She took her time before answering, giving Damon room to wonder what he’d do if she said no.

“That’s a reasonable request,” she said. “I’ll have a suitable longsword brought to your guest room within the hour.”

“Thank you.”.

She smiled and politely dismissed the group of them from the room. Damon split off from the others to finish eating in the dining hall before returning to their room to wait for his new sword to be delivered. 

The weapon was already there, practically flaunting itself across the table. It was more extravagant than what he would have chosen, with a pattern of gold varnish worked across the silver scabbard.

The sword itself was a standard, double edged longsword. The cross guard was dark steel, and the pommel was rounded off into a perfect sphere. He gave it a few practice swings, noticing how much heavier it felt than his wrathblade.

“I can work with this,” he muttered.

He strapped it to his sword belt and finished his final preparations. 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
Malon came to find Damon in their guest room about an hour later. She gave him a tight smile and folded her arms, leaning against the doorframe.

“Vel and Ria are accompanying Kastet,” she said. “If you’d like, I’ll walk with you out to where the tournament preliminaries are being held.”

The fact that she was even asking if he’d welcome her company was a statement of how strained their relationship had grown over the past few days. Malon took it personally when he kept secrets from her. He wished he had more of a choice in the matter.

“I would love for you to walk with me, aesta.”

Her smile widened. “I’m glad for that, solas.”

They made their way out of the Royal Lodgings and through Avaricia. The city was buzzing with activity as everyone prepared for the Naming Anniversary celebrations. The Honorshade Tournament was just one of a much larger series of events. There would be a parade, music, outdoor festivals, and midnight balls.

Damon stayed close to Malon as they exited the city gates amidst the stream of people also heading to watch the tournament’s beginning. The preliminary round was known as the Mud Gauntlet, and it was more of an endurance course than an outright trial of combat, though there was often some amount of fighting involved.

It was held outside of the city itself in an area known as Emmitt’s Field. It was within walking distance of Avaricia, but beyond the crush of buildings, nestled in between two sprawling farms.

Thousands of people were already finding seats along the slope that overlooked the field. The grass had been trawled into mud and heavily flooded, providing a dirty, shallow sea. The Mud Gauntlet’s obstacles had been built over the course of the previous few days and all stood within the mud, making for an interesting sight even before the competition began.

“I’m not familiar with the process of this tournament,” said Malon. “Would you explain it to me?”

“The goal is simple,” he said. “Make it through the course without touching the mud, alongside the other competitors. The last section, with the thin bridge and the pillar, is where the fighting usually takes place. The goal is to claim the Competitor’s Badge sitting atop the pillar to become one of the sixteen fighters who continue into arena battles.”

Malon pursed her lips. “How many competitors usually enter the preliminaries?”

“Anywhere from three to four hundred,” he said.

“So less than one within ten even manage to progress beyond this first round?”

Damon rolled out his shoulder. “Not the best odds, I know. Though oftentimes there are people who enter for the fun of it, rather than being in condition to truly compete.”

 He pointed toward a group of young teenagers, none of them older than fourteen or fifteen, who’d apparently managed to lie their way into competitor’s waiting area. Malon frowned, looking concerned for their safety, despite not knowing them.

“I should go and get signed up now before the line becomes too crowded,” he said. “Cheer for me?”

“At the top of my lungs.” Malon grinned and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. 

He broke into a loping stride as he headed down the hill and toward the tournament organizers. He spotted Ria standing on her own. She already had a competitor number pinned to her chest, a simple square of white cloth with a “17” printed in black paint.

He quickly gave one of the organizers his information and got one of his own. Ria smiled as he strode over to her, carefully pinning a cloth with the number “29” to the front of his chest.

“Husband,” she said, teasingly.

“Wife.”

“This…” Ria gestured to the obstacle course. “Is far from what I was expecting when I pictured a tournament.”

“There’s a certain logic to it,” said Damon. “Competitors run the Mud Gauntlet in groups of ten or twenty, depending on how many people sign up. It cuts down on the time the process takes and allows for them to provide a free spectacle to the masses to weed out the weak. The round after this is held in the Mid City Arena and requires an entrance fee to watch.”

“Knowing the nature of Avarice, I would expect that fee to be of substantial price.”

“It isn’t cheap,” he said. “The finals are even more expensive. They’re usually held in a different exotic location each year. It’s a point of pride for the city’s nobles to be in attendance.”

“From what Kastet has told me, it seems as though this tournament is more of a contest between the rich and powerful than the warriors themselves. I find it strange.”

Damon shrugged. “I can see how you might. What are tournaments among the Remenai like?”

“Honorable,” said Ria. “Equal. Each warrior strips naked before battle. Hands and feet only, no weapons. Occasionally, the loser must become of the winner’s clan in recompense.”

“Sounds intense.”

Their attention shifted toward the Mud Gauntlet as one of the event organizers began waving and calling out the numbers for the first round. Participants one through ten lined up at the edge of the sea of dirty water and mud, each man or woman priming themselves for the coming contest.

Damon smiled as he recognized one of them. “See the man second from the left?”

“The short one?”

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s Willum Al-Wynthrope. I very nearly recommended him to Vel as a potential candidate for Kastet last night.”

“I take it she was not about fondness for the idea?”

Damon snorted. “She wasn’t. I still think he’ll do well, though. People underestimate him because of his size far too often.”

The tournament organizers took their place in front of the contestants, making sure everyone was even in line and holding their hands up. The roar of the crowd from where they watched along the hill gave the moment a sense of infectious enthusiasm.

The organizers gave the signal, and the first round of the Mud Gauntlet began. The initial obstacle was simple enough. Several dozen trees had been set afloat across the muddy pool of water. Each participant simply had to skip across them and make it to the sand bar on the other side.

There was no rule disallowing contact between competitors, a fact which several were eager to take advantage of. A broad-shouldered man shoved one of his opponents in the back as he attempted to jump by him, knocking him into the water in dramatic fashion.

A man wielding a quarterstaff attempted a similar tactic. He swung his weapon at the legs of a woman in the middle of leaping from one log to another. The attack missed, and the man was thrown so far off balance by his own swing that he tumbled ineffectually into the mud, disqualifying himself.

To the surprise of many, but not Damon, Willum was at the front of the group as the remaining competitors entered the next obstacle. The webbed wall was a tall construct of slick ropes attached to a wooden frame. Each competitor would need to climb up the front side, leap across a wide gap to a second wall, and make their way down to the safety of the sand bar below.

The wall hardly slowed Willum. He was a quick climber, only pausing to gauge the jump before moving to the other side and scrambling down. The other competitors followed, minus a man who attempted to rush to keep pace and missed the jump.

“The hanging maze,” Damon said to Ria, nodding to the next challenge. “I’m not looking forward to this one when it’s my turn.”

A series of carefully tied ropes hung over an open section of muddy water. It looked almost like a spider web, or rather, a series of spider webs connected at points by single strands to force the competitors to plan a route across that wouldn’t lead to a dead end. 

Again, Willum finished in the lead. Damon watched a few of the others make the mistake of attempting to undermine each other. The hanging maze was a test of endurance, and opting to let go for the sake of pulling an opponent down was always a waste of limited stamina.

“What is this next challenge?” asked Ria.

Damon winced. “Most people call it the Remenai swing.”

Ria rolled her eyes. “Ah, yes. A series of hanging ropes to swing across. So fitting it be named for those of jungle savage ancestry.”

“I’m not about to defend obvious racism simply because I’m a Merinian, Ria,” he said.

“Truly?”

“Does that surprise you?” He reached over and took her hand, letting his fingers interlace with hers.

“No. Well, perhaps it does, to a slight degree.”

“I’m not some virtuous soul by nature,” he admitted. “I only really started to notice how much prejudice still exists against your people after recent events. Namely, when I realized how much I hate Avaricia and how much I love you.”

A smile stole across Ria’s face and she gave his hand a squeeze. “You should save your sweet words for when we close the chapter on our time as competitors, husband. For the time being, we are rivals.”

Willum completed the course far ahead of the other competitors and triumphantly held his Competitor’s Badge in the air from atop the final pole climb. The obstacles were cleared, and the next set of numbers were called. 

Ria’s was among them. Damon leaned forward to give her a kiss for good luck and found her cheek instead of her lips.

“I am serious,” she said. “We may face each other in the coming days, Damon. You should steel your heart for that possibility.”

She slipped away from him, walking with long strides down to the starting line.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
Damon felt a surprising amount of conflict as he watched Ria waiting with the other competitors in the second round. He wanted to see her succeed, but also felt as though it might be simpler if she didn’t. 

Sparring against her around the farmstead was one thing. Facing off against her in an arena duel in front of a massive crowd was another. His pride and reputation would be at stake, not to mention the consequences awaiting him in the event of a loss. But more than anything, the idea of accidentally hurting her by competing at full strength made him feel sick to his stomach.

She hadn’t brought her spear with her to the start. Damon wondered if that was because she thought the weapon would slow her down, or because she intended to rely on her tempesting instead. The sky was reasonably overcast.

The boom of thunder overhead seemed to give him his answer. The crowd roared as the tournament organizers gave the starting signal. Ria leapt across the floating logs, coming to a stop on the sandbar on the other side. She had a devious smile on her face as she let the other competitors get ahead of her.

It wasn’t until all of her fellow competitors still left in the contest were clinging to the webbed wall that Damon sensed what her plan was. She moved her hands through a quick series of arcane movements.

Her magic was swift and effective. A bolt of lightning flashed downward from the sky, striking the highest point of the rope scaffolding. It was damp, which only made the effect more pronounced. Every single man and woman on the webbed wall let out a scream or a shout, flinging themselves backward and into the mud. It didn’t seem like a choice for some of them.

The crowd reacted in stunned silence. Ria was the only one left, and none of her opponents had even cleared the second obstacle. She took her time through the rest of the course, though it seemed like only a formality. Damon watched her shimmying her way up the tall pole the Competitor’s Badge had been set upon.

The audience was loud and raucous as she dropped back to the ground. She pinned the badge to her tunic, leaned to stretch her back in a manner that displayed her curves, and walked back onto the grass. Damon saw Malon running forward from the crowd to congratulate her.

He would have liked to join in the moment, but the tournament organizers had announced the numbers for the next grouping, and his was among them. He took his position in the line, chewing his lower lip as he considered his strategy.

He could handle the other participants in a fight. He was sure of that much. The last obstacle before the Competitor’s Badge was a bridge which forced them all into close quarters. As long as he could stay even with his opponents up until that point, he was confident he could win.

The organizers gave the go ahead, and Damon and the others rushed forward. The man to his left attempted to trip him before he’d even leapt onto the first log. He gave him suitable justice, shoving him hard and sending him face first into the mud.

The logs shifted far more underneath his feet than he’d been expecting. It was an obstacle best done fast, and made harder by the previous rounds. The water and mud from the earlier competitors made the footing slick and treacherous.

He let out a sigh of relief as he made it to the sandbar on the other side. Two men were already climbing the webbed wall ahead of him. Damon began pulling himself upward only to feel someone grab his ankle in an attempt to yank him back down.

“If you don’t let go, I’ll shove my sword through your eye!” he snapped. 

It would disqualify him, as killing a fellow competitor during the Mud Gauntlet was technically against the rules. Still, the other man took him seriously, and he felt the grip on his foot instantly release.

Ria’s tempesting magic had dried the webbed wall. It meant that the ropes weren’t slippery, but they were frayed to the point of being blisteringly coarse against his palms. Damon made it to the top bar, carefully judged the distance, and hurled himself to the other side.

He jumped too far. Instead of landing with his chest against the second wall, he hit it at waist level. The resulting shift in balance caused him to tumble forward. Only by grabbing desperately at the ropes was he able to arrest his momentum and keep from tumbling down into the mud.

The roar of the crowd made it hard to hear his opponents. He didn’t realize until it was almost too late that the man coming down the far side of the webbed wall seemed intent on stomping on his fingers. This time, Damon didn’t just threaten.

He drew his sword with his free hand and delivered a painful poke to the back of the man’s calf. The man let out a shout and twisted sideways, falling free of the wall and taking out another competitor on the way down.

As satisfying as the move felt, it had put Damon behind the two frontrunners. He sheathed his sword, dropped to the sandbar, and moved to cross the hanging maze as quickly as possible.

It was a test of grip strength, and a hard one. Damon had spent years training with his sword and was confident in his ability. Overconfident, he soon realized. 

He attempted to take the obvious path across the ropes, only realizing the trap he’d fallen into once he was several dozen feet into it. He doubled back, carefully hooking the rope with the backs of his legs and shifting weight off his fingers whenever he could.

His hands felt like they were on fire as he started back down the true path. It was hard to unclench his fingers without feeling as though they might be useless the next time he tightened them. He could feel the blood pulsing against his knuckles and joints as his muscles began to cramp in the worst possible way.

He let out a wordless shout at one point, sure that he was about to fall. It took all of his willpower to push through it and reach the other side. He almost botched his dismount, only just landing on the sandbar instead of against the disqualifying surface of the water.

He felt like he needed time to recover, but there was no time. The two men ahead of him were already midway through the unfortunately named Remenai swing. He made a quick attempt at shaking the fatigue from his fingers and took hold of one of the ropes.

The Remenai swing was more about timing than strength or dexterity. The sandbar on the other side was positioned in a spot below that required each contestant to judge their forward momentum. It wasn’t simply about hanging onto the rope until the crest of the swing.

Damon managed it on his first try, more out of luck than skill. His fingers were too pained for him to hold on any longer, so he let go a second earlier than he otherwise would have. His speed gave him an extra few feet of distance through the air. He hit the end of the sandbar and rolled over one shoulder, coming back to his feet.

The bridge and climbing pole were the only obstacles left. The two competitors who’d been ahead of him had already fought each other. One was wading through the mud toward where the disqualified contestants gathered. The remaining man had two short swords out and was glaring at Damon as he approached.

He was bald, with broad shoulders and several garish silver nose rings. He twirled his short swords in a flourish, snarling like a beast. Damon needed no further encouragement.

His hands were still tired from the previous obstacles, but proper duels were what he felt most confident about. He attacked, parried two strikes from the bald man, and easily disarmed one of his weapons. The short sword let out a splash as it sank into the mud. 

The bald man shifted his gaze toward where the weapon had disappeared, probably in an effort to remember the spot so he could recover it later. It was a mistake, though an understandable one. Damon slashed his thigh, forcing him to one knee, and easily twisted the other weapon out of his hand before tipping him over the side of the bridge with barely any resistance.

He sheathed his sword to the sound of the roaring crowd. When he reached the top of the pole, he held the Competitor’s Badge up to them, hearing their cheers intensify.

It almost felt like stepping back into his old life. Austine’s bloodied face danced through his memory, stealing away the glory of the moment. He dropped back down to the sand and began walking off the course.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
Malon, Ria, and Vel had found a place to watch Damon from on the slope. He felt his mood soar as he saw their expressions. Malon and Vel were all smiles, with eyes that sparkled with pride for him.

Ria seemed subtly intrigued, almost wary. It was a look that he been favored with since that first day when she’d returned to the farmstead and sized him up as an adult, after years apart. She was appraising him. Judging him against herself and experiencing a reaction.

“Solas,” said Malon. “You did wonderful. I’m genuinely impressed.”

“I was a bit worried, watching you on the ropes,” said Vel. “You almost fell. A few times. But the way you fought against the bald man on the bridge was just… incredible.”

Her eyes darted down to his chest, and then to his hands. 

“It felt good,” he said. “For the most part.”

Ria didn’t say anything. She was still watching him in that sidelong way, maintaining her silence. It made the moment feel rather tense.

“Do you need to watch the rest of the preliminaries?” asked Malon.

Damon shook his head. “I don’t see any reason to. It’s not worth trying to learn my opponents with so many still left.”

“Seta?” asked Malon.

Ria’s eyes were still on Damon. “I am content to be of direct knowledge of each opponent as they come.”

She started back toward Avaricia without another word, passing near enough by him for her shoulder to brush his. Damon watched her go, tall and lean, hips swaying.

“She didn’t say anything during your round,” said Vel. “She was just totally focused on you.”

“She gets that way, sometimes,” said Damon.

Malon crossed an arm over her chest, holding the elbow of her other arm. “I worry about what might happen if the two of you have to face each other.”

So did he, though he would never admit it out loud. “We’re both competitive, but we love each other.”

Vel and Malon glanced at each other, seeming to share in a moment of unspoken knowing. Damon cleared his throat.

“Shall we?” He held out a hand to each of them. Vel took his left, and Malon took his right.

It was later in the day than he’d realized. There was an undercurrent of excitement running through Avaricia as Damon walked through the gates with Malon and Vel.

A group of acrobats were in the middle of a performance just inside the city. One of them waved to Damon and the others as they entered, earnest and eager to have their attention. He was about to continue past when a short woman with powerful arms began insistently tugging on Vel’s sleeve, much to the enjoyment of the assembled crowd.

“Amanos the Spry knows how to fly!” shouted the woman. “Will you trust in his legs, or will you walk on by?”

“I have no money in my purse,” said Vel, annoyed and aloof.

“She’s just shy,” said Damon. He felt suddenly possessed by a need to either torture Vel or see her have fun. He gave her a slight push on the shoulders, ignoring the glare she whipped her head around to favor him with.

“You’re evil, solas,” said Malon, quietly. “Or possibly a saint.”

He was still holding Malon’s hand, and he could almost feel her mood through her fingers. They both watched the short woman position Vel down on her knees alongside two other crowd participants. 

A barefoot, freckled man with curly brown hair jumped from foot to foot further up the street. He waved to the crowd and dropped into a crouch, slapping his hand against the ground stones until the crowd began to clap to a similar rhythm.

He burst into motion, sprinting toward the kneeling line of crowd members at full speed. Damon felt drawn in, though he’d always had a fondness for acrobats. He’d done flips before in a fair number of his gladiator bouts.

The freckled man tripped at the last possible moment, falling past Vel and the other kneelers and tumbling into an exaggerated crash. The short woman who’d done the recruiting from the crowd sighed, rolled her sleeves up, and began to flip.

It was unreal. It left Damon wondering why he’d ever wasted his money fighting in the place of… whatever it was exactly that he was witnessing. The woman seemed to fling herself against the ground with her hands in a manner that was more natural than most people were while walking.

She did handsprings to the front and then reversed, flipping backwards with and without contact. She spun, flinging her hand up into the air, and dragged her bare foot across the stones in a dancing movement.

The crowd went wild as she broke into a sprint, following along the path toward Vel and the volunteers. She jumped, flipping over them with perfect form and landing with more momentum than she’d taken off with.

The cheer that went up from everyone watching was loud and genuine. Malon squeezed Damon’s shoulder and gave him an infectious smile. Vel looked awed. She looked more like how Damon so often remembered her as a child, curious and open.

A boy no older than ten came around with a disheveled hat, accepting donations that the crowd was eager to give. Damon tossed in a sable, as did Malon. Vel put in two.

The crowd didn’t disperse so much as evolve as the acrobats seamlessly began a second, identical show. Damon followed behind Malon and Vel as they started back toward the Royal Lodgings.

“Tell them that you need to run an errand,” said a familiar voice, from just over his shoulder.

Damon let out a quiet sigh. “I’ll catch up with you two,” he called.

“Solas?” Malon furrowed her brow.

“I… wanted to check in with a friend I saw during the preliminaries,” said Damon. “He lives nearby.”

Malon and Vel glanced at each other again.

“Whatever,” said Vel.

“We’ll see you back at the Royal Lodgings, then,” said Malon.

He nodded and watched them walk away. There was nobody behind him when he turned around, but he knew where he’d find her.

Wrath was behind a grouping of nearby merchant stalls, within the crowd’s collective blind spot. She wore a plain gray robe with a few locks of blue hair hanging loose from the hood.

She led Damon down a long alleyway which grew narrower with each step they took. It cut left at a sharp corner, putting them out of sight of the rest of the world.

“Do you like being manipulated?” asked Wrath. She pulled her hood down and leaned back against the brick with her legs crossed.

“Not especially,” he said. “Certainly not by you.”

“By Princess Kastet, then?”

Damon shook his head dismissively. “I refused to be her champion.”

“But you accepted her sword,” said Wrath. “You naïve, shortsighted young man. It’s a known weapon. King Patrick Alquin’s Silver Dancer.”

“As if anyone is going to recognize a slightly famous sword at that distance.”

“It’s not a slightly famous sword, you uncultured twat, and it was recognized,” said Wrath. “By me. By several other nobles, at least one with a large mouth and no tact. Kastet was being congratulated on the success of her champions, plural, within minutes of your victory.”

“Not my problem.”

Wrath blurred forward, and a tremendous cracking and shaking came from the wall behind Damon. She’d slammed her hand into the building deep enough to leave a palm print with fissures webbing outward, missing his head by mere inches. Damon fought the urge to sneeze as he tasted the dust she’d just ejected into the air.

“I decide what is and is not your problem.” She spoke in a whisper, bringing her face close to his. “This, Damon Al-Kendras, is your problem. But worry not! I have the solution.”

She reached into her cloak and withdrew a familiar black longsword closed into an ornate silver scabbard. His wrathblade seemed no worse for wear after its dip into the ocean.

“I hope you didn’t get too wet in the process of retrieving it,” he said.

“I had Shank fetch it for me. He’s a good swimmer.”

She pushed the weapon into Damon’s hands. He narrowed his eyes.

“I’m not your servant, Wrath,” he said. “I don’t care how much of my father’s debt you’ve bought. If you want me to fight for you in this tournament, I’m going to need something more.”

One of her eyebrows twitched, and a tiny smile played across her lips. “Just what is it you want from me then?”

“Your crest.”

It was bold, and he had no idea if it was a good idea, but he couldn’t simply leave the power she could potentially offer him sitting on the table. If he was going to be swept up in whatever game the Forsaken were playing, he wasn’t interested in rolling the dice on hope and whispers.

“Not yet,” said Wrath. “Win the tournament. Extinguish your rebellious streak. Serve me well.”

She reached out, running a finger along the line of his chin, and then began walking out of the alleyway.

“Good luck next round.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
“There’s salt in my scabbard!” hissed the wrathblade. “Polish me! Rub my pommel!”

Damon ignored the sword as he made his way through Avaricia and back up to the Royal Lodgings. He’d wandered for a while after his meeting with Wrath, keen on giving himself as much time to think as possible before returning to Malon and the others and being forced back into secrecy and lies.

He had the idea that maybe he should make an attempt at selling both swords, or at selling Kastet’s and ditching the wrathblade. He could then use the money to quit the city. There was a certain appeal to being resolute in his refusal to be anyone’s puppet, but he knew that Wrath wouldn’t let him go so easily.

He also knew he’d never be able to make himself leave Malon, Ria, and Vel. He couldn’t trust that Wrath wouldn’t follow through on her threats, especially after what he’d already done to try her patience. He needed to be smarter than that.

It was early evening when he reentered the Royal Lodgings, though the overcast sky made it feel later. The guards had taken to recognizing him on sight, however, and simply waved him in as he approached the entrance.

He was hungry and felt like he needed a bath, but he decided to find Princess Kastet and settle the matter of his multiple swords, first. Damon discovered her tending to her rooftop garden, wearing a simple blue and white evening gown that looked loose and comfortable.

Lilian was with Kastet, and she gave Damon a playful smile as he made his way over. Kastet dusted dirt from her hands, furrowing a brow a bit when she saw him carrying the sword she’d lent him.

“Lilian,” said Kastet. “Why don’t you find something to help with inside?”

“Of course, milady.”

She glanced at Damon as she strode by him, but his eyes never left the young princess.

“I take it that you’re here for a reason, Damon?” asked Kastet.

She didn’t demand formality from him, and he didn’t bother to feign it.

“Why did you trick me into wielding a sword that’s so strongly associated with your ancestry?” he asked.

Kastet shrugged. “Why did you refuse to be my champion if you intended to fight in the tournament anyway?”

“I felt like stretching my legs.”

She didn’t smile, but she did approach him. Kastet’s brown hair hung loose, and it danced in the gentle evening breeze, scattering sideways across her face.

 “Do you seek revenge for what happened to your friend?” she asked.

Austine’s face was there again, a sobering, taunting reminder of the worst thing he’d ever done. Damon took a slow breath, wondering if she’d asked the question simply to throw him off. 

He answered her honestly. “Yes.”

“You were not the focus of that day, I hope you know. I brought the idea forward to Avarice on Vel’s behalf before I fully understood who he was, and how he is. He forced you to fight a duel to the death with someone you care about simply to mock and unsettle me.”

“What’s your point?” snapped Damon. “Should I feel relieved at the fact that I killed my best friend, my brother, as a pawn in a theater show presented by a monster?”

“I am not here of my own free will. Not in the way you might think me to be. I am as much of a pawn as you are, Damon. I was sent here to Avaricia by my father as a way of feeling out the tenacity of his alliance with the Godking.

“There is a balance of power between the Realm of Old Merinia and Veridan’s Curve. My father has land, armies, and trained spellbloods. Perhaps that would be enough against one of the other Forsaken, but Avarice has solidified his power here. In time, he could invade Merinia, seize Hearthold, make his title of Godking more than just a flaunt of his ego.”

Damon set the sword she’d lent him down against the roof like a cane as he considered what she was saying.

“You wanted me as your champion because you think we want the same thing,” he replied.

“I know we want the same thing,” said Kastet. “Your revenge and my father’s will are perfectly aligned.”

He was shocked and a little impressed by how open she was to discussing treason with him. It made him consider his words extremely carefully. There was a chance that expressing even a sliver of doubt or disloyalty might lead to him being assassinated in his sleep.

“There are others who might also have similar interests,” he said. He knew he couldn’t name Wrath openly, but if Kastet had a plan, perhaps he could share parts of it with her and solicit some indirect help.

“Not yet,” said Kastet. “For now, my moves are small, simple, and reasonable. If you wish to help me, Damon, fight to your best in the tournament. With or without my sword. Help Ria do the same. Defeat Avarice’s champion and plant the first seeds of doubt within the heart of the populace.”

Damon gave her a tired smile. “It’s interesting how neatly your request matches what I was already going to do.”

“What you should find genuinely interesting is how I reward those who serve me faithfully. Would you care to have Lilian help you in the bath again tonight?”

He felt his face flush a bit. He should have guessed that Kastet was behind that, or at least aware of it.

“That won’t be necessary.”

“Do you have your eyes on someone else, then?” she asked, holding his gaze.

Damon let the tension build a bit before answering. “That’s a dangerous question, your majesty.”

“I’m glad you recognize that.” 

Kastet gave him a small nod and turned to face her garden. Damon took it to be a dismissal and headed back toward the door leading downstairs. He left the Silver Dancer leaning against the wall.

He took a bath, scrubbing off dirt and dried sweat. He was starving when he finished, and he was disappointed to find that the mealtime had already ended in the dining hall.

He returned to his room, feeling pensive, tired, and hungry. Malon and Ria were lounging at the table, each of them sipping a goblet of wine. They both looked his way as he entered.

“Solas,” said Malon. “Finally. We fixed a plate for you.”

Damon’s stomach groaned with relief. It was quality food, too. A lean steak, already sliced into bite sized pieces, sat next to a roasted potato and buttered carrots and peas. He took a seat at the table and began wolfing it down, letting his hunger make him slightly rude.

“You were gone for much of the day,” said Ria. “Of what have you been up to?”

“Looking for my wrathblade,” he said, through a bite of food. “I found it.”

It was a relatively benign lie, compared to some of his other recent falsehoods. Ria sighed. Malon gave him a patient, though disbelieving, smile.

“I worry about the effect this city has upon you, solas,” said Malon.

“You were also about your own business today, Malon,” pointed out Ria.

She gave an innocent shrug. “I was consulting with a friend.”

Damon felt an odd suspicion, but he knew better than to put it into words. He wanted to know if Malon’s friend was Lascivious. Wrath had come to Avaricia on a mission to embarrass Avarice. It wasn’t out of the question to think that Lascivious might have the same idea.

If she answered honestly, however, it would reveal too much within earshot of his wrathblade. He had to be mindful of what he said for the time being. His conversation with Kastet had already been dangerously frank.

He kept eating. Malon and Ria talked about the Mud Gauntlet and the reaction to Ria’s tempesting.

“If you continue to perform at such a level, you’ll have a reputation by the time you leave the city,” said Malon.

“One I neither want nor need,” said Ria. “I do not like this place.”

“I know,” said Malon. “I was surprised that you accepted Kastet’s offer to begin with. I do wish you’d consulted with seta first. She seemed… rather upset about it.”

“Understandably upset,” said Damon. “It took us a while to, ah, convince my friend Jenavell last night.”

Malon poured him a goblet of wine, which he began sipping greedily as he finished the rest of his food.

“We must stay mindful of her feelings,” said Malon. “She is in a vulnerable position right now. Kastet seems as though she can be very demanding of those who serve her.”

“That’s certainly the truth,” said Damon. “I’ll talk to her. I think she might appreciate my help and advice.”

The night progressed with lots of wine and relaxed conversation. When the time finally came for them to retire to bed, Damon let out an exaggerated sigh, poking his makeshift sleeping mat with his foot.

“If I lose tomorrow, I’m placing the full blame on the embrace of the hard floor,” he said.

“I hope you find a better excuse to be of when you eventually lose to me,” said Ria, with a teasing smile.

“You do have a point, solas,” said Malon. “If you’re competing, it seems cruel of me to force you onto the floor. The bed can fit three, I think.”

She spoke the words with a deliberate aloofness, as though it was no big deal. Damon nodded, trying to keep the rush of excitement from showing on his face. He certainly couldn’t keep his lower body from reacting to the prospect.

“I am of confidence that it can,” said Ria, with a yawn. “I brought the nightgown you bought for me, Damon. Shall I change into it now?”

“Seta…” said Malon.

“You wore yours already last night,” Ria pointed out. “Damon’s presence should not preclude us from being comfortable.”

Malon frowned but didn’t object. Damon leaned back in his chair, sipping his wine, as the two women moved behind the room’s changing partitions and began stripping out of their clothing.

He tried not look. At least, to the best of his ability. His resolve broke after three seconds, and he felt his eyes drinking in the sight of their beautiful silhouettes as they got naked mere feet away from him.

He was concerned, and justifiably so. His attraction to both Malon and Ria had long since crossed the line of easily and innocently sharing beds. He remembered Vel’s words about obsession the previous day and couldn’t help but wonder if his aesta had suggested the idea in part as a test to him.

“Whoops!” Malon stumbled, bumping into the changing partition as she stepped out of her girlshorts.

He decided she was probably just drunk and lacking in caution. It was still a test, however, one which he could pass or fail. A test of willpower in the face of temptation. They weren’t on the farm, secluded away from the rest of the world. Both the consequences and the weight of Damon’s shame were made real by that fact.

“Damon,” cooed Ria. “How do I look?”

She stepped out from the divider, wearing the thin green nightgown he’d bought for her and nothing else. Damon felt his cock straining against his trousers. He almost didn’t even trust himself to answer her question.

“It looks good,” he said, with a cough. 

The fit of the gown was small and tight. Ria’s tanned thighs were left mostly exposed. She’d made the playful choice to leave one shoulder strap undone, causing the chest of the gown to sag on an angle, revealing a diagonal swath of her wonderful cleavage. The dip was enough for him to see a hint of one of her nipples.

“The fabric is so soft.” Ria ran her hands down her hips, pulling the gown low enough to flash one boob in its entirety.

“Seta, don’t be cruel,” said Malon. “Damon is a young man. Teasing him in such ways will only leave him frustrated.”

There was entirely too much truth in her words, far more than he suspected she realized. Malon emerged from behind the partition, seeming more conscious of the amount of skin she was revealing than Ria.

Her nightgown was pink, and it hung longer on her legs and tighter against her chest. Damon couldn’t stop himself from ogling her as she unfolded her arms, revealing the full curves of her pale breasts. Her nipples were visible as illicit points against the thin cotton fabric.

“Damon should not be forced to sleep in all his clothing,” said Ria. “Shall we help him undress and get more comfortable?”

“Seta!” snapped Malon, putting some genuine authority in her voice. “What did I just say?”

“I am only teasing,” she said. “He is still my opponent. I would do myself a service in leaving him in a state of frustration, for now.”

Damon rolled his eyes. “You overestimate your effect on me.”

It was a lie, and a bad one. 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
Damon did end up taking off his shirt and trousers, using the changing partition for one of the first times in his life. He wasn’t usually concerned with modesty, but the struggle of trying to hide his growing bulge forced his hand.

Shirtless, pants-less, and naked aside from his undershorts, he stepped back out into view. Ria made no attempt at hiding her interest in his hardening cock. Malon was more circumspect with her glances. The silence that held across those first few seconds was more intense and awkward than any amount of leering could be.

“It’s late,” said Malon. “We should rest.”

“I will sleep in the middle,” said Ria.

“Nice try, seta,” said Malon. “This was my idea. I’ll take the middle place.”

She leaned forward to pull back the quilt. Damon felt a strange surge of arousal and shame as he saw her nightgown slide up her thighs in response to the movement. She climbed into bed, adjusting the pillows so they each would at least have one.

“Ready for bed?” she said, looking at him expectantly.

He couldn’t decide whether he was the luckiest man in the world or on the precipice of a night of torture. He walked around to the side of the bed and joined Malon, feeling his right shoulder brush against her left.

This wasn’t the first time the three of them had slept together in the same bed, or at least under the same quilt. In the first year after Malon became his aesta, before Vel was born, they’d often gone camping.

They’d shared a single sleeping pad within the tent, or sometimes under the stars on especially fair nights. Damon could remember the fact, but the memory of it was faded. He’d never seen them as women, full of passion and sexuality. Not back then.

The change had been so sudden, and it represented a shift so stark. They’d become more to each other. There was an excitement to it, a danger. It was more than simple temptation.

He saw so many of those feelings in Ria’s expression as she climbed into bed. He wasn’t sure whether she’d thought about it far more than he had, or perhaps far less. There was an element of reproach to it, as if she was playfully rebuking him for the way he looked at her.

Or, more likely, rebuking him for his incredibly obvious erection. He rolled onto his side. The bed was small, and with Malon lying right next to him, his body fell into what felt like the perfect place behind hers.

She had her back turned to him. The bed was so tiny. Even just simply nudging forward to keep himself from the edge was enough to push him into direct contact. His cock was taut against his undershorts. It nestled in between Malon’s soft buttocks.

It was beyond soft. Malon shifted, rocking back, realizing what she was feeling for what it was. He felt her tense, and the effect it had on Damon within the silence of the moment was massive.

“Sorry,” he said.

“It’s alright,” said Malon.

“What?” asked Ria.

Malon shifted away from him, but she could only shift so much. She rolled onto her back, frowned, and then rolled onto her other side. She was facing him now, her face close. Too close.

“If you could get the lantern, solas,” she said.

“Of course.”

He reached over to the bed table and extinguished the lantern. The darkness changed everything. Damon’s cock felt so hard that it was as though it was pulling away from the rest of his body.

He settled a hand on Malon’s hips and flexed his hips forward, gently poking her in the stomach. His cock dragged downward as he shifted again. He felt her touch his cheek, and she was clearly aware of the nature of his stirring, if not annoyed by it.

She surprised him with a sudden kiss. Malon’s mouth became the only thing in the world that held any relevance to Damon. He shuddered as he kissed her back, risking a small, seeking movement with his tongue.

She responded to it. The kiss became a passionate mixture of swirling tongues and soft sucking. Ria was lying right next to them, but she couldn’t begrudge an aesta for giving her solas a goodnight kiss. Right?

Malon finally turned her cheek. Damon kissed that, too, and then moved on to planting his lips against her neck. She let out a small sigh.

“Goodnight, solas,” she whispered.

She rolled over again, returning her butt to the exact position and angle it had been in before. Damon began spooning against her from behind more blatantly, letting his cock slide between her thighs more directly. 

Her nightgown had ridden up slightly, and his tool was resting just underneath her womanhood, though it was still covered by her girlshorts. 

His arousal had him by the throat. He was ashamed of himself. After all of Malon’s warnings, resistance, and calls to reason, he still felt such need for her. She was his aesta. He was actively keeping secrets from her, but in this, he could still find a disgusting form of honesty.

He started dry humping her with tiny movements. With both of them laying on the bed sideways, in such direct contact, he could simply flex forward and release into her heavenly thighs and butt. Malon’s thighs were simply awesome.

It was almost like the silent sex he and Ria had shared the night before, except with clothes on, and far more suppressed guilt. He sped up, letting his hand rub along Malon’s hip as though he was gloating to her about how horny and debauched he could be.

Malon sighed again. “I think it’s time we get some sleep, solas.”

It was the same stern voice that she’d used so often throughout their childhood. Not just on him, but on Vel and Ria, too. He heard Ria let out a sleepy groan and stir slightly. His shame finally won out. His aesta was telling him no, and his ears could hear it even if his cock refused to listen.

Damon rolled onto his back, doubting he’d be able to get any sleep even as he began to try.

*** 
He did sleep, and even had a dream. He was in the lake, chasing after a water nymph which had been living there in secret, right under their noses. Her skin and hair were both blue, and she was naked and slippery.

He needed to grab it so that he could show Malon and the others. Each time he managed to get a hold of the nymph, however, it would wiggle and squirm, forcing him to use more of his body to pin it properly. He grabbed it again, squeezing and trying to keep it tight against him.

The nymph twitched slightly, and he was awake.

He’d begun spooning again with Malon at some point. It wasn’t entirely clear to Damon how much of the dream had manifested in the movements of his body. What was clear to him, however, was that his cock was still rock hard. Harder than rock hard. Hard past the point of having reason and sanity.

His hand was on Malon’s stomach. He slid it upward, groping her breast through her nightgown. She was asleep, he told himself. She wouldn’t mind. His own logic disgusted him, but even still, he kept going.

Vel was right. He was a pervert. He began humping her faster, shifting so his cock poked against her thinly covered womanhood each time. It didn’t have to be covered. He slid his own undershorts down, letting his member out underneath the warm confines of the quilt.

Sliding his naked cock back in between Malon’s thighs felt so much better. He gave her body a small squeeze as he rocked his hips back and forth. He loved her so much. He prodded into her covered womanhood again. Did it have to be covered?

He was hazily aware that one of his hands was toying with the waistband of her girlshorts. Malon would never forgive him for what he was about to do. He might not ever forgive himself. His body felt like it was moving on its own as his intense, throbbing need took control.

He had to put it in.

He started pulling down her girlshorts.

“Don’t you dare, solas,” hissed Malon, in a quiet and rather unamused voice.

He recoiled as though he’d been slapped. In fact, he would have rather been slapped. His shame and guilt caught up with him like a crashing wave, overtaking his head and forcing him to think about what he’d just been about to do.

“Aesta,” he whispered. “I am so sorry. That was stupid.”

Ria’s faint breathing was regular and even from the other side of the bed. Malon rolled onto her side to face him as Damon rolled onto his back. He couldn’t see her face in the darkness and it left a horrible, uncertain tension to the moment until he heard her speak again.

“I didn’t realize this would be so, um, hard for you,” she whispered. “I should have, after what happened the last time we shared a bed.”

It felt so unfair for her to bring up their time in the tent. Though she often tried to deny it, Malon was as vulnerable to the whims of her mood and her lust as he was. If she’d been in the same mood tonight as she was back then, perhaps she wouldn’t have stopped him.

No, she would have still stopped him. At least from doing that.

“I’m being foolish,” he muttered. “The first round of the tournament is tomorrow. I need to stop torturing myself and get some sleep.”

“Are you going to be able to sleep with your body so… tense?” she asked.

The way she asked the question without using any naughty words was so typical. She wouldn’t ask him if his throbbing cock was getting in the way of restful sleep. She’d ask about his tense body, as though they weren’t a minute out from him having dry humped her ass.

“I may have to take care of myself, first,” he said. He felt his face heat up as he admitted it.

Malon said nothing for a moment, but finally she slid off the bed. Damon wondered if he’d offended her to the point of her choosing the floor, but she soon came back to her spot.

“I got you a towel,” she whispered.

Damon felt his heart skip a beat. “So you don’t mind if I…?”

He was as bad as she was. He couldn’t say it, not to her. Not to his aesta.

“You’ve already shared your sword polishing habits with me in the past,” whispered Malon, with a hint of amusement. “I understand. But only this time. In the future, you should always do it in private.”

His undershorts were already down. Damon shifted, putting his shoulder in contact with Malon. He took hold of his cock and began to stroke under the sheets, surprising himself with the power of his initial movements.

“Shhh…” Malon set a hand on his chest. “Ria’s sleeping. Go slow, solas.”

“I’ll go slow,” he repeated.

She rubbed his chest as he continued to stroke himself off. She moved in closer, and he could feel her breasts mashing into his shoulder. 

Her breath was hot against his neck, and when she whispered to him, her words made the hairs on his neck stand up. “Let me know when you’re close.”

He turned his head toward her, forcing out a reply in between horny, labored breaths. “Of course, aesta.”

“You’ve grown so much,” she whispered. “You had so much energy as a boy.”

“I have even more as a man.”

“Of a different kind, it seems.” She rubbed his chest again, her hand sliding down to briefly caress his stomach.

“That feels good,” he whispered.

“Solas…” she chided. “You should hurry up and finish.”

“Could you—”

“No.”

“But what if—”

“Solas.” Her voice was stern again, and for some reason, it made his arousal spike upward. He stroked his cock faster, reaching his free hand over to touch any part of his aesta he could find.

She caught his hand with hers and pinned it against the pillow, lacing her fingers through his and removing the danger. It was beyond hot. He could still feel her breath tickling his neck. Her focus was on him and his dirty movements, despite her reticence. 

“Aesta,” he said. “I’m… going to…”

He felt her shift the towel into position, closing the soft fabric around his hard cock as he began to blow his seed. It was absolute bliss, despite being such an indirect touch. She kept it tightly wrapped around his tool, even rubbing a bit to clean him up as the last of his stickiness dribbled out.

“Feel better?” whispered Malon.

He nodded. “So much better.”

“I love you solas,” she whispered. “But you must learn restraint.”

“I love you, aesta, and I will.”

He bit back on a quip about having her teach him. She’d done enough for him already.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
The Mid City Arena’s pits were damp and grimy, exactly as Damon remembered. The first fight of the morning was already underway. He and approximately half of the other contestants waited for their eventual turns, listening to the crowd react and cheer without having a direct view of the action.

He’d woken up late that morning and rushed through his morning routine. Malon had acted as though nothing untoward had occurred between them the night before, which was somehow both a relief and disappointment.

He hadn’t seen Vel, as she’d been attending to Kastet since early in the morning. Ria had been quiet, saying more with her eyes than with her words. Each time she looked at him, Damon had gotten the sense that she was actively sizing him up as an opponent.

She was on the same side of the arena, though apparently still in a distant mood. Eight competitors waited in the eastern pit, while the other eight waited in the western. It was a way to keep tensions between the men and women who’d soon be facing off in front of the crowd from boiling over.

Damon was sitting on one of the cold stone benches in the back of the room, holding his wrathblade across his legs. He’d taken care of everything he needed to that morning, with the exception of coming to a proper compromise with the sword.

“Hey,” he whispered to the sword, shaking it gently. “Are you awake?”

“Bah!” snapped the wrathblade. “If I weren’t, I’d have sliced your insolent hand for deigning to touch me.”

“Uh-huh,” said Damon, rolling his eyes. “Look. We need to find a way to make this work.”

“Serve and keep your mouth firmly shut,” said the wrathblade. “That would work wonderfully.”

He gritted his teeth. “You know what I’m getting at. I may need to draw from your power during this upcoming fight. I need to know that you’ll oblige me.”

“You want everyone to oblige you in everything, it seems,” said the wrathblade. “Too bad! I obey Wrath, not you.”

“Wrath has a vested interest in me winning.”

“You’d best fight hard, then. Prove that you can be a good little boy who heeds orders and perhaps I’ll start putting out for you.”

Damon massaged his temples. A few of the other gladiators nearby were giving him awkward glances, which was probably fair.

Ria was standing next to one of the tournament organizers, preparing for her fight, which would be next. The tournament rules required that each participant wear at least one piece of armor of some kind. There was a surplus of shields, chest guards, gauntlets and pauldrons for fighters to borrow if needed.

It was a format which allowed the tournament to carefully sidestep Avarice’s ban on proper fights to the death. While people did occasionally die during the Honorshade Tournament, killing an opponent who was attempting to yield was considered to be a criminal act.

Forcing the fighters to wear armor, even if just a single piece, elongated each duel and made the matches undeniably safer. Still, Damon felt his concern growing as he watched Ria pull on a leather chest plate. She wiggled as she adjusted it, looking rather uncomfortable with the fit.

He made his way over and started helping her with one of the side straps. Ria scowled and slapped his hand away.

“Easy,” he said. “I just wanted to wish you good luck.”

“Each fight I win will only bring us closer to confrontation. Perhaps you should wish me an early exit from the tournament, instead? Unless the idea of facing your wife as an opponent excites you?”

Her words were playful, but the look she gave him was anything but. He was clearly an opponent to her, now. Her banter seemed more like a way of getting into his head than an attempt at flirting.

“The sky isn’t cloudy today,” he said. “You won’t be able to rely on your tempesting. I hope you’ve been practicing with your weapons.”

She had both a wooden spear and the throwing knife he’d given her.

“It is for the best that you cannot be of a view from the pits,” said Ria. “If you saw just how much my practice has developed my skills, you might begin to doubt yourself.”

Damon yanked on one of the side straps, drawing a small gasp from her. “Careful, Ria. Arrogance is a weakness unto itself.”

“A strong opponent will always appear arrogant to a weaker one.” 

She held his gaze, smiling in a way that seemed to dare him to either fight her or fuck her. The tournament organizer cleared his throat and waved her over to the hall that led to the arena.

He felt a growing sense of anxiety as he listened to the arena announcer introducing her opponent. Bennet Narino, a pelt hunter turned mercenary, was not someone Damon had heard of before, but the way the crowd cheered left him wondering if maybe he should have.

“Facing off against him, we have a mighty Remenai temptress!” shouted the announcer. A few mocking chuckles came from the crowd.

He let them linger a moment before continuing. “She gives her name as Ria Zakur, but here in Avaricia, she’s already being called the Witch of the Badlands. A spellblood tempester who defeated her opponents through surprise, deceit, and raw magical power!”

The crowd responded with a mixture of boos and jeers. Damon tightened his fingers around his wrathblade’s hilt. The inherent prejudice against the Rem in Avaricia posed more of a threat than simple shouting. Crowds had been known to throw objects, food, even rocks, at fighters that they disliked.

He heard one of the tournament organizers strike the starting drum and tried to imagine the duel taking place as he listened to the crowd’s reaction. Their shouting pitched upward into a cheer, probably for Ria’s opponent. 

It cut off into boos. Had Ria scored a hit? The cheering rose again, shifting back and forth in pitch, but never settling down completely.

Out of nowhere, the crowd went silent. Damon felt his heart catch in his throat. Several fractured seconds passed, and then there was an outrageous cheer that left him guessing at what might have occurred.

“We have a winner!” shouted the announcer. “The Witch of the Badlands has vanquished Bennet Narino without so much as a single spell!”

Ria looked rather pleased with herself as she reentered the pits, followed by the continuous cheers of the crowd. Several of the other fighters hurried over to congratulate her. Damon tried not to notice the ones obviously leering at her body as she stripped off the borrowed armor and tossed it to the ground.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” said the tournament organizer. “You’re up next.”

He nodded, grabbing a small leather buckler from the armor pile on his way past. It was the bare minimum amount of armor that the rules would allow him to get away with. He wasn’t interested in slowing himself down with anything more, given how much he doubted he’d give up even a single hit to his opponent in round one.

“Damon,” called Ria. “Good luck.”

He nodded. The competitiveness he’d seen before still lingered in her expression, but there was concern there, as well.

The tournament organizer led him to the mouth of the entrance hall. He stared out across the arena. The ground was a mixture of brown dirt and tan sand, with a few obvious streaks of blood that the organizers attempted to rake out of existence in between each round.

He got his first glimpse of his opponent, and it wasn’t encouraging. A giant of a man stood across the arena, in front of the other hallway. He was clad in heavy steel armor from top to bottom, and carried a massive, double handed maul.

“Our first competitor was a legend in his time!” boomed the announcer. “Salmon Ban-Tellmore, the gray-haired giant! He served alongside King Antoine in the days before he ascended to the throne. For the past two decades, he’s been holding back the Remenai threat at the head of a mercenary company on the outskirts of civilization.”

A cheer went up as Salmon strode out into the arena, holding his massive maul up with one arm. Damon felt reaffirmed in his decision not to wear much armor. It would have been useless against that type of weapon.

“Facing off against him is a young man who hardly needs an introduction,” shouted the announcer. “Damon Al-Kendras, gladiator extraordinaire! As the former consort to Lady Adele of Paquet, his swordplay clearly extends far beyond the ring. No doubt a trait he inherited from his father, the famous Danio Al-Kendras of the Gilded Swords.”

Damon felt his face heat up, despite his intense focus on the oncoming fight. It felt strange to hear one of his most memorable sexual conquests being offered up for the crowd’s amusement. Lady Adele had been so taken with him that she’d presented the wrathblade to him as a gift.

“Damon was the bitter rival of Austine Treymore, a fellow gladiator who fell at the edge of his blade in the first blood bout Avaricia had seen in over a decade,” continued the announcer. “Don’t let his young face fool you. He’s as dangerous as they come.”

Damon took a breath, doing his best to keep his disgust in check. The announcer waved them over to stand across from each other in the arena’s center. He drew his sword, touching it against Salmon’s maul in a prefight salute.

One of the tournament organizers struck the starting drum, and the fight began under the roar of the cheering crowd.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
Damon wasn’t sure what to make of his opponent. He circled Salmon, trying to judge as much as he could from the way the other man squared off against him.

The helmet added to the mystique. He couldn’t see Salmon’s expression or eyes, which meant more than it might seem to someone inexperienced with the particulars of dueling.

The announcer’s description made him think he was dealing with a grizzled old man, which was worrying, rather than reassuring. An old mercenary was a dangerous mercenary. Especially one with enough sense to shift his fighting style toward the sort of brute strength and sustainability provided by heavy armor and a two-handed weapon.

He tested Salmon’s reaction time with a quick overhead slash. The maul’s pole came up to block his strike without difficulty. Damon twisted, chopping at the knee, where he hoped there would be a gap in between the metal boots and pauldrons.

If there was, he couldn’t reach it with his sword from a forward angle. Salmon surged forward, poking outward with the butt of the maul’s handle. It was an unexpectedly quick and practical attack. Damon grunted as it took him in the ribs with enough force to steal his breath and leave a bruise.

They traded attacks in a similar manner for the next minute. None of the places Damon tested with his sword proved to be true chinks in his opponent’s armor. The visor slit would have been the obvious point of attack had the fight been to the death, but an attack like that had no place in the arena.

Salmon brought his maul down in a savage overhead strike. Damon threw himself into a sideways roll, trying not to think of what would be left of any part of his body unfortunate enough to get between the head of the weapon and the ground.

If his dodge had been better, he might have been able to get behind the other man and begin testing the armor from a more vulnerable angle. The problem was that Salmon’s style was defensive and intelligent, given their matchup.

The old mercenary’s focus was on footwork and positioning, rather than aggression. He was content to let Damon attack. He trusted his armor and knew what would happen if the fight continued in the current fashion.

Salmon clearly wanted to wear him out and press him into an unfavorable position. Damon knew what would happen if he was forced toward the edge of the arena wall. The other man could simply rush forward and crush him against the wall, protected from whatever sword strikes Damon might try to push him back with.

He was again reminded of what he hated about fighting against older warriors. They’d learned all the right lessons over the years, by necessity. Salmon had likely formed his strategy after taking a single glance at Damon, mostly unarmed, wielding just a simple longsword. Salmon wouldn’t take the sort of fancy risks that Damon was so used to exploiting.

“I could really use some help right now,” he muttered, to his wrathblade.

“If you can’t manage this on your own, you don’t deserve my help!”

Damon clenched his teeth, wondering if the weapon might need another dip in the ocean once the fight was over. He circled Salmon and considered if there was another method of drawing the older man into a mistake.

“The announcer didn’t mention why, exactly, you left King Alquin’s service,” he shouted. “Did the two of you have a falling out?”

Salmon didn’t answer him, but he did seem to stiffen slightly. Damon saw his opening. He attacked with a quick series of sword slashes, leaving himself open. Salmon brought the maul up. Damon slashed at his armpit, hoping he might find soft flesh there in the place of hard steel.

The ricochet of his blade told him he hadn’t been so lucky. He dodged sideways as the maul came down. The crowd roared in approval.

“I left King Alquin’s service willingly, if you must know,” boomed Salmon. “I was young. I left seeking adventure, and True Divine, I found it. Do you think I enter these tournaments for anyone but myself?”

Several sharp whistles came from the audience, along with the cheering voice of a loud woman.

Damon rushed forward, slashing at waist level. Salmon dodged backward with surprising speed, putting himself clear of the strike. The maul’s butt end came up, striking him hard across the jaw. He tasted blood as he stumbled back.

Salmon didn’t immediately press forward and seize the advantage. He circled Damon, still entirely focused on positioning, more like a man trying to corral an escaped animal than what one would expect from an opponent in a duel.

Lacking any better ideas, Damon decided to try to force a mistake with another insult. “You’re sluggish. Did you get fat and saddle sore in your time watching the battles play out from safely atop your horse?”

“You know nothing of the Malagantyan if you think anyone with any sense is riding a horse through it,” said Salmon, in an irritated voice.

Damon feinted, making as though to attack from the side. He rolled at the last second, hoping he’d both dodge Salmon’s counter and put himself in a position to strike from behind him in the moment after.

He felt a metal foot deliver a scuffing kick across one of his shoulders. It was all that he could do to scramble back to his feet and get out of the range of the maul before it came down, leaving a massive divot in the sand and dirt. The audience roared, and an annoyingly loud woman continued cheering for Salmon even as everyone else calmed down.

The helmet annoyed Damon more than anything else. He couldn’t read the other man’s expression or anticipate his patterns from the small movements of his eyes. It was hard to effectively goad someone into making a mistake when he couldn’t see their face, especially someone he knew so little about.

He heard the annoying woman cheer again as Salmon began to force him back slowly but surely toward the wall. He blinked, feeling a sudden, growing suspicion.

“It sounds like she’s quite the fan of yours,” said Damon, nodding in the direction of the feminine cheers.

Salmon hesitated for a small, but noticeable moment. “Did you enter the tournament to fight or to talk?”

“She’s your wife, isn’t she?”

“You’d better watch your tongue!” snapped Salmon.

“Say, when’s the last time you and her—”

Salmon roared, attacking before Damon could even finish his question. He was far faster than he’d been letting on, but the maul was an inherently slow weapon. Damon dodged, nearly getting the opening he wanted. Salmon spun, using the maul’s butt to clear Damon’s sword.

“That long, huh?” called Damon. “If it’s an issue of sexual vigor, you could always—”

The time for talking was over. Enraged, Salmon came at him with a series of attacks from the maul that were as wild as they were dangerous. Damon knew that a single hit from the weapon’s heavy end with that much strength behind it would kill or maim him on contact.

He finally found the opportunity he’d spent so much time concocting. Salmon committed too heavily to a swing. The maul brought him off balance, forcing his legs into an open stance. Damon spun behind him, sighted the thin, necessary crack between greaves and boots along the back of the knee, and delivered a single slash with his wrathblade.

The loud woman in the audience let out a distraught howl as Salmon Ban-Tellmore dropped to one knee. He made one attempt at standing that looked extremely pained before tossing his maul down. His shoulders were slumped visibly even within his heavy armor.

“I yield,” called Salmon.








  
 





CHAMPION 23

 

The wild cheering of the crowd made Damon feel as though he’d won the tournament, rather than simply advanced into the top eight. He made his way back down to the pits as a few servants began preparing the arena for the next round.

The tournament organizer who he’d signed up under paid him out his prize money. It was only ten silver sables, less than he might have made from one of his shows with the Gleaming Scythe. He’d earn much more than that in the later rounds, however, assuming he could keep winning.

“You took a while to achieve your victory.” Ria was leaning against a pillar, watching him as he slid his prize money into his coin purse.

“I wanted to savor the feeling of being in front of a crowd again,” he said.

“Liar. Come, Velanor and Malon are waiting for us.”

They left the Mid-City Arena. Damon’s first breath of fresh spring air was a relief after spending so long in the dank, odorous pits. Malon and Vel were standing along the edge of the street, and they weren’t alone.

Princess Kastet, flanked by two bodyguards, smiled at him and Ria from where she stood next to her carriage.

“You both did so well,” said Malon. “Seta, your fight was so dramatic and decisive. And solas… you were very strategic in your movements.”

“I thought Damon was going to lose,” said Vel.

“Hey.” He bumped his shoulder into hers.

“I said I thought you were going to lose,” she said. “You didn’t. You proved me wrong.”

“I would just appreciate it if you had more confidence in me.”

He held Malon’s hand as the four of them approached Kastet, who was still waiting for them.

“I feel justified in my choice of champion.” Kastet beamed at Ria. “Truly. That was a wonderful performance. I’d like to pay you a small stipend in addition to the prize money you earned, Ria, if you’ll have it.”

“I would gladly be of acceptance,” said Ria.

“I also wanted to extend an invitation to a party this evening at Veridas Keep, within the Garden of Statues,” said Kastet. “It would please me greatly to have you and your family as guests.”

Ria looked surprised, and she glanced toward Vel, who was nodding for the both of them.

“She would love to go, milady,” said Vel. “I’ll help her prepare.”

“I… see no reason to be of objection,” said Ria, with a small shrug.

“You say we’d be there as your guests?” asked Damon. “You know that Avarice and I have a somewhat… rocky recent history.”

“This is a social event, Damon,” said Kastet. “If he does seek retribution against you, it shan’t be happening tonight. Avarice has too much interest in maintaining appearances.”

He nodded slowly. “I’ll go, in that case.”

In truth, he was more worried about letting Vel and Ria step into the courtyard of Avarice’s keep alone than for his own safety.

“Lady Malon?” asked Kastet.

Malon seemed withdrawn and gave a small shake of her head. “I’m feeling a bit tired. I think I’d rather rest and regain my strength for tonight.”

“Of course,” said Kastet. “In any case, I have business to attend to in the meantime. Vel, Lilian is back at the Royal Lodgings with orders to help your brother and sister prepare for the evening.”

“They’re not my…” Vel winced. “I mean, I understand, milady. I’ll lend my help similarly.”

Kastet climbed into her carriage and headed off down the street. Damon, Vel, and Ria all turned to face Malon, who waited until they were alone before speaking.

“In truth, I do not wish for Avarice to become familiar with my face,” she said. “I am a crest sorceress of Lascivious. There is no advantage in needlessly exposing myself to the scrutiny of a Divine Remnant who may one day be my enemy.”

Damon frowned. “Is this something we should be concerned about, as well? The possibility of Avarice beginning to see us as threats?”

Malon gave him an odd frown and shook her head. “Why would it be?”

He shrugged, trying not to let his own growing unease show in his expression. He might not have a crest, but he was still interacting with Wrath and hearing her commands. It was under the threats she’d made against his family, of course, but he doubted Avarice would make the distinction if he uncovered the fact.

“Come on, Ria,” said Vel. “Let’s take your prize money and go shopping!”

“Shopping…?” Ria frowned and shook her head. “For what?”

“Clothes. Obviously.”

They split off in the direction of the market square. Damon folded his arms, watching his aesta and feeling a distance form between them in the silent moment that passed.

“Are you alright with returning to the Royal Lodgings on your own, solas?” asked Malon.

“It’s no trouble. Do you have somewhere to be?”

“In a manner of speaking,” she said. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

She kissed him on the cheek. Damon didn’t delve into her business, and she returned the favor.

The empty hallways of the Royal Lodgings felt peaceful and lonely as Damon made his way back to their room. He found Lilian waiting for him outside of it. He smiled, expecting her to immediately pick up from where she’d left off with her teasing and flirtations.

She didn’t, and her posture seemed subtly defensive as she crossed her arms over her breasts. She wore a tan cotton gown that fit her curves nicely, and her hair was in a basic ponytail. She kept her gaze angled away from him as she spoke.

“Kastet wishes me to help you ready yourself for the ball, if you’ve decided to attend,” she said.

Damon nodded. “I have. Is something the matter? You seem uncomfortable.”

Lilian shook her head. “It’s nothing. I’ve simply been feeling a little under the weather.”

She led him to the men’s baths, carrying a bundle of clothing that Damon assumed was for him. The hot, humid air felt soothing against his face as he entered the bathing chamber. Lilian set the clothes down and waited by the door as Damon slowly began to undress.

“I can handle it from here, if you have work to do elsewhere,” he said. He was still of a mixed opinion on Lilian, but he didn’t like seeing her discomforted. It wouldn’t be the first time a woman had entertained second thoughts after allowing him free access to her body.

“Kastet was very specific in her orders,” said Lilian.

She did finally meet his gaze, however. The tension instantly spiked back to the level it had been at during their first tryst in the baths. Damon slowly pulled his shirt off, watching her eyes flit down to the cord string of his pants in anticipation of what came next.

“I threw up this morning,” said Lilian, in a quiet voice. “I’ve also felt bloated in my stomach and hips ever since… our encounter.”

Damon pulled his pants down. He was halfway to being hard and recognizing that fact sent an additional rush of blood in the direction of his cock.

“It is possible that I’m with child, Damon,” said Lilian.

He took a step toward her, seeing the way she reacted to his nudity and masculine presence.

“It’s also possible that you’re an ambitious liar,” he said. “I distinctly recall how I didn’t finish inside you.”

Lilian’s cheeks flushed a bit as he said the word finish. “In some cases, a woman can still—”

Lilian was standing against the wall by the door, and Damon interrupted her by reaching his arm past her head and pushing his palm against the stone. He loomed over her, not unlike the way Wrath had threatened him in the alleyway the previous day.

“It’s also possible that you aren’t Kastet’s servant,” he guessed. “You’re her spy.”

She gave him a small, barely contained smile, and he was all but certain.

“You’re rather cynical to assume that this is a ploy,” said Lilian.

He drew closer to her, noticing how excited her reaction seemed, rather than intimidated.

“Tell me what Kastet’s plan is,” he said.

Lilian smiled. “You don’t deal with uncertainty well, do you?”

She took a step forward, shifting the power of the moment back into her favor. Damon’s cock pressed against her stomach, leaving a small, sticky dab on the tan cotton of her dress.

“You’re the type of man who prefers when things are black and white,” she continued. “Success and failure. You’re capable of staying level through both. Simply not knowing either way, however…”

Damon rolled his eyes. “It seems you’ve got me entirely figured out.”

He turned around and walked away from her, climbing into one of the steaming, wooden baths. Lilian gave him a disappointed glare and folded her arms.

“I can’t leave until I’ve checked the fit of the clothes Princess Kastet wishes to lend you for the evening,” said Lilian.

“Then find something to do until I’ve finished washing.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Might you have any suggestions?”

*** 
Damon twisted his fingers through Lilian’s ponytail as she bobbed her mouth up and down on his cock. He was aware of the trap contained within her soft, sucking lips. It was a trap that he could have avoided, if he’d wanted to.

Lilian was smart and capable, but he could tell that there was more to her seduction than Kastet’s orders. She was enjoying her flirtations with him. Damon was curious to know if he could use that. He flexed his hips as she bobbed her head lower, taking deliberate breaths through her nose.

He wanted to use her, but not just for sex. She was closer to Kastet in ways that Vel wasn’t. She might have information not just about her princess, but about the motivations of Avarice.

She was a liar and a manipulator, but she was also an intelligent young woman. Damon felt as though if he’d met her under different circumstances, the idea of marrying her wouldn’t have seemed so outlandish.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” whispered Lilian, as she took a break.

“Immensely,” he said.

“Would you like to finish in my mouth?” she whispered.

Damon nodded. She started licking him again, and then paused.

“Who did you meet with on the boat on your first day back in Avaricia?” she asked.

He couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Lilian cleared her throat. “Then I’m afraid I need to run an errand elsewhere.”

She stood up, wiping her hand off on the back of her dress. Damon grabbed her wrist before she could sneak away.

“Lilian,” he said. “You’ll leave me with a bad opinion of you if you stop now.”

She sighed, but her eyes did settle on his cock again. “I don’t want you to have a bad opinion about me. I want you to have an opinion that I’m bad.”

Damon was already on the verge, and he came nearly as soon as her lips settled back on his cock. He groaned, sinking into the dual pleasures of the warm water and her slutty mouth.

Neither of them said much as Damon dried off and stood for the fitting. She left him on his own as soon as he was dressed, and he took a moment to admire himself in the long mirror within the baths.

The outfit she’d picked for him included a cobalt blue shirt that fit tightly enough to show off his muscled physique. Polished brass buttons ran halfway down from the neckline, the last few of which Damon left undone.

The pants were black and nearly as tight, though in a manner that looked trim and neat, rather than flamboyant. He ran a hand through his unruly hair. Lilian came up behind him with a brush, as though reading his thoughts.

“Don’t bother,” he said. “It’ll only leave you feeling discouraged if you try to straighten it out.”

“I like a challenge,” said Lilian.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
The rest of Damon’s afternoon was uneventful. He waited in his room for a while before opting to take an early dinner in the dining hall. Malon found him there as he was in the process of devouring fresh bread and a rack of beef ribs.

“You look dashing, solas,” she said, with a broad smile. “Seeing you dressed up makes me wish I could join you for the night, truly.”

He grinned, feeling his face flush at the compliment. “I could always stay behind and keep you company tonight.”

Malon sighed. “You should save your charms for the innumerable ladies I’m sure you’ll soon be dancing with.”

“Aesta…” he said, still smiling.

Vel and Ria were both similarly dressed to impress when they arrived back at the Royal Lodgings. Vel wore an extravagant gold evening gown, and her hair was done up in a neat bun. The gown was cut low enough to hint at exposing her cleavage, but otherwise fit rather modestly.

Ria’s outfit was close to the complete opposite. She wore a black and silver half shirt that showed off her breasts through a conveniently placed central window, paired with a matching sarong. The slit running up the side of the sarong’s skirt revealed nearly the full length of one of her tanned legs.

“I need all three of you to promise me that you’ll help keep each other out of trouble,” said Malon.

“We will, aesta,” said Vel. “You’ve nothing to worry about.”

“I know.” She smiled, running her gaze over the three of them. “I’m so proud of all of you. You’ve grown so much.”

She let out a sigh. Damon half expected her to start tearing up. Vel drew closer to her, taking both of her aesta’s hands in hers and matching her intensity.

“We’ll be back before Eldritch peaks,” she said. “I promise.”

Malon gave them each a hug and a kiss as they headed for the courtyard. Damon held her for a few moments longer than the others, feeling a sudden urge to try to bridge the distance that had formed between them since arriving in the city.

“We need to spend some time together soon,” he said. “Just the two of us.”

“Are you finally ready to begin speaking openly with me, solas?”

“As much as I can.” He brushed a few strands of her red hair back from her forehead. “I hope you’ll be understanding.”

“Always.” 

He kissed her again, letting his lips linger against hers dangerously. Malon pressed into him, her body making contact in a manner that stirred the heat of his loins. The moment lasted for long enough for him to feel a prickle of propriety and shame, and then she slipped away.

“Watch over them,” she said, waving her goodbye.

“I will.”

He had them both on his arms as he walked outside. Princess Kastet soon met them by the entrance to the Royal Lodgings, smiling from the window of her carriage and gesturing for them to climb in.

“You wash up quite nicely,” Kastet said to Damon. “I hope Lilian was able to assist you with everything you needed?”

“Lilian was very helpful.”

The carriage began rolling forward. Damon sat next to Ria, with Kastet and Vel in the seat across from them. Kastet looked almost like a different person, made up for the night with no expense spared. She was the princess now, rather than the young woman Damon had once met atop the roof of the Royal Lodgings.  

The flaws on her face had been carefully diminished with cheek paint, though it was a subtle, tasteful effect. He realized that Vel also seemed to be wearing some and felt an odd flicker of protectiveness. She didn’t need to impress anyone. Did she?

Kastet’s dress was white with gold trim, with a tight waist and a neckline that left Damon suspecting that she was wearing a push-up corset underneath. Her hair was in a bun almost identical to Vel’s, except with the addition of several gleaming, gold hairclips.

“I notice that your bodyguards are accompanying us,” said Damon, turning his gaze onto the two men escorting them on foot to either side of the carriage.

“They accompany me everywhere when I leave the Royal Lodgings,” said Kastet. “Please, don’t take them as an indicator for potential danger. Veridas Keep is the safest and most well defended location within the city.”

Safety was relative. One man’s castle was often, even usually, another man’s dungeon. Damon felt a justifiable sense of anxiety as he watched Avarice’s keep resolve in the distance, rising high above the city’s buildings like an ominous pillar.

“Have you spoken to Avarice about the fact that you’re bringing me as your guest?” asked Damon.

Kastet gave him an understanding smile. “Damon, as I told you before, you needn’t worry. There is a way of doing things within polite society. You have my promise that I’ll intervene if Avarice attempts to unfairly take retribution on you for mistakes of the past.”

They slowed to a stop as they reached the keep’s gate, joining the line of carriages waiting to drop off the arriving guests. Damon was struck by how ostentatious some of them seemed in their individual displays of wealth.

He saw a woman who appeared to think that bigger was always better when it came to the size of the gemstones on her jewelry. A ruby the size of a rock bulged from the brooch around her neck, and her rings looked heavy enough to weigh down the movements of her fingers.

Most of the men wore swords that were clearly decorative. Damon could tell from the impossible sheen of the scabbards and strangely high angle many of them wore the weapons at. 

He saw a man with a rapier with a gleaming golden cross guard, impractical to the point of snapping on first contact with an enemy weapon. He wondered if it was a coincidence that the man’s eerily smooth facial features seemed to suggest that he was also wearing makeup. 

“I must take my leave of you once we’re inside,” said Kastet, as their carriage took its turn at the entrance. “Velanor, please do your best to ensure that everyone has an agreeable night.”

“Yes, milady,” said Vel.

They climbed out of the carriage after Kastet and entered the courtyard as a group. The guards barely glanced at them before waving them through. Kastet almost immediately split off with her bodyguards to join a small group of important nobles who greeted her warmly.

“I find myself wondering why I agreed to this,” muttered Ria. 

She pulled an arm across her chest. Damon could see some of the other nobles shooting her curious glances. She was the only Remenai currently in attendance, though the other guests appeared to be viewing her as a novelty rather than with outright prejudice.

“Think of it as a chance to get drunk off Avarice’s wine,” said Damon.

Ria furrowed her brow. “You would lower your guard in the territory of a man who you once tried to kill?”

“Shhh!” he said, bringing a finger to his lips. “It doesn’t help to have you announcing it like that. And yes, in this case, I would. I was a lot more worried before seeing this crowd. As long as I don’t do anything stupid, I’ll be practically invisible.”

He reached out and snagged a full wine glass from a passing servant’s platter. Vel winced and folded her arms.

“Try to have at least some restraint,” she said. “I can’t watch out for you both for the entire night. There are people here I’d like to speak with.”

“We’ll be fine,” said Damon. “Feel free to mingle to your heart’s content.”

“Thanks,” said Vel. “You might consider trying it yourself. Remember to smile. Looking approachable is an acquired skill!”

She grinned, seeming in her element as she slipped off to join a group of young noblewomen chatting on the grass across the way. Damon caught Ria watching him out of the corner of his eye and nodded to her as he began walking around.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
The Garden of Statues was aptly named. Dozens of statues of stone, copper, and silver stood posed across the grass, each one a masterwork of sculpting. 

Damon slowed to a stop in front of a stone statue of a man embracing a beautiful, voluptuous woman from behind. One of the man’s fingers was touching the woman’s breast, and the indentation it left across her flesh was so convincing that he almost wanted to reach out and take a feel for himself.

The uncanny realism and general lewd overtones held across of the rest of the statues. A woman made of gleaming silver who seemed barely old enough to be legally wed was bent forward in front of a very real patch of flowers. The back of her thin dress billowed upward in the frozen wind, offering a view to anyone bold enough to lean at the requisite angle to see underneath.

Ria was watching him again. He felt the pressure of her gaze, along with the same tension that had underscored all their interactions since the start of the tournament.

“I’m not a fan of that look,” he said.

“What look, husband?” She flashed a smile, showing teeth.

“The predatorial one you can’t seem to resist giving me.”

“Are you anxious about becoming of my prey?”

Damon took a sip of his wine. Another server was moving past, and he exchanged his mostly empty glass for two full ones, ignoring the man’s glower. He passed one to Ria and kept the other for himself.

“The next round will be competitive,” he said. “The round after that, even more so. We might not even face each other. In fact, it’s far more likely that we won’t.”

A young man in servant’s clothes led a giggling young noblewoman by the hand in between Damon and Ria, causing them both to take a small step back.

“Why must you bargain with the outcomes of fate?” asked Ria.

“Why do you ask needlessly cryptic questions?”

Ria took a sip of her wine. “The reason I give you the look you have objections to, young Damon, is because I yearn for the time when you are capable of returning it.”

“True Divine, Ria,” he muttered. “What do you want? For me to stare you down with my fiercest glare?”

“I want you to fight me without holding back.”

Her words landed hard on him for reasons he didn’t fully understand. He looked away, hating how his sudden inability to meet her gaze seemed to prove her point. Ria drew close to him, leaning in to whisper her next words into his ear.

“In so much, we have held back, Damon,” she said. “Our fight will be an encounter of honesty. Husband… This is not an impulse born of competition. I wish to know the face you have only shown your enemies.”

“You’re being selfish,” he said, finally snapping his head around to look at her. “I’ve killed men before, Ria. Is that what you want? For me to show that face to someone I love? No… It would risk destroying what we have. It’s not just about us, but our family, Malon, and Vel, too.”

“Are you still talking about our impending fight?” She flashed a smile that was more mocking than teasing. “You should examine where your hesitation and guilt come from, husband. Preferably before you face me in the ring.”

She took a sip of her wine and walked past him with a smug look on her face. Damon felt the urge to seethe. She could be so arrogant sometimes. He remembered their childhood, the way they’d compete in foot races and laps across the lake. She’d always had an advantage because of her age back then, and in some ways, she still had it with her tempesting. 

He felt unsure of what do with himself alone, at a party filled with people he had nothing in common with. He was beginning to wonder why he’d agreed to come in the first place as he made his way back around to the front of the Garden of Statues and glanced up at the upper balcony jutting from Veridas Keep.

Avarice stood against the railing, watching his guests from above. He wore his gold circlet and an austere white robe. It gave the impression more of a High Priest of some sort, rather than a Godking.

A man in a black cowl and dark clothing stood next to him, and the two seemed to be in discussion, from their posture. Damon felt an odd suspicion that the man in black was watching him and used the better part of his judgment to slip off in search of Vel and Ria.

 There was a quartet of string musicians playing next to the keep’s side patio, where several guests had paired off and begun dancing. Damon spotted Vel standing against the wall nearby, watching the scene with obvious longing in her expression. 

“Lady Velanor,” he said, extending his hand. “Would you care to dance?”

She rolled her eyes. For a moment, Damon felt strangely vulnerable. She had plenty of potential reasons to refuse the offer, not the least of which was her fear of creating a scandal, but he still hadn’t expected an outright rejection.

“Don’t tease me, Damon,” she said, in a bitter voice.

“I’m not teasing,” he said. “If you want to dance, take my hand.”

Her expression softened. She gave him a cautious nod and set her palm on top of his.

“Do you even know how to dance at a ball?” asked Vel.

“I’m a gladiator, Vel,” he said.

“How is that an answer?”

He grinned and set one hand on her hip with perfect positioning.

“My old troupe master, Len, made Austine and I take dancing lessons when we began to get serious about our performances,” he said.

He saw Vel’s expression flicker with concern. Len was the one who’d ultimately betrayed him and Austine, setting them up with no knowledge of what was to come before the blood bout.

“Let me know if I go too fast for you,” he said, pushing past the mood before it could settle.

“As if,” said Vel. “I did plenty of dancing back in Hearthold. I doubt there’s anything you could throw at me that I couldn’t handle.”

The soft music shifted tempo. Damon pulled Vel into a gentle spin, the two stretching to the limits of the grip of their hands before winding back together. They were closer now, with her body in contact with his as they sashayed across the patio alongside the other couples.

“Are you going to marry Lilian?” asked Vel.

The question caught him so off guard that he burst out laughing before recognizing the seriousness of her voice.

“What did she tell you?” he asked.

Vel blushed, missing a step and almost stumbling. She regained her poise before answering him. “She said you were getting along well. She said… that she liked you, and that Kastet was in search of a way to secure your loyalty.”

Damon spun with Vel once and then seized the opportunity to pull her away from the dance as the musicians began playing a new song. He found where he’d set his wine down and took a sip, holding her hand and acting as though he wasn’t carefully thinking through his reply.

“I know how fond you are of Kastet and Lilian, but they are two of the most manipulative women I’ve ever met,” said Damon. “Lilian doesn’t like me. She likes what I represent. True Divine, I worry at the possibility of you ever becoming like them.”

“They do have a penchant for plotting.” Vel folded her arms. “So, you aren’t intending to stay here in Avaricia and continue… whatever it is that she and you have been doing over the past few days?”

“Would you like to know what I plan to do when the tournament is over and I’ve been crowned as the champion?” he asked, in a playful tone. “Traveling back to the farmstead, lying down in my bed, and taking a long nap. Waking up to the smell of aesta cooking breakfast.”

Vel smiled, but it faded as quickly as it arrived. “It might not be that simple. At least, not for me. Princess Kastet may need my continued services here in Avaricia.”

“Do you want to stay?”

She shrugged. “I would prefer to be home, if I’m honest, but I’ll serve wherever needed. I do like being her lady in waiting. I wonder sometimes if it’s healthy for me to be spending my time sequestered at the tower, rather than mingling in court.”

“It’s not as though it’s been boring these past few weeks.”

“No.” She sighed and shook her head. “Damon.”

“Yeah?”

“Do you ever see yourself getting married?”

He snorted. “What kind of question is that?”

“I was just curious!” snapped Vel. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

He chuckled and exchanged his empty wine glass for a full one, to the annoyance of a passing server.

He was about to double down on his teasing when his eyes spotted a figure standing among the statues deeper within the courtyard. A woman with blue hair, black armor, and a smoldering expression stood examining a statue of a dancer posed into a stretch.

Wrath met his gaze and gave him a vicious smile.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
Damon did his best to keep his unease from overtaking his expression. Wrath watched him for a moment before disappearing in a flash of azure light. Several distinct gasps came from the direction of the keep’s front courtyard, which was all the indication he needed to anticipate where she’d reappeared.

“What is it?” asked Vel.

“We need to get out of here,” he said. “True Divine. This is bad.”

He shook his head, only then realizing that his hands were trembling.

“Slow down,” said Vel. “Is this about Avarice? He’s not even down here in the courtyard, Damon. You shouldn’t—”

“Find Princess Kastet,” he whispered. “I’ll find Ria. Tell her that we need to get out of here as quickly as possible.”

“For what reason?”

“Wrath is here, Vel,” he said. “I think… people might start dying in the next few minutes.”

She gaped at him, only seeming to realize that he was serious when he started off in the direction of the front of the keep. Damon waved a hand at her, urgently bidding her to heed his advice. She began to, though only after taking a moment to compose herself.

He found Wrath posed atop the stone path that led to the stairs up to the main keep, staring at Avarice on the balcony above. The nobles who’d been in the area were all dumbfounded by her appearance, too confused to recognize the danger.

In addition to her intricate obsidian heavy armor, Wrath now carried a wrathblade of her own at her side. It was nearly identical to Damon’s in the style of its hilt, but its blade had a slight curve to it. She rested one hand on its pommel, reaching out to snatch a glass of wine from a server who hadn’t seen her appear.

Avarice watched Wrath with an unreadable expression, though the intensity of his gaze made it clear that her appearance was not a scheduled event. The crowd was silent, which made Avarice’s voice resonate with twice the intensity when he finally spoke.

“Hello, little sister.”

“Is that how we address each other now?” called Wrath. “You’re no brother of mine.”

Avarice blinked. “How much of yourself do you remember this time around? I keep anticipating civility from you, and I continue to be disappointed.”

“I remember enough,” said Wrath.

“You miss the point of my question,” said Avarice. “Is this our tenth meeting, in your eyes, or our ten thousandth?”

Wrath was not as capable when it came to suppressing her reaction. She frowned, eyes narrowing slightly. “I remember killing you. Dozens of times, in fact. Your questions betray how much you underestimate me, even now.”

“My questions would have been asked much earlier, had you been more willing to listen,” said Avarice. “You are still in your regrowth period, little sister. I know better than any the amount of time it takes to regain not just the strength of our sires, but the essence of our minds.”

Damon felt a sudden need to hear more of their conversation. Each sentence seemed to paint a better picture of Wrath for him, pointing out small details he should have noticed far earlier. Avarice appeared to be a man in his late fifties or early sixties. Wrath seemed no older than thirty. Were certain elements of the reincarnation of the Forsaken linked to their physical age?

 “I have my strength back,” said Wrath, with a forced smirk. “I remember enough to know that you’re about to offer me a deal.”

Avarice nodded slowly. “A simple proposal. We’ve fought before in these bodies, but we needn’t fight now. Take my hand in friendship, sister, and let us build together. Heed my advice in all things. Accept my guidance against the eternal mistakes of the past, present and future.”

Avarice reached his arm out, though the gesture was undercut by the distance between himself and Wrath on the ground below.

“You mask your terror well, Avarice,” said Wrath. “Though I’ve seen that mask crack before.”

Avarice’s eyes narrowed in response. “Would you like to know the nature of your last death, Wrath? The truth of it, rather than the exaggerated, glorified history told for the sake of King Alquin’s inflated glory?”

Wrath glanced away.

“I watched him rape you,” said Avarice, in a voice as much for the crowd as for her. “Antoine Alquin. His brothers. His eldest nephews. Even some of his favored generals. They all took a turn with you, Wrath, like a new whore at a cheap brothel. And it was what you deserved for waging such pointless destruction!”

Wrath let out a furious screech. She disappeared in a flash of azure light, and then people began to die.

***
The ensuing chaos made Damon feel as though he was coming back to reality after the fact. Wrath had attacked Avarice. Along with the castle surrounding him. The force of her blows sent pieces of stone and mortar flying, with rocks varying in size from hailstones to entire chunks of buildings striking the ground below. 

Striking people. Damon saw a trio of guests crushed into the ground by a chunk of castle that bounced and tumbled after it hit them. They were unrecognizable afterward, transformed into a combination of flattened clothing and stomach-turning gore.

The two Forsaken were impossible to follow directly. Damon settled for keeping an eye on the path of their destruction as he sprinted through the courtyard, shouting for Ria and Vel.

The copper statues had begun moving, metal screeching as their bodies shifted and flexed. They fell into formation around Avarice, who already had a swirling barrier of magically manipulated swords in motion around him. Damon saw him searching for Wrath from the eye of a metal storm, and their eyes briefly met.

“Vel!” screamed Damon. “Ria!”

A few of the keep’s remaining guards were still trying to do their jobs, though it wasn’t nearly enough to instill confidence in the surviving guests. The air to the left of Damon fluttered as one of the two Forsaken passed by at unreal speed. Several magically propelled swords slammed into the grass an instant later, Avarice trying to pin Wrath down.

“Damon!” Ria bowled into him from behind, grasping his hand as tightly as her fingers could squeeze.

He pulled her into a sprint. “We have to find—”

“There!” shouted Ria.

Vel stood next to Kastet near the courtyard’s main entrance. The gates were jammed with people attempting to force their way out all at once. The street outside was in a similar state, with three carriages in the midst of a heated battle to position themselves to pick up their respective guests.

Damon grabbed Vel, who held onto Kastet by the elbow, and began pulling them away. Another massive rumble came from the keep as a new section of glass and stone broke through, landing heavily on the patio and shaking the ground on impact.

“We’re climbing over the wall!” he shouted. “Ria!”

She nodded, sensing immediately what he had in mind. Damon cupped his hands, giving her a boost with all his strength as she jumped upward with all of hers. She caught the lip of the stone wall overhead and shifted herself to hang over the other side, extending an arm downward.

“Vel,” said Damon.

“The Princess should go first,” said Vel, in a shaky voice.

Kastet’s face was pale, and she unsteadily tried to repeat what Ria had made look so easy. Damon changed tactics as he considered her slender build and short stature.

“I’ll simply lift you up,” he said. “If you don’t mind, your highness.”

“I’m not in a situation to mind,” said Kastet.

He took her by the waist and lifted her toward Ria, letting Kastet scrape her feet for purchase against his chest and shoulders. Ria took hold of the princess’s wrists and quickly helped her over.

Damon looked at Vel, who quickly moved into position to get a boost from him, as Ria had. She hesitated as she stood in front of him, staring into his eyes for a second or two longer than needed.

Damon felt her lips against his before he realized that she’d been going for a kiss. It ended almost as soon as it had begun, and Vel glanced shyly up at the top of the wall as though suddenly concerned with who might have been watching.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Later,” said Damon. “Let’s get you over that wall.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
They moved through Avaricia on foot once they’d escaped Veridas Keep. The streets surrounding the Godking’s residence were in complete uproar. Carriages were at a standstill, with some stuck in line, others overburdened with passengers, and a few outright tipped onto their side.

People were calling for missing loved ones. Damon felt his heart ache to the cadence of a noblewoman crying for “Miles,” or a house servant shouting out for his beloved “Cynthia.”

Their party wasn’t without its own casualties. Kastet briefly attempted to insist that they stay and search for the four bodyguards who’d been accompanying her at the start of the night. Damon and Ria overruled her, discarding the authority of her royal blood under the circumstances.

“I’m sure they’re alright, milady,” said Vel. “I’d guess that they fell in with the guards in hopes of controlling the chaos.”

Damon’s guess was not so optimistic, but he kept it to himself. The four of them walked hand in hand, not taking any chance of being further separated.

It was galling how normal the rest of the city felt once they were outside of the direct chaos. The taverns and brothels were still full. The musicians and performers residing in Avaricia for the Naming Anniversary holiday continued their shows. The boundaries between the upper nobility and the commoners didn’t falter, even in the face of matters of life and death.

The Royal Lodgings were completely unguarded, with Kastet’s men still missing or dead. Damon and the others began lighting lanterns as they moved through the halls. Kastet reclaimed her authority, calling them all to a meeting in her audience chamber to discuss what measures needed to be taken for their safety.

Damon split off from the others, gently knocking on the door to their shared room to wake Malon.

“Solas?” she said, sleepily. “What is it?”

“Wrath attacked Avarice during the party.”

She stiffened and immediately followed him out into the hall. She didn’t even bother to take the time to dress. She still wore the small pink nightgown he’d given her as a gift as they joined the others in Kastet’s audience chamber.

Kastet looked small sitting atop her high-backed chair. One of her hands was trembling, but her expression was composed as she surveyed the faces in the room.

  “This is not a situation I anticipated, nor one that I’ve prepared for,” she said. “Avarice has been the only Forsaken within Veridan’s Curve for more than a decade. My father placed me into his care with no expectation of such dangers.”

“They have a penchant for challenging one another,” said Malon. “It’s always existed. Even our oldest histories have accounts of battles among the Divine Remnants, especially Wrath.”

“It seemed as though the battle was ending as we made our escape,” said Vel.

“From what you’ve told me, it was far from a battle,” said Malon. “More of a minor skirmish.”

“Half of Veridas Keep was destroyed!” said Damon.

Malon frowned, looking as worried and concerned as he’d ever seen her. “Solas, if Avarice and Wrath truly commit to this conflict, the destruction will be so much more. Beyond what I can describe to you without sounding as though I’m exaggerating. Avaricia will be leveled. The other cities on Veridan’s Curve as well, most likely. We wouldn’t even be safe on our farm.”

The chamber was silent for a moment. Damon was surprised by how open Kastet was to heeding Malon’s advice without question or objection. He chewed his lower lip, wondering if it was possible that Vel may have revealed Malon’s nature to the princess, accidentally or intentionally.

“What should we do, then?” asked Kastet.

“Were it an option, I would advise you to leave the city at once,” said Malon. “Go back to Hearthold.”

Kastet nodded slowly, letting out a long sigh. “As I suspect all of you have already guessed, I am not here in Avaricia of my own volition. I’m Avarice’s honored guest, a political prisoner, in truth. He has hidden eyes watching me. I wouldn’t be allowed to leave the city without his and my father’s agreement.”

Malon folded her arms. She seemed to consider the situation for only a moment before quirking her mouth sideways and holding up a finger.

“There may be another way,” she said. “It seems unlikely to me that Avarice would favor an open conflict against another Divine Remnant within his home city. He may be open, or even in preference, to a proxy battle against Wrath in place of direct warfare.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“Simple,” said Malon. “He’s already entered a champion into the tournament. If he raised the stakes of grand prize high enough, it might goad Wrath into choosing her own candidate from the current finalists. Though it depends on whether she’d be content to embarrass Avarice for now, rather than destroying him entirely.” 

 Damon was speechless. He wondered how much Malon knew, and if she was simply backfitting what she’d already discovered of Wrath’s actions into a solution. Regardless, she was scarily perceptive. He kept his attention on Kastet, afraid of what his eyes might reveal if he met his aesta’s gaze.

“I could advise him of that course of action,” said Kastet. “I’ve no doubt he’ll wish to see me tomorrow, if only to confirm my safety. It would still be a question of whether Wrath would act as you predict.”

“She is a wild card,” said Malon. “It’s impossible to know for sure what she’ll do next. We can only affect so much.”

Kastet nodded. “You’re right. Thank you for sharing your wisdom and insights, Lady Malon. Velanor takes after you so much. I wish that were the only pressing matter to address, but there is one more. It seems as though my guards are still yet to return to the Royal Lodgings.”

There was a waver in her voice that made her seem much younger than she was. Damon stepped forward, setting a hand on the hilt of his wrathblade.

“Ria and I will look after your safety for tonight,” said Damon. “I’m sure your men will find their way back by the morning.”

He wasn’t, though he also had no idea what it would mean for Kastet if they didn’t.

“Ria and I will sleep in your chambers with you, milady,” said Vel. 

“Damon, if you would be so kind to guard the room from outside?” asked Kastet. “The doors to the Royal Lodgings can be locked. It isn’t a perfect arrangement, but I think it best for now, given the circumstances.”

They spent a few more minutes relating specific details of the fight between Wrath and Avarice. Vel fetched food from the dining hall for them to eat a late meal, and once they were finished, they came to the mutual decision that it was time for bed.

Damon walked Malon to the guest room, leaning against the wall outside the door to say goodnight to her.

“Thank you, solas,” she whispered.

“For what?”

She smiled. “For doing what I asked. You kept Vel and Ria safe.”

He nodded slowly. It was harder than ever for him to meet her gaze. He had no idea how much she knew about what he’d been keeping from her, and worried more than ever about her reaction once she heard all of it. Could some of the night’s pointless deaths have been avoided if he’d told Malon and Kastet about Wrath’s presence within Avaricia?

“Aesta…” He took her hands, searching for the words.

“It’s late,” she said. “Kastet needs you as her guard for tonight. We will speak soon, but know that regardless of what you have to tell me, it won’t change my love for you.”

He felt his heart swell as he pulled her into a hug. “I love you, just the same.”

She squeezed him back. Eventually, they separated, and Damon made his way upstairs to keep watch over Kastet’s bedroom.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
Damon only managed to maintain the normal standing posture of a paid, professional guardsman for about ten minutes before settling down to sit against the side of the hallway. It was chilly within the Royal Lodgings.

He found himself wishing he’d brought a blanket, or even nicked some liquor from the dining hall. He came to the realization that he probably didn’t have the temperament to be a guardsman.

He did manage to stay awake, however. The night dragged on, hour by hour. He worried over how his lack of sleep would affect his performance in the Honorshade Tournament, given how early in the morning his next fight was.

There was no alternative, however. Damon would keep Kastet safe through the night and win the fight in the morning. There was a simplicity to viewing the way forward as a single, precarious path. He’d deal with each threat as it arrived in front of him.

A flash of azure blue alerted Damon to the arrival of one such threat. He stood up, but hesitated before drawing his wrathblade, recognizing the intruder.

Wrath was facing away from him, still clad in her intricate obsidian armor, blue hair hanging limp across her shoulders. Damon stepped forward slowly, moving to put himself in between her and Kastet’s bedroom door. Neither of them said anything for a long moment, tension building with each passing second.

“Do you think I made a mistake tonight?” she whispered.

Damon folded his arms. “People died. If your plan was to embarrass Avarice, you still managed it, though clearly you went a bit off script.”

“What Avarice said was true.” Wrath turned around. Her face was streaked with tears, though her expression was otherwise hard and dangerous. “I can’t remember it, but I can sense it. My last death was… horrific.”

“You should appreciate the fact that you can’t remember it, then.”

He got the distinct sense that if he tried to offer her support, she might kill him, or perhaps tear one of his eyes out.

“It was her family,” said Wrath, pointing at the door. “What is the true nature of revenge, Damon Al-Kendras?”

He shook his head. “Revenge… it doesn’t exist. It’s an idea, not something to be held or coveted.”

“Though you would still kill Avarice, if given the chance?” Wrath’s tone was more a statement, than a question.

Damon had no idea what to do or say. “If it could be done without innocents dying.”

Wrath took a step forward. Damon felt his heart race. He didn’t reach for his sword, but he also didn’t move out of the way. She took a second step, standing with her face so near to his that he could smell her sweat and the oil she’d used on her armor.

“I will dissolve your father’s debt if you walk into that room and take my revenge for me,” she whispered.

He shook his head.

“Do you still want my crest?” asked Wrath. “Would you truly turn your nose up at a dirty request with so much power promised to you in return?”

 Damon narrowed his eyes, unable to keep his anger from getting the better of him. He leaned forward, bringing them even closer together.

“The answer is no,” he said, coldly. “You asked me to embarrass Avarice’s champion. You asked me to win the tournament. I have no problem getting the job done, Wrath. But that door stays shut.”

He jabbed a finger at Kastet’s room.

“I could sweep you out of the way in an instant,” she whispered. “You wouldn’t even feel yourself die.”

“If you were going to do that, you would have already.”

She held his gaze for long enough to make him wonder about that.

“I’m glad we had this chance to talk,” she whispered. “I wish you the best of luck in tomorrow’s match.”

A flash of azure light burned against Damon’s eyes. There was a cold, empty smell in her wake, like frozen pine needles. He slumped against the wall and took several deep breaths, shuddering from the residual adrenaline.

*** 
The enthusiasm of the Mid City Arena’s crowd far outstripped the level of Damon’s own. He rolled sideways over the sand in time to dodge a flying dagger that only missed him by an inch or two.

His opponent was none other than Willum Al-Wynthrope. He felt an odd sense of vindication at the fact that one of the candidates he’d suggested to Vel for Kastet’s champion had made such a decent run into the tournament.

A run which Damon feared might continue forward. He was exhausted from his guard duty the previous night, and Willum’s fighting style made for a difficult matchup against his sluggish reflexes.

Willum was fast and agile. He wielded a short sword and a dozen small throwing knives which hung from a belt harness strapped diagonally across his chest. 

Damon had initially hoped that he could simply dodge all of the projectiles and score an easy victory. He’d abandoned that idea after he’d seen the way Willum maneuvered after throwing the first few, moving around the arena on a path that let him pick up his weapons and refill his harness.

Willum was grinning from ear to ear as Damon rose to his feet. He made a show of juggling three of his knives for the span of a few seconds. The distance between them made it impossible for Damon to take advantage of the opening, much to the crowd’s entertainment.

“Do you know what would be hugely helpful right now?” he muttered to his wrathblade. 

“You’re pathetic!” hissed the sword. “Bah! Thrust me into this weakling and be done with the fight!”

“I would have a much easier time getting close enough to do that if you would quit being such a miser and make with the magic!” he snapped.

He saw Willum give him an odd look from across the arena.

“Win on your own merits or take a knife to the face,” snarled his wrathblade, in a pissy tone. “You’ll see no help from me.”

He’d never been so tempted to fling his wrathblade off into the distance in his life. Well, almost. It had only been a temporary reprieve the last time he’d tried it.

Damon settled for attempting to close on Willum through clever tricks of positioning, feinting forward and to the side, trying to get him to shift away from the center of the arena and toward its outside edge. He made the mistake of opening his stance wider than he should have.

Willum sent a dagger singing through the air, aimed for Damon’s center of mass. He didn’t have the balance he needed to dodge properly. He acted on reflex, saving himself as much through luck as intention.

The dingy leather buckler he’d taken from the pits as his required piece of armor had done its job. Willum’s throwing knives weren’t powerful enough to pierce through the shield. Damon briefly considered yanking the knife out from where it had stuck into the leather before deciding that a knife in his shield was better than one on the ground, where it could be recovered.

He saw Willum hesitate before lining up the next throw. Damon charged, putting all of his faith into the leather buckler and expecting to feel the stab of a knife against his legs at any second.

He didn’t bother with his sword, slamming into the smaller man with a vicious tackle. It only took three punches to force his yield. He ignored the mixture of cheers and boos from the crowd as the tournament organizers pronounced him the victor.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
Damon’s prize money was fifteen silver sables, which felt rather underwhelming given how much of a chore the match had been. He tucked them away in his coin purse. There were larger problems looming than his own finances and the expenses of the farm, but it was nice to know that he at least had that much handled.

The fact that the Honorshade Tournament was continuing in the wake of the Veridas Keep incident spoke volumes about the Godking’s priorities. Avarice wasn’t interested in a protracted conflict with Wrath. The cost of rooting her out and eliminating the threat she represented was one that he apparently wasn’t willing to pay.

It underscored the wisdom of the advice that Malon had given Kastet the night before. It also left Damon feeling the weight of the challenge ahead of him. If he lost before beating Avarice’s champion, the consequences might fall across the city, rather than just upon him.

Damon started toward the stairs leading from the pits up to the Mid City Arena’s entrance. Ria was in the western pits due to their match seeding, which meant that there was no real reason for him to stay beyond his match.

It was a space for warriors, and it wasn’t exactly modest. Several men were in their undershorts or completely naked. Damon noticed a group of three surrounding a woman with blonde hair in the corner who’d wandered in, for whatever reason.

He stopped in his tracks, groaning as he caught sight of her face. Vel had her spectacles on and was blushing fiercely as the men barraged her with inappropriate compliments and requests.

“Back off,” he said. “She’s with me.”

“Damon!” said Vel.

She ducked through the men and wrapped her arms around him, using him as her shield. There was no ensuing conflict, and Vel’s accosters split off as though they’d never been interested in the first place.

“What are you doing down here?” he asked.

“Kastet wanted me to check the competitor bracket,” said Vel. “We know that Ria’s fight for today is still to come, but I was hoping to see who she’d be facing tomorrow, assuming she wins.”

“Just ask me next time,” he said. “There’s a fair amount of, um, masculine energy down here.”

“I can see that.”

He led her over to where the bracket was scrawled out in chalk across one of the dank stone walls of the pit. He found Ria’s name and traced the line up and over… to the winner of the previous match.

“Her next opponent will be some guy named Damon Al-Kendras,” he said.

“That’s not funny.”

“It’s unfortunately not a joke.” He let out a sigh as a pit of emotion sank into the bottom of his stomach. Nothing good could come from facing Ria in the arena. At least one of them would have to lose. At least one of them would get hurt.

“The two of you can’t fight each other,” said Vel.

“It’s not as though we’ll have much of a choice,” he said, feeling irritated. 

“There’s no way…” She shook her head. “This is ridiculous.”

“This is what we signed up for. Come on. You should report to your princess.”

He led her back upstairs and into the arena stands. She split off to join Princess Kastet and Lilian in the raised seats. Damon continued into the lower section, where he found Malon in the second row.

“Enjoying the show so far?” he asked.

She turned and grinned at him. “Quite a bit, solas. Are you free? Seta’s match is next, if you have time to watch.”

He nodded and sat down next to her. Malon was wearing an old, oft patched green and gray dress with the sleeves rolled halfway up. Her hair hung in its usual braid, slightly damp from the rain which had fallen earlier in the morning.

There was still a lingering tension between them, one which Damon felt had existed for too long. He didn’t want it to become the new normal, and he resolved to tell her everything as soon as they had a chance to be truly alone.

Which was easier said than done. He hadn’t forgotten how Wrath could eavesdrop on him through his wrathblade.

“There she is,” said Malon.

Damon had ignored the announcer’s crude, overtly racist introduction of the Witch of the Badlands, as Ria had been nicknamed. She wore the same set of borrowed leather armor she’d equipped for her last fight and carried both her spear and throwing knife.

Her opponent was a duelist of some renown by the name of Candor Fleetfoot. He fought with a longsword and a short sword, and seemed to already be underestimating her, judging from the cocky expression on his face.

Malon nudged him with her elbow and flashed a coy smile. “Who do you think will win?”

“That’s a hard question,” he said. “Especially considering that whoever wins this match will be my next opponent.”

He gave her an unenthusiastic smile. It pained him to see Malon’s reaction, but he still felt glad that she’d heard it from him. She took a breath and closed her eyes. Her hands drew against each other, palms pressing together almost as though she was contemplating a prayer.

“Have you spoken to her about what you’d do against each other in a fight?” she asked.

“Some. We didn’t find much common ground.”

Malon folded her arms. She harbored a darkness within her expression, within her entire posture. 

“Would you throw the match against her if I asked you to, solas?” she whispered.

“She’d never forgive me if I did.”

“Things… might not be the same between the two of you afterward,” she said. “I care about our family. Truly, I do.”

“And I don’t?” He blew out a breath and set his foot on the back of the empty bench in front of him. “Aesta… I don’t know what to do. I’m scared I might hurt Ria.”

“I’m scared she might hurt you.”

Damon was surprised by how much her words hurt his confidence. It was unexpected, though only for a moment. He felt himself understanding her concern as he took a breath and let his gaze focus on the oncoming arena match.

One of the tournament organizers gave the signal, and Ria squared off against Candor Fleetfoot. They circled each other, both wary of their opponent at such a deep stage in the tournament. Candor, at least, was wise to be wary.

The fight was over within a minute after it had begun. Candor approached Ria with his swords at the ready. Rain had been falling off and on throughout the morning, creating an environment that was ideal for her tempesting magic.

She waved her hands forward, crossing her wrists and swooping downward once as though attempting to knot her own arms. There was a flash of white, thunder booming in the same instant. A tremendous bolt of lightning struck Candor Fleetfoot once on the back, sending his weapons flying and his body sprawling to the ground.

The crowd had clearly overcome its earlier prejudice and had no qualms about roaring for her as she raised her arms in victory. Damon felt strange as he considered the sound of her cheers against his own, both during the Honorshade Tournament and as a gladiator in the time before it.

“How do you think you would have performed in this tournament?” he asked Malon, mostly to shift his thoughts.

“Are you trying to tempt me into boasting, solas?”

He gave her a mischievous smile. “There are more interesting things I’d try to tempt you into, were that my intention.”

Malon met his gaze, reaching over to set a tender hand on his knee. “Ria’s fight is over. Will you talk with me openly now?”

He nodded slowly. “Let’s go for a walk.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
Damon had given some consideration to exactly how to go about telling Malon what he needed to without exposing himself to Wrath’s eavesdropping and ire. He led her down a long, seldom used alleyway on the edge of the city, undoing his sword belt as they walked.

“What are you doing?” hissed his wrathblade.

“What are you doing?” asked Malon, almost in unison, though in a far gentler tone of voice.

“Oh, you know…” he muttered. “Just, uh, readjusting some things.”

He lifted the sword up and tipped it into one of the rain gutters, ignoring its angry protests. Malon gave him a curious look, following as he gestured for them to continue.

“The most important fact which you must know is that Wrath has been listening to us,” he said. “I’m not sure if it’s constant or occasional, or what she’s learned is of relevance. Aesta… Since I first recovered my wrathblade, I’ve unknowingly been serving as her spy.”

He exhaled, though it did nothing for the weight of his guilt. They’d shared so much within earshot of that sword, not just in terms of their motivations and abilities, but in their intimate moments. He expected Malon to be justifiably furious.

“I see,” said Malon. “Has she been blackmailing you?”

“I…” Damon blinked. “Yes. Ever since we first arrived in the city. Though the first time I met her was when she appeared as a projection within the kestian.”

Malon nodded. “Has she… offered you her crest, solas?”

“No. At least not directly. She forced me to enter the tournament on her behalf, though she seemed ambivalent about whether I claimed myself as her champion openly.”

“Tell me you wouldn’t accept it if she offered,” said Malon. Her eyes were serious, and she took both of Damon’s hands into her own.

“It’s not that simple,” he said.

“Isn’t it?” asked Malon. “Think of what it would mean, solas.”

“You don’t understand. Last night in the Garden of Statues, we saw Wrath speaking with Avarice. She isn’t settled into her role as one of the Forsaken, not completely. I don’t think she’s evil.”

“What do you mean?”

 “She’s suffered before, horribly, in her past lives if not this one,” he said, with a shrug. “She came to me while I was guarding Kastet’s room and… there were tears in her eyes.”

“Solas…” said Malon. “You have a kind heart. Truly, you do. But this isn’t an instance in which it will lead you rightly. You mustn’t lower your guard around her.”

“I haven’t. I don’t know. There’s so much hatred and animosity between her and Avarice. I saw so many people dying last night because of it. If she had someone she trusted, someone other than that sociopath Shank, maybe…?”

“You assume that she doesn’t, but you don’t know that for sure.” Malon pulled him closer, looking seriously into his eyes. “You know nothing about her, be it as one of the Divine Remnants or as a woman.”

“I’m aware of that, aesta,” he said. “Are you chiding me for being open to knowing more?”

“Yes. Promise me that you won’t accept her crest.”

He’d already begun shaking his head when he saw her stern expression.

“Solas,” she said. “Damon. If you did sign a crest contract with Wrath… There could come a time in the future in which we’d be on opposite sides of a conflict.”

“You’ve been so vague about what entering into a crest contract actually means,” he said. “Yours is with Lascivious. Could she compel your obedience through it if she wanted to?”

“She wouldn’t,” said Malon.

“I asked if she could.”

“It’s… complicated. So much so that I couldn’t make a definitive statement about whether the same would apply for Wrath.”

Damon frowned, still feeling annoyed at how vague she was being. She squeezed his hands.

“Please, solas,” she said. “You’ve grown into such a strong young man following your own path. I couldn’t watch you be engulfed by Wrath.”

“You couldn’t watch me make the same decision that you did, in other words,” he said, bitterly.

“My situation with Lascivious is different.”

She seemed unwilling to budge or expand on that point. Damon sighed and shook his head.

“What’s the alternative?” he muttered. “Wrath has even commanded my sword to withhold its magic from me. I have too many people to love and look out for to allow myself to be powerless.”

Malon licked her lips, giving his question a fair amount of consideration. “Let me take a look at it.”

They were both silent as they returned to where Damon had stashed the wrathblade in the hanging gutter. It hissed obscenities at him as he took it back into his hands. Malon furrowed her brow, reaching her hand out to set three fingers across the weapon’s hilt.

“Don’t touch me, you busty, redheaded whore!” screeched the wrathblade. “I’ll cut you! I swear I’ll cut you!”

“Is it reacting to my presence?” asked Malon.

Damon coughed. “A bit. You might not want to touch it for long. It has a habit of cutting people.”

She pulled her hand back. “Have you grown attached to it, as a weapon?”

“As a weapon, yes,” he said. “As a voice inside my head, not so much. I could do without the constant berating and bickering.”

“Part of my reason for coming to Avaricia was to visit a friend within the city,” said Malon. “I think she may be able to help us.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
They traveled through the city for nearly half an hour before arriving at their destination. Malon led him down a tiny set of stairs between a fletcher and a perfumery to an unmarked wooden door. She knocked in a specific pattern, three times, once, then three times again. A minute passed by before the door finally opened.

An older woman with dark hair greeted them both with a broad smile. She was dressed in a half shirt with thin straps and a playful gray skirt covered in paint stains. Her eyes were nearly crescent in shape, and her skin was deep caramel in color.

“Back so soon, Malon?” she asked, in a surprisingly musical voice. “I see you’ve brought company, as well.”

“Damon, this is Kassandra Umari,” said Malon. “Sandra, this is—”

“Damon Al-Kendras,” said Sandra. “You’ve told me enough about your solas over the years for me to practically know him on sight. Please, come in! Let me pour you some tea.”

They followed her into a surprisingly well-lit and cozy shop chamber. Damon was a little curious about why he hadn’t seen a sign out front, or any indication of the shop’s existence on the way down. 

Dozens of weapons, pieces of jewelry, and suspicious looking artifacts hung from the walls and littered the store’s shelves. Damon watched Sandra as she disappeared behind the counter, returning a moment later with a tea pot and glasses.

She was older than he’d first thought, in her late fifties or early sixties, at least. Her dark hair was twisted into thin braids which she wore in a ponytail tied by a girlish piece of pink silk. Each of her ears had three gemstone earrings, a ruby, a sapphire, and a topaz in the same order on both sides.

She had a fairly nice body, a fact he might not have otherwise noticed had she not been bending forward to pour them each a drink. Her half-shirt billowed downward, revealing an ample amount of cleavage and the edge of an interesting tan line.

“I take it this is not a social visit?” guessed Sandra. “Oh, none of that look, Malon. I have always been able to tell when you are here to chat versus when you come seeking my help.”

“Think of it as a consultation,” said Malon. “I need your advice about a sword.”

“This sword?” Sandra’s eyes flicked to Damon’s wrathblade.

She came around to the other side of the counter, not asking permission before drawing close to Damon and setting her hand on the weapon. He opened his mouth to warn her about the wrathblade’s propensity for cutting palms, but she shushed him before he could get a word out.

“Hmmm…” she said, gently fondling the hilt. “Most interesting. What more can you tell me about this weapon?”

She undid his sword belt, once more without asking his permission. Damon shot a questioning glance toward Malon.

“It’s fine, solas,” she said. “You can speak freely. She’s like me.”

Sandra let out a chiming laugh. “Eccentric and unmarried, you mean? I tell her so often, Damon. Many, many times. Settle down! Find a husband! Why struggle? She could have many boyfriends, even, if she wanted?”

Malon cleared her throat, blushing a bit. “That isn’t what I meant.”

“You’re a crest sorceress,” said Damon. “One sworn to Lascivious, I would assume?”

Sandra ran one hand along the scabbard of his wrathblade, favoring him with a mischievous smile. “Intelligence. It’s become a rare quality in this age. You are almost correct, Damon. I was once a crest sorceress of Lascivious.”

“Once? But no longer?” He folded his arms, realizing that he’d never considered if and how a crest contract might be broken.

“When one of the Divine Remnants dies in their current physical body, all of their active crest contracts are dissolved,” said Sandra. “It’s one facet of what keeps them from holding onto their power in the time after they’re reincarnated.”

Damon silently processed that bit of information. It meant that Lascivious had died and been reincarnated within Sandra’s adult lifespan.

“Sandra, this is a wrathblade,” said Malon. “An active one, at that.”

“My shop is warded,” said Sandra. “Any form of sight or listening that Wrath might attempt through this artifact will be foiled here.”

“Is there a way for you to neutralize the effect permanently?” asked Damon.

Sandra shook her head. “It’s a complicated enchantment. Your wrathblade is imbued with more than just magical essence. It has a persona, a will of its own, in a sense.”

“Yeah, I noticed,” said Damon, in a frustrated voice.

“I have an idea,” said Sandra. “It’s not perfect, but it might work.”

She disappeared into the back of her shop, reappearing a moment later with a small dagger in her hands. The weapon’s blade had several obvious chips, along with spots of rust and a heavily worn hilt.

“This is Myr,” said Sandra. “It was once a weapon of great power, with an enchantment not dissimilar to the persona contained within your wrathblade. While I doubt I could alter the enchantment of your wrathblade directly, it would be possible for me to swap the enchantments of the two weapons without as much difficulty.”

“What’s Myr’s enchantment?” asked Damon.

“I have no idea. The weapon’s essence has been drained, though the residual enchantment still lingers. It’s not usable anymore. That’s the only reason I’m willing to sacrifice it for the cause. The other enchanted artifacts I sell are far too expensive and rare for me to risk.”

He shook his head slowly. “It’s not as though I want to risk my wrathblade on an experiment. I haven’t exactly been getting along with it lately, but why would I want to swap its enchantment for one that isn’t even usable?”

“You would be swapping both the enchantment and the persona, but not the weapon’s innate essence,” said Sandra. “Think of it like this. If a man loses his wife and remarries, he can move his new lover into the house. She can sleep in his bed. She can wear his old wife’s clothing. She is still her own person, however.”

“Hmm. I guess that sounds reasonable.”

Malon nodded and set her hand on his shoulder. Sandra tapped her fingers on the counter next to the wrathblade.

“There is, of course, the matter of payment…” she said.

“Damon is not a wealthy man,” said Malon. “I also know you’re already aware of my minimalist lifestyle. We don’t have much to offer.”  

“I don’t need much, at least not in terms of money,” said Sandra.

Her words seemed to hold some kind of implied meaning for Malon, who let out an exasperated sigh. Damon folded his arms, holding the old enchantress’s gaze.

“What do you need, then?” he asked.

“Oh!” she said. “So direct! I forgot how much I missed that in a man.”

She gave him a look that he wasn’t sure how to interpret. She was far older than him, so much so that he almost felt as though she was simply teasing, rather than flirting.

“Sandra…” said Malon, in a warning tone.

“You mentioned that you were unmarried before,” said Damon, in an incidental tone.

“I did.” Sandra sighed and leaned forward on her elbows against the counter. “It’s hard to find men in Avaricia capable of keeping up with a sorceress, physically and intellectually.”

“Former sorceress,” corrected Malon.

“I still have a few small talents even now,” said Sandra. “I wish I could find more opportunity to make use of them, but alas, it’s not always possible on my own.”

She was still looking at him. Damon decided to take his shot, as much in hopes of finding a solution to his wrathblade’s blockage as to sate his own curiosity.

“Is there anything I could do to help you with that?” he asked. He took it a bit further, shifting his arm on the counter to brush into hers and letting the small contact linger.

“Solas!” said Malon.

“It seems your solas can speak for himself, Malon,” said Sandra. “Every mother bird must eventually let her hatchling take flight.”

Damon suppressed an embarrassed smile even as his face burned at her words. “Is there somewhere we can go to speak more about what kind of help you might need?”

“The help she needs…” Malon massaged her temples. “She’s asking you to… um…”

“Help her.” Damon squeezed Malon’s shoulder. “Yes. We’re on the same page. I think?”

“I think we are.” Sandra squeezed her arms together in a manner that did wonders for her cleavage. “Are you sure you’re up to the task, Damon? Helping an older woman can be a rather… involved task.”

“If you’re asking me if I can get the job done, the answer is yes,” he said.

“Mmm,” hummed Sandra. “Well then. Let’s talk.”

Malon was seething as Sandra gestured toward the door in the back of her shop. Damon hesitated, holding his aesta’s gaze, ready to find an alternative if she pushed her objection.

“It’s your decision,” said Malon. “I will admit to being irritated at how she’s taking advantage of your circumstances, but I understand.”

“Taking advantage?” scoffed Sandra. “Malon, he hasn’t committed to anything beyond a brisk discussion.”

“Why don’t we go have that discussion in private before this gets anymore awkward?” asked Damon. 

Sandra nodded and grinned, showing a perfect set of teeth. Damon gave his aesta one last apologetic look as he followed behind the horny old enchantress with his eyes locked onto the curves he could see underneath her skirt.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
Sandra led him into a surprisingly spacious bedchamber, taking her shoes off by the door. Damon followed her example, feeling the thick carpet through his toes.

For the enchantress’s forwardness, she seemed at a loss for what to say or do next. Damon walked around her room, surveying an old tapestry depicting a scene of a young couple sitting in a tree. A few artifacts from her shop that were either too valuable or too sentimental for her to sell hung on the walls.

“See anything you like?” asked Sandra.

Damon turned around to find her sitting on the bed with carefully crossed legs and a rather coy smile. He was struck by the return of her confidence, and specifically how genuine it seemed.

“Quite a few things, in fact,” said Damon.

He walked over to her, feeling his cock hardening as he closed the distance. He was almost aroused to the point of wondering if Sandra was using magic to somehow affect his mood.

He suspected the truth was far simpler, and far dirtier. She was an old woman looking to be thrown around between the sheets, and he was a young man with strong arms.

“I should dim the lantern,” said Sandra, staring at the obvious bulge within Damon’s trousers.

“You should take off your girlshorts,” he replied.

Sandra let out a small, musical laugh. “Such boldness! How does your aesta ever keep a handle on you?”

He felt a stab of embarrassment that seemed to throb straight into his loins. “She’s a patient woman.”

“Is she, now?” Sandra made a show of pulling off her girlshorts, though she kept her skirt and the rest of her clothing in place. “I can see how she’d have to be. Words are one thing, Damon. Actions are and will always be another.”

He took his shirt off, taking a deep satisfaction in the way Sandra’s eyes roved over his muscles. He wanted to see her, too. Despite a few obvious wrinkles, Sandra had aged well, and the parts of her body he suspected had held up the best were still covered.

“We aren’t here to talk about my aesta,” he said, with an edge of command.

She laughed again and shifted to lay on her stomach. “I can talk about whatever I please. We’re in my bedchamber, in case you forgot. And your aesta is waiting just outside that door, for us to finish, erm, hammering out the details of this exchange.”

“Why do you keep mentioning her?” he sighed.

Sandra wiggled her butt in a manner that seemed to run contrary to her words.

“Because she’s my good friend,” said Sandra. “She’s been open with me about her relationship with you, her fears, her frustrations.”

Damon suppressed the urge to cringe. “Can we at least talk about this after?”

“Does it make you uncomfortable to talk about your aesta while on a bed with another woman?” asked Sandra. “Or does it stir a different sort of reaction?”

She reached her hand out, prodding his erection with one finger. It was rock hard, and she flashed him an elated smile. Damon pulled down his trousers and undershorts, ready to teach her a lesson about the consequences of her teasing.

“True Divine,” whispered Sandra. “You are going to be a lot to handle.”

“How long has it been?” asked Damon. He pulled her backward by the ankle, sliding her down the bed. “Am I going to have to stretch you out to make room, Sandra?”

A shudder of arousal ran through her as Damon began touching her, softly groping, exploring with his fingers. He slid her skirt up, admiring her cute, tanned butt. He pushed his hips forward, letting his cock nestle lengthwise between her buttocks.

“It has been a while,” she whispered.

“I’ll go slow.”

“I didn’t say I wanted that,” she said.

Damon pulled his cock back, lowering his angle. He probed it between her thighs, finding her womanhood within seconds from the instant, almost overwhelming caress of heat and wetness.

“Whoa...” he said, shivering with pleasure. “You are tight after all.”

“It’s been more than a decade,” whispered Sandra. “True Divine. Don’t be gentle with me, Damon.”

He wasn’t. What began as a slow, exploratory rhythm quickly shifted into a horny onslaught of thrusting. He let out a low, primal groan as he pulled Sandra’s shirt down and began fondling her breasts. There was a slight sag to them, but in a way that simply felt different, rather than bad.

She wasn’t quiet, so he didn’t bother to be, either. The thought of what Malon might be hearing from the other room edged into his thoughts. Her longtime friend and her solas bedding down like horny animals. 

“Give me all of your vigor, Damon,” moaned Sandra. “Stir me up.”

“You’re a dirty old biddy.”

“More than you’ll ever know,” she whispered. “Make sure you plant your seed inside me.”

Damon took hold of both of her arms, savoring the lewd, submissive way it forced her to arch her back. Her butt seemed to parry each of his thrusts like a flexible shield, bouncing and jiggling against his crotch in a fashion that felt unbelievably good.

He came after just a few minutes. He took Sandra up on her suggestion and blew his seed as deep within her as it would go, groaning and digging his fingers into her forearms. Sandra surprised him as she began to laugh, softly at first, building to a slightly crazed sounding crackle.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Better than alright.” She rolled over. Damon blinked, doubting his eyes as he took in the details of her face for a second time.

She looked a solid ten years younger, if not closer to twenty. The wrinkles on her face were nearly universally smoothed out aside from the subtle crow’s feet on either side of her eyes. Even her breasts seemed to have regained a pert fullness.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“It’s one of the small talents I still have from my days as a crest sorceress,” said Sandra. “It only runs skin deep, of course, and it fades more quickly than natural beauty would. This is how I looked when I was in my forties.”

“You were a sexy woman back then,” he said. “I mean, you still are. Even before this. True Divine. How long before it wears off?”

“A few months,” she said. “I do hope you’ll make another trip through Avaricia before then. I can go even younger than this with enough help.”

“I can give you more help right now, if you want it,” he said.

Sandra cleared her throat. “It would be rude to keep your aesta waiting.”

He felt his face flush but pressed on. “I’m sure she could wait another few minutes. We could be quick. We could—”

“Damon,” interrupted Sandra. “No one else is going to say this to you, so I feel as though I must. Malon loves you far more than I think you realize. So much so that every mistake you make, every indiscretion you’re tempted into, hangs upon her with twice as much weight.”

“She… told you?” He winced, wishing he could escape the conversation while simultaneously hanging on her next word.

“We tell each other everything,” said Sandra. “She’s worried, both for you and the future of your relationship. She’s your aesta, and you’ve been a horny, wicked little beast toward her.”

“Did she say that?”

“I’m saying that!” Sandra sighed, pulling her girlshorts back on. “There are some mistakes in this world which can never be undone, some lines which shatter into nonexistence as soon as they’re crossed. Be mindful of the nature of that woman’s love. If you keep thinking with your prick, it’s going to lead you off a cliff, and you’ll be dragging her over with you.”

Damon stared at down at a small stain on the knee of his trousers, unable to look up to meet her gaze. His face was hot with embarrassment. He could find no words to refute her argument. The fact that he wanted to so badly only made her point cut twice as deep.

“Now, in case you were wondering, this little seduction was also for her benefit,” said Sandra. “Hopefully, seeing how willing you are to burst within the cunt of any woman, of any age, who so much as smiles in your direction will prime your aesta’s sense of propriety. I do hope this wasn’t too cruel of a reality check for her to be on the receiving end of.”

Damon dressed as quickly as he could. He felt much younger than he had when he’d first entered Sandra’s bedchamber, and he couldn’t help but wonder if her aging reversal magic was affecting him, too.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
Malon refused to meet Damon’s gaze when he returned to the shop’s main room with Sandra. He was actually fine with that, since he was still in the midst of a struggle against the frown on his face.

She did look at Sandra, however. She brought a hand to her mouth, taking in the transformation with undisguised appreciation.

“Sandra,” she said. “You look… refreshed.”

“Thank you.” Sandra grinned back at her. “I do miss the glamour’s effects being automatic, as it was back when I still had my crest. I might have to call on Damon’s help again if I catch him passing through the city. It’s so hard to find confident, open minded men.”

“I can imagine,” said Malon, with a touch of irritation.

“Right,” said Sandra. “I’ve kept you waiting for long enough. Let’s tend to your troublesome sword, shall we?”

Damon moved to stand on the opposite side of the counter, holding the hilt of his wrathblade’s scabbard as Sandra drew near to it.

“Bah!” hissed the sword. “Don’t touch me, you disgusting crone!”

 “Careful,” said Damon, as Sandra started to touch the weapon’s pommel. “It’s got this habit of cutting other people’s hands when they pick it up, for whatever reason.”

Sandra furrowed her brow. “Has it always done that?”

“No. Only since we entered Avaricia.”

She blinked, staring at him. “You didn’t mention to me before that you were a wielder.” 

“A what?” he asked.

Sandra’s gaze pivoted to Malon, who seem similarly intrigued.

“When did you first obtain this weapon?” asked Sandra.

The wrathblade had begun shouting insults and obscenities again. Damon tuned it out as he answered. “I was twenty, so about three years ago.”

“You’re only twenty-three?” Sandra frowned and shook her head. “Ah, never mind. Did it take a while for the weapon to begin expressing its enchantment?”

“About three years, I’d say,” said Damon. “The first time I drew upon its magic was in a fight against one of my father’s debtors not too long ago. I always assumed it had something to do with my anger in the moment.”

“Partly,” said Sandra. “Most wrathblades are entirely dormant. They are spent magical relics, in other words. Useless to anyone incapable of performing a strong enchantment refresh or doing what you can do. I’m certain of it. Damon, you’re a wielder.”

“I’m only familiar with this term in passing,” said Malon. “You spoke to me of a partner you had once who you described similarly.”

“It’s a term rarely used outside of enchanting discussion,” said Sandra. “A wielder is a person with an unusual magical affinity for enchanted items. Enchantments will be stronger and more efficient when you use them. On top of that, if you carry the same enchanted item for long enough, it will occasionally begin to grow more powerful and develop new quirks and abilities.”

“Is this an inborn trait?” asked Damon. “Like a form of spellblood magic?”

“Yes, but too mild to meet the general classification,” said Sandra. “Most wielders never even discover their abilities. Those who do often misattribute the effect to the enchanted item, rather than their own enhanced affinity.”

Damon looked at his hand and then at the wrathblade. He felt conflicted about the decision he was about to make. If he was a wielder, was it possible that he might eventually find a way to tame the sword, perhaps even find a way to keep it from listening and reporting to Wrath?

“Now, to return to the matter at hand…” said Sandra. She picked up the wrathblade and carefully moved it to a hexagonal stonework table covered in white chalk patterns in the corner of the room. “The enchantment swap should only take a moment.”

The dagger, Myr, as she’d called it, looked so worn and pitiful next to his carefully maintained wrathblade. Damon chewed his lip.

“Sandra…” he said, uncertainly.

“Are you having second thoughts?” she asked.

“I’ll murder you if you let this wretch touch me again!” screeched his wrathblade. “I’ll slice your balls off in your sleep! I’ll split your cock down the piss hole.”

“No,” he said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Sandra set one hand on each weapon. A faint, bluish glow erupted from the lines on the table, spreading to the sword and dagger and smothering them both with light. A distinctly magical crack sounded in the air, which began to smell like sulfur and fresh cut grass. The light faded.

“Did it work?” asked Damon.

Sandra shrugged. “Ask the sword, not me.”

He glanced toward Malon, who smiled and gave him an encouraging nod. He felt a weird thrill of anticipation as he picked up the weapon and gently rubbed its hilt.

“Hello,” he said. “Can you hear me?”

“Um… yes.” The voice was soft, girlish, almost shy. “I feel a bit weird.”

So did Damon, given that he was having a conversation with a sword that only he could hear in front two other people.

“You used to be a dagger,” he explained. “I swapped your enchantment into my sword.”

“Oh,” said the sword. “That was most kind of you. It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten any use.”

“My name is Damon.”

“I… believe my name is Myr,” replied the sword.

“This is so fascinating,” muttered Sandra. “Damon, do you mind if I document this encounter for publication? I’ll anonymize your name and circumstantial details.”

He nodded, but the weapon still had his complete focus. “Myr. That’s a pretty name.”

“Oh!” said Myr. “Um, thank you.”

“I suppose that makes you my myrblade, now,” he said.

“I suppose it does,” giggled Myr.

“Myr,” he said. “What’s your enchantment?”

Her answer was hesitant. “I… haven’t remembered yet. I’m so sorry! I know how that sounds. I do feel like I was fairly powerful, once upon a time.”

He gave the sword’s hilt a reassuring squeeze, satisfied with the weapon’s new voice, if nothing else.

“Well, it would seem as though my work here is done,” said Sandra, with a yawn. “If the two of you don’t mind, I think I’ll spend the rest of my afternoon napping and staring at my pretty new body in the mirror.”

Damon put his sword belt back on, feeling strangely nervous as he adjusted the belt. He wanted to stay on good terms with his sword this time around. He set a hand on the hilt of his myrblade.

“Mmm…” whispered Myr.

“Is that alright?” he asked.

“More than alright,” said Myr. “It feels rather good.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
He followed Malon out of Sandra’s shop as soon as the two women had exchanged goodbyes. The sky had cleared since that morning, and a warm breeze was blowing through the city.

“Thank you, aesta,” he said. “You’ve done more than I think you realize in helping me with this.”

Malon flashed a smile that had an annoyed edge to it. “I don’t appreciate your innuendo, solas.”

He winced. “That wasn’t how I meant it.”

He considered whether he should apologize as they began walking down the street.

“I’m sorry,” said Malon. “I shouldn’t have reacted like that. I did tell you that it was your own decision to make.”

“Sandra is an interesting woman,” said Damon, with a shrug.

“I was surprised by your willingness,” said Malon. “She’s old enough to be my mother, even.”

“Age is irrelevant in matters of the heart.”

“Was that truly a matter of the heart, or… somewhere further down than that?”

An awkward silence settled between them. Damon’s face burned as he measured the weight of his regret.

“Are you free for the rest of the day?” he asked.

Malon nodded. “I am.”

“Let me buy you a dress to thank you for your help.”

Malon smiled but shook her head. “Solas, I’m always happy to help you. There’s no need for you to feel indebted by it. Save your money.”

He took her hand and laced his fingers through hers. “I want to spoil you. Really, I insist. There’s a place I know of with reasonable prices that’s not too far from here.”

It wasn’t until they reached Slips and Bits, the clothier he’d taken Vel and Lilian to, that Damon stopped to consider how Malon would view the place. She pursed her lips with obvious skepticism, looking back and forth between the door and Damon’s face.

“If you don’t see anything you like, we can go somewhere else,” he said.

She sighed, but still followed behind him as he entered.

“Hello,” said the seamstress. She clearly recognized Damon and furrowed her brow at Malon. “Feel free to try on any outfits you feel the need to. I hope you’re satisfied by what you find this time.”

Despite Malon’s initial reluctance, she seemed to start to enjoy herself as she began searching through the shop’s myriad selection of clothing. Damon waited in one of the chairs off to the side, letting his hand gently caress his myrblade as he grew comfortable with the new, but familiar weapon.

“Solas,” called Malon. “What do you think of this one?”

She held up a black evening dress against her front and made a small face.

“I think you should try it on,” he said.

She obliged him. Damon anticipated the reveal with undisguised excitement. She peaked her head out through the changing partition, smiling as she saw him waiting, and then slowly leaning further out into the open.

“It’s a little small on me,” she said. She played with the end of her braid as she slowly turned around. The dress had thin shoulder straps and an open back, and it seemed to emphasize her womanly curves without flaunting them.

“You look incredible,” he said. 

“Oh, please,” she said, with a sigh. “No teasing, solas.”

“It’s not teasing!” He grinned at her. “There’s a reason why all of your friends bring up the fact that you’re still single. You’re beautiful, and if you showed up to a tavern wearing a dress like that…”

He trailed. Malon spun around again and set her hands on her hips.

“If I showed up a tavern in this dress? Were you going to finish that thought?”

“I decided I’d rather imagine you wearing it around the tower.”

“You’re too much,” she said. “But thank you.”

She tried another two dresses. Damon showered her with compliments, and it wasn’t out of any scheme to butter up her mood. The fitting session had given him a chance to say what he so often felt, to speak his heart. It felt liberating to tell her how beautiful she was, to look at her for a reason without wondering if he should feel ashamed.

“This one is a bit more risqué,” said Malon, from behind the partition. “I’m also not certain if I put it on right.”

Damon’s heart skipped a beat. “Can I see?”

She poked her head out from behind the partition, chiding him with her eyes. Then, she slowly stepped out into the open.

What she wore was better described as a corset with small skirt, rather than a proper dress. Damon had never seen Malon’s breasts pressed up and together and displayed so perfectly. She spun around, shifting to give him a quick flash of her butt from behind. Was she even wearing her girlshorts?

“Wow…” he said.

“Too much?”

“I’m buying it for you,” he said.

Malon laughed. “It doesn’t even fit. There’s a tie in the back that doesn’t seem to reach all the way.”

“Do you want my help with it?”

He was already halfway hard. Malon hesitated for a moment before giving her answer.

“Yes,” she said, quietly.

She stepped back behind the changing partition, rather than into the open. It was a tiny little stall, forcing them together with no more than inches between their bodies.

“It’s… in the back,” whispered Malon.

She turned around slowly, her body brushing against his ever so slightly. The view of her bare shoulders, along with the sensual lace ties of the corset, was one of the hottest things he’d ever seen.

He drew nearer to her, setting his hands on her hips and gently running them up her body and across the silken fabric. A slight shiver ran through her body, noticeable in the stillness of the moment.

“Higher up?” he whispered.

“A little more.” 

He found the undone tie, though it was almost an afterthought. He couldn’t stop his hips from pressing forward, letting his bulge gently prod into her. He still held the ties, and he gave them a gentle tug, pulling her and her glorious butt into a lewder state of contact against him.

“I think…” he said, barely hearing himself. “I have to, ah, adjust the front.”

“If you need to…”

He felt the pretense dissolving as he ran his hands up the front of Malon’s corset. He held her firmly, pulling her back against his erection, his movements growing more sexual and aggressive. 

Malon shivered again and leaned her head back. Damon let his breath tickle her neck and then kissed it.

“Mmm…” she moaned.

She shifted, turning so her mouth could meet his, and they kissed. It was the type of kiss that could happen behind closed doors, fleeting and rushed and dangerous. Damon let his tongue find hers and tightened his grip on her body, cupping one of her breasts and grinding himself against her with undisguised intentions.

“Aesta,” he breathed.

She kissed him again. Damon reached down to pull her skirt up.

The partition rattled. A very annoyed looking seamstress glared at them from outside the changing stall.

“This is my store,” said the woman. “Peddle your own goods elsewhere. I expect you’ll be buying the item you have on.”

Malon’s face turned bright red. Damon answered, sparing her the shame of the moment.

“I’ll buy it,” he said, sounding less than disappointed.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
Damon could feel the awkwardness between him and Malon as they made their way back toward the Royal Lodgings. He didn’t mind it. Compared to how it had felt when he’d been keeping secrets from her, he almost preferred it.

“That was my fault,” he said, breaking the silence.

“Was it, solas?” she asked. “I was actively teasing you.”

“You simply needed help with the tie,” he said, smiling. “I’m the one who kissed your neck.”

Malon laughed. “I suppose trying such a bold outfit on was the true catalyst. But it’s not as though it was more than just a bout of horseplay.”

Her expression grew serious, and she took his hand into hers. They shifted to the left side of the street as they passed by a group of workmen carrying a half-finished woodcarving.

“I… enjoyed it,” he said.

She squeezed his hand. “We both enjoyed it. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Aesta…” He felt as though he had more to say, or at least his heart did. But he held his tongue, seeing the expression on her face and realizing that now was the time to listen, rather than speak.

“I can’t express how much it means to me to have you back in my life, solas,” she said. “I never wished to burden you with how much I worried, and missed you, during all those years you spent away. I’m still growing to know you as a man, rather than the little boy I used to hug and chastise and dote upon. It is just horseplay. If you don’t understand that yet, you will with time. And a little bit of horseplay is… acceptable, now and then.”

He felt a dumb smile take up residence on his face. He loved her so incredibly much, and her perspective on their play was liberating to hear. It had all just been horseplay. He hadn’t been at the mercy of his loins, thrusting and groping the woman who’d raised him. It had just been playful teasing, and as Malon said, a little bit of horseplay was acceptable.

“I can’t wait for this foolish tournament to be over,” he said. “I can think of nowhere else I’d rather be than doing chores on the farmstead and eating your stew.”

“You sweet talker,” she said. “Don’t think your honeyed words will get me back into that corset.”

“If they won’t, I’ll have to raise my bid to giving you a long backrub.”

“Not happening.”

“A leg massage?”

“Maybe,” she said. “We’ll discuss it once we’re back.”

The sun was setting as they made their way inside the Royal Lodgings. A few of Kastet’s guards had returned, which was a relief to Damon. No chance of being drafted into another night of watch duty.

Ria and Vel were waiting in the dining hall, and the four of them took supper together. The tense silence that settled over the group once they’d all gotten their food. Damon didn’t need to do much guesswork to know that Ria was aware of who her opponent would be in the tournament the next morning.

“Do you think the sky will be of rain tomorrow?” asked Ria.

“You can always hope,” said Damon. He took a bite of his bread but kept his eyes on her.

“It makes a difference only in the nature of my tactics,” said Ria. “Not in the outcome.”

There was a sense of intensity and coldness to her voice that infuriated Damon.

“This isn’t going to be a sparring match, Ria,” he said. “It’s unlikely that this duel ends without one of us getting hurt.”

“Are you asking me to go easy on you, Damon?”

“Seta!” said Malon, with a chastising glance. 

Damon stabbed his fork downward into the pork chop on his plate. “Do you want this?” he snapped at Ria. “Is this fun for you?”

“This is the commitment I became about when I agreed to be Kastet’s champion.” She stared at him, violet eyes open and unblinking. “Fun has little to do with it. This is a matter of honor and pride, young Damon?”

“Ah, of course,” he said, sarcastically. “I’ll feel so proud and honorable as I’m swinging my sword to hurt someone I care deeply about.”

“You are selfish if you see this in such a way.”

“What other way is there to see it?”

“Look at this city,” said Ria. “Look at the way my people are treated here. You have seen it happen to me, even!”

“Ria, I—”

“Hear me when I say this, Damon.” She held his gaze, as serious as he’d ever seen her. “You will be facing the Witch of the Badlands tomorrow. The first Remenai to ever make it to this stage of the tournament. Soon to be the first Remenai to be crowned champion.”

“Do you have to make this about your people?” he asked.

He realized how stupid the question sounded the instant after it left his mouth.

“My people are dying,” she said. “Our lands are being stolen. Our culture is trampled underfoot. In this small way, I can choose to fight back.”

Damon could tell that she’d been thinking about the nature of Veridan’s Curve and the colonies for far longer than just the past week. He couldn’t argue against what she was saying. Expecting her to hold back when she was fighting with that kind of motivation was entirely unrealistic.

But he couldn’t hold back either. He had his own reasons for fighting, and he wasn’t interested in discovering how Wrath would take retribution if he lost.

“Solas, seta,” said Malon, addressing them both. “Please. Let’s not disrupt the harmony of our dinner by focusing on things which can’t be changed.”

Damon nodded, as did Ria. He felt too aware of her presence to stay at the table for more than a few minutes and excused himself after hurriedly finishing his food. He pinched a bottle of wine from the pantry and made his way up to the rooftop balcony.

“Getting pointlessly drunk the night before an important match,” he muttered. He poured a sip into the garden below. “That’s for you, Austine.”

Someone cleared their throat behind. Damon stiffened and turned around against the railing, spotting Vel by the stairs.

“Did you hear that?” he asked.

“No,” she said, rather unconvincingly. 

“Liar.”

She set her hands on her hips and glared at him. “I was trying to be polite, you oaf! It’s none of my business if you still talk to him or not. Well, unless you want it to be. I am here if you need someone to listen.”

She slowly walked over to the railing. Damon took a sip of the wine and passed it to her. She eyed the bottle suspiciously before taking a sip, coughing as it parted from her lips.

“I should have mentioned that it’s strong,” he said.

“It tastes like the tonics aesta used to make us for sore throats.”

Damon snorted at that and accepted the bottle back from her.

“I’ll be cheering for you tomorrow,” said Vel.

He hesitated before reflexively thanking her, realizing what she meant.

“You mean you’ll cheering specifically for me, over Ria?” he asked.

She nodded. “Aesta will cheer for you both or cheer for no one. Kastet and her supporters will be eager to see Ria win. I wouldn’t be surprised if the crowd ended up on her side, as well. It would be sad if you didn’t get any cheers, so I’ll be as loud as I can to make up for it.”

“Thanks,” he said, meaning it. “You’re really cute, sometimes.”

He reached over and ruffled her hair.

“Don’t hit on me, Damon,” said Vel. “And what do you mean sometimes?”

She was smiling, and the irritation in her voice sounded forced. Her eyes lingered on his for long enough for him to lose any semblance of resistance. He leaned in and kissed her, curious about whether she’d stop him or let him go further.

Her lips moved against his. Damon still felt horny after his horseplay with Malon earlier in the day. He pulled Vel closer, still expecting a rebuke. She kept kissing him, even wrapping her arms loosely around his neck.

“That was a… good luck kiss,” she said, as it ended. “For tomorrow.”

“Ria’s strong,” he said. “I might need more luck than just that.”

She quirked her mouth sideways, leaning forward for a second kiss. Damon ran his hands along her sides, groping her tight little butt through her dress. He lifted her up by the legs, delighting in the cute squeal she gave in response, and sat her down on the balcony’s railing.

“Whoa!” Vel shifted wrong. She windmilled her arms, eyes wide with surprise, as she began tipping backward into the open air.

“Rovahn’s balls!” swore Damon, grabbing her tight. He hugged her to his chest, but she only allowed it for a moment before squirming away.

“What made you think that would be a good idea?” she snapped.

“I just… thought it would be hot.”

“I told you to stop hitting on me, Damon,” said Vel.

He gaped at her, shaking his head. “You make it rather hard, sometimes.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
Damon was in no rush to turn in for the night, even as Vel headed to bed. He didn’t want to face Ria after the conversation in the dining hall. If he had to share the guest room with her and Malon, he decided that it made sense to wait until he could be reasonably sure that she was asleep before arriving back.

“Have you given any more thought to what your enchantment might be?” he asked Myr. He held the sword’s hilt with one hand, gently caressing the pommel. 

“I haven’t stopped attempting to remember since you first brought it up,” Myr whispered. “That feels really good, by the way.”

“Maybe if I keep rubbing it’ll help draw the knowledge out?”

Myr let out a breathy, slightly nervous laugh. “No, but it might… erm… have a different effect.”

He kept going with the movement of his thumb, but slightly less insistently, a little unsure if the sword was entirely comfortable.

“What do you remember about yourself?” he asked.

“Well…” Myr let out a considering sigh. “I remember my old master. Luke Graystone. He was a dagger dancer who performed across the Exile Islands. It wasn’t just me. I think I had sisters, other daggers from the same forge. We were all similar, but unique, and…”

She groaned and trailed off.

“It’s alright,” he said. “Don’t rush.”

He ran his hand up and down the hilt in a caressing motion. Myr let out a small gasp.

“You’re too kind,” she whispered. “I think… my hilt has had enough attention, for tonight.”

“Of course.”

“Will you share what your strategy is for tomorrow?” asked Myr. “I’ve gleaned a few details of your life just from the conversations I’ve observed. You’re facing your sister in the arena, are you not?”

“It’s complicated,” he said, with a sigh. “She’s like a sister, but we’re not… I mean, we’ve also…”

“If it’s scandalous, consider that I’ll find out eventually, regardless,” said Myr. “I’m your sword.”

He gave her a brief rundown of his relationships with Malon, Ria, and Vel, along with the strong and confusing feelings he harbored for each of them.

“Um…” Myr seemed at a loss for words.

“I know,” said Damon. “It’s weird.”

“I’m not judging!” she said, quickly. “It’s just that in what I remember from my last master’s life and society, that sort of love would be… problematic.”

Damon couldn’t resist setting his hand on her hilt again and chuckling. “You’re a lot more fun to talk to like this than you were before.”

“Than I was before?” asked Myr. “You’re speaking of your old sword. Just because I share the same blade and scabbard does not make us the same.”

“You’re right,” he said. “I shouldn’t have implied that.”

“Now, about your strategy,” said Myr. “This sister of yours has tempesting magic, no?”

*** 
Damon and Myr took the time to work out a proper plan of attack. When he arrived back at the guest room, Malon and Ria were both soundly asleep, and he settled into his makeshift bed. He wasn’t expecting Ria to make any late-night advances, which left him confused when he awoke to the sound of footsteps at some point during the night.

He opened his eyes. A blonde-haired woman stood over him, completely naked aside from a golden cat mask on her face. She leaned forward, the ghostly light of the Eldritch moon playing across the pale skin of her breasts.

Damon reached out, expecting her to stop him as he pulled loose the mask. She didn’t, and he felt a thrill of excitement over finally having the answer to a mystery he’d spent far too much time on.

Rain pattered outside the window as he awoke from his apparent dream. Damon groaned, glancing down at the tenting of his morning oak and then around the room. Faint light from the overcast sun filtered in through the half-drawn curtains.

Malon and Ria were already up and out of the room, which was a blessing in disguise. Damon dressed quickly, headed to the dining room to grab a light breakfast, and then to gather the other supplies he’d need for Myr’s plan.

As much as he would have enjoyed seeing Malon and Vel before the match, he didn’t want to risk tipping Ria off to his strategy. He headed outside, scowling into the foggy, rainy weather as he carried his long, heavy bundle toward the arena.

There was already a crowd queued in line for entrance. Damon got a few shouts of encouragement as he passed by and held out his arm to slap the hands of fans. The guards allowed him into the pits, and he took a seat after strapping on the leather buckler.

There was one other competitor on the same side of the arena as him. It was Avarice’s champion, the man with the cowl he’d seen on the night when the fight had broken out between Wrath and the Godking. 

It was hard for Damon to judge much about him without being able to see his face. He didn’t say anything, but he did watch Damon with a certain intensity. That wasn’t surprising, however. If both he and Avarice’s champion won their fights, they’d be facing each other next in the final.

He’d have to beat Ria first. Familiar fears and emotions began to edge into Damon’s awareness, haunting him with visions of what could happen. The idea of seriously hurting or even killing Ria in the arena was impossible to dismiss.

He felt justifiably anxious, almost bordering on paranoid. His thoughts circled around like that, jumping from Austine’s face in his last moments, to the sound of the bloodthirsty crowd, to Ria. 

One of the tournament organizers came over and told him that it was time. Damon pulled the birch paper canvas free from his bundle. He hadn’t asked Kastet before borrowing it from the small armory of the Royal Lodgings this time, not wanting to give her room to potentially trick him again.

Damon held a jousting lance, easily nine or ten feet long and with a solid metal head attached to a stout wooden pole. It was heavy, cumbersome, and perfect for what he needed. He carried it under one arm, though it was a clumsy fit in the narrow hallway which led to the central arena.

The crowd roared as the announcer signaled the start of the fight and began to introduce the two combatants.

“This could be a match that makes history,” shouted the announcer. “We won’t keep you waiting any longer. Our first combatant needs no introduction, which given the mystery and intrigue surrounding her past seems rather fitting. Ria Zakur, the Witch of the Badlands, and potentially the first Remenai to ever win the Honorshade Tournament!” 

The crowd went wild. Damon couldn’t see Ria walking out from where he stood, but it made little difference. It was still raining. The fight hinged almost entirely on the idea Myr had helped him work out.

“Her opponent is a man who should not be underestimated, however,” shouted the announcer. “No flash. No fanfare. Just a man and a sword which I have on good authority… happens to be a wrathblade. Damon Al-Kendras, gladiator extraordinaire!”

The crowd booed him, which he’d been expecting, but still found surprising. After what Wrath did to Veridas Keep, any association to her was enough to earn the condemnation of the people. It felt slightly unfair, given the effort he’d put in to convert his wrathblade into a new, much more personable myrblade, but he knew it wasn’t entirely unjustified.

He dodged out of the way of a rotten melon hurled from the stands as he moved into position across from Ria. She wore a full outfit of leather armor, including a simple chin strap helmet, and carried her wooden spear and throwing knife. Her eyes fixated on the lance. Damon suspected that she already knew what he’d try with it.

“Are both combatants ready?” shouted the announcer.

Ria nodded. Damon hesitated, still conflicted by his fear of hurting her, before slowly giving his assent.

“Begin!” shouted the announcer, as another tournament organizer struck the starting drum.

He wasted no time slamming the wooden end of the lance down as close to the arena’s center as he possibly could. It slid into the wet ground easily, standing at a slight angle. The height of the metal tip was a few feet above Damon’s head, which was all he cared about.

The crowd roared with excitement, and the wind shifted, causing the falling rain to splatter both sides of Damon’s face. Ria was already moving her hands through a series of arcane movements, wasting no time before committing to the fight.

He pulled away just as the first bolt of lightning came down. It struck the lance, leaving an afterimage across Damon’s vision and deafening his ears, but otherwise doing nothing. He smiled, but knew that the fight was still far from over.

“Clever, husband,” called Ria. “I see you came prepared.”

It hurt to hear her use the playful term of endearment in the open, even though he knew the crowd couldn’t hear it. She normally only used it when they were alone, lost in their intimacy and feelings for each other. Bandying it about during such a serious moment seemed to cheapen and mock its meaning.

 He had to do it. If he was going to win against Ria, the fight needed to be swift and decisive. He forced himself to begin swinging his sword, overcoming a wealth of resistance in the process.

Ria’s spear was made of blackwood, and it didn’t snap as his myrblade connected against it. His chop left a small divot against the wood. If he could strike the same spot repeatedly, it was still possible that he might split the weapon in two. Ria was smart, however. She would know that too.

Smart, and strong, and fast. Damon sensed the depth of her skill with the spear as she countered his entire series of slashes. She didn’t counterattack, a fact which he was tempted to read into. Was her composure and confidence just a show? Was she conflicted about hurting him in the same way?

A hard blow to the side of his head from the butt end of the spear gave him his answer. Damon staggered sideways, hurrying to fix his footwork. He brought his sword around in a sweep that would clear the spear’s follow up jab.

Except, Ria hadn’t attacked him. She’d charged toward the lance in the center of the arena as soon as Damon had been off balance. He sprinted after her, but she had always been a faster runner than he was.

He attacked her from behind. It was far from his proudest moment, but the point wasn’t to hurt her. He roared to announce his attack, even. Ria reacted instantly, spinning and shifting her spear to block, at the sacrifice of her momentum.

They fought like enraged animals. It was so far beyond the sparring that they’d previously done that Damon could only wonder if they’d been wasting their time with those practices. Ria danced with her spear as much as fought with it. Damon hacked into the weapon savagely, willing to settle for a victory won over the shattered splinters of Ria’s weapon.

He’d felt so confident. After how he’d saved her from Joyell, part of him had simply assumed that he’d find a way to defeat her. Joyell had managed to overpower Ria only by circumstance, however. It was a matter of strengths and weaknesses, rather than objective power.

She still had the throwing knife, in addition to the spear. He didn’t let himself forget about that. She still had the throwing knife he’d given her, back when they’d been holding hands at the dinner table and looking for opportunities to roll around naked at night. 

It felt like a lifetime ago. In terms of their relationship, perhaps it was. But once the fight was settled, once he’d forced her yield, they’d be able to be like that again. Nothing had changed, really, and if everything was the same, then—

The spear struck him hard, and more than once. Damon felt her batter the side of his ribs before twisting and delivering the butt end into his gut with force. He would be dead if she’d used the point. He was falling to the ground, regardless.

He managed to reach out and grab one of her ankles before she could take off toward the lance again. She tried to smack the spear’s butt down on his hand. Damon twisted with all his strength, yanking her off balance and then into a tumble on the ground.

He was more confident about his ability to beat Ria in wrestling than in anything else. He had more muscle than her, more weight. He could slowly force her to yield by wearing her out over long minutes. If it came to it, he could simply dislocate her shoulder. 

Ria knew all of this as truly as he did. She slid out of some of her borrowed leather armor as Damon tried to get ahold of her. The direction she retreated in once she’d gotten to her feet was, to his relief, away from the lance. 

He stood up, tightening his fingers on his sword. It took him a moment to realize that Ria’s attention wasn’t on him anymore.

Another bolt of lightning came down, crashing into the lance with pointless strength. Damon frowned as he turned around in time to see her strike it with her magic twice more in quick succession. A thin trail of smoke began to rise from the lance’s shaft.

It was Damon’s turn to desperately charge toward his makeshift lightning rod. Ria was still faster than he was, but she didn’t even need to be, this time. She struck the lance with her magic again, the lightning coming down bright enough to hurt Damon’s eyes. The wooden shaft was actively on fire now.

The lance made a snapping noise as the handle finally cracked and split in two. The metal half fell useless to the ground, while what was left of the shaft continued to rise from the ground like a stalk of wheat waiting for the scythe.

He spun around, only then realizing that the steps he’d taken toward the lance had put a dangerous amount of distance between him and Ria. They stared at each other from across the arena, sharing in a lingering moment of intimate frustration. She knew he wasn’t going to yield.

“Now would be a great time for you to remember your enchantment,” he whispered to Myr.

“I’m trying!” cried Myr. “I promise you, Damon, I’m trying my hardest!”

There was only one move which made any sense. Damon rushed forward with all his speed, desperate to get to Ria before the lightning got to him. It wasn’t a race he could ever win, but he suspected that she’d hesitate for at least a second. More than that, if he was lucky.

Except, she didn’t hesitate. Damon felt the force of her tempesting magic as another bolt of lightning came down, stomping him to the ground like a mule kick from on high. He lay with his chest flat against the muddy earth. The pain came seconds later, a tingling, burning sensation that roved across his skin from a point between his shoulder blades.

“Damon!” cried Myr. He tried to mumble something about being fine. A small spit bubble was all his lips managed to produce.

Ria had closed some of the distance between them, which was a bad sign. She didn’t think he was going to get up. He could use it to his advantage. If she let her arrogance take over in sight of victory, he could snatch it back for himself.

He gritted his teeth, exhaling as he forced himself to his hands and knees. Some of his muscles were still locked in cramps from the effect of the lightning. He took a breath, lifting his right foot to set flat and push him up.

The lightning struck again. Damon rolled across the ground, screaming at the top of his lungs. His limbs flailed in movements that didn’t feel like they belonged to him. The back of his eyes itched painfully, and his throat felt as though it was lined with coarse sand.

“It’s over,” shouted Ria. “Yield.”

Was he imagining the tremor in her voice? Was this as painful for her as it was for him? He almost laughed at the idea as tears of agony continued to stream from his eyes. His nose was running, too. True Divine, he must have looked like a mess.

He let out a desperate gasp as he forced himself back to his hands and knees. The pain of simply manipulating his shocked muscles was almost as bad as the initial lightning strikes had been. He took a breath and snarled. He couldn’t hear the crowd. Had they gone silent, or had he lost some aspect of his hearing?

He felt the air rush from his lungs and knew that she’d brought her magic down on him again. He tasted dirt and rolled sideways, getting his face out of the dirt. It was torture to take stock of his body’s condition. He knew he couldn’t win like this.

He couldn’t win, but as long as he stayed conscious and refused to yield, neither could Ria. Damon felt a stroke of inspiration as he realized what he needed to do. As long as he kept attempting to get up, he could outlast her. The rain would stop at some point, or at least wane enough to reduce the strength of her magic. He could still win. This was his ultimate test.

Damon let out a furious roar and stumbled to his feet on numb legs. His sword was still on the ground. He didn’t have time to pick it up. He staggered forward, seeing Ria’s profile. She’d drawn too close, just as he’d known she would, in her arrogance.

He saw the surprise in her expression. Except, that wasn’t what it was. She looked distraught, and a little disappointed.

Damon saw the flash, and then everything went black.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
Damon woke up alone and in pain. A quick survey of his surroundings told him that he was lying in the bed within the guest room of the Royal Lodgings. He tried to remember how he’d gotten there after winning the match and why there was a conspicuous gap in his memory, only to feel like an absolute fool.

“Rovahn’s balls…” he muttered. He closed his eyes and briefly considered making an attempt at sleep to ignore the obvious truth.

He had lost to Ria in the semi-finals of the Honorshade Tournament.

Damon was surprised by the intensity of his own despair and disappointment. He grabbed a pillow from the bed next to him and hurled it at the wall, feeling childish and petulant.

He’d known losing was a possibility when Wrath had first forced him into the arrangement. He’d done far better than he had when he’d entered years earlier. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t given it his all.

Was that what made his defeat so crushing? He hadn’t held back against Ria, not in any meaningful way. But in the end, she’d clearly held back against him. The cruel, controlled way she’d tried to force his yield would be forever burned into his mind. Before the fight, he’d imagined pinning her, attempting to force that same yield from her lips. He’d never even come close. 

Someone was crying nearby. Damon found his sword belt on the floor alongside much of the rest of his clothing. He pulled Myr up and into the bed next to him. 

“I…” sobbed Myr. “I… I’m so sorry. I tried. I did try, but I just…”

She broke off into an ugly, unintelligible bout of sobbing. He stroked her hilt, feeling ridiculous at the way the sword’s emotions resonated with his own.

“It’s alright,” he said. “We both tried our best.”

It wasn’t alright, though. Wrath had tasked him with winning the tournament and personally embarrassing Avarice’s champion. He hadn’t accomplished either of those things. He would have to face her and beg for her mercy.

The door opened. Malon entered, wearing the same plain white dress she’d had on that morning. He couldn’t meet her gaze, couldn’t meet the expression of concern and pity he found there.

“Solas,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” he said, a little too quickly. 

She sat down on the bed and set a hand on his leg through the covers. Damon still couldn’t look at her. He felt as though if she attempted to console him, he might actually start crying. The thought made his face burn. He wasn’t a child anymore. He didn’t need his aesta to whisper sweet reassurances into his ear after skinning his knee.

“We brought you back after the match,” she said, softly. “It’s late afternoon. We were starting to worry over how long you’d been unconscious for. Ria most of all.”

“I’m awake now and clearly no permanent damage was done,” he said, brusquely. “I was about to get up, in fact.”

He hid a grimace of pain as he rose to a sitting position and twisted his legs off the side of the bed. Every muscle in his body ached. It felt as though he’d run to his limit and then been brutally mugged.

“Here, let me help,” said Malon.

“No!” he snapped. “I mean… I can manage. Really, aesta. I’m alright.”

Her brow was furrowed with concern. He could see her actively suppressing her response as his aesta. She wanted to treat this like she would have when he was younger. She wanted to hug him and do whatever was needed to lift his spirits.

The world had changed too much since that time. Damon staggered to his feet, taking several ragged breaths. He was only wearing his undershorts, and he saw Malon pursing her lips as he unsteadily walked over to his clothing.

“Those are dirty,” she said. “I set out a pile of fresh ones on the table. Can I at least help you into them?”

“I can clothe myself,” he said.

“I know. Truly, solas. I know.”

Her eyes were misty as she leaned forward to plant a quick kiss on his cheek before he could object. She left the room. Damon sat down on the bed again for a few minutes, shaking off a sense of dizziness.

He eventually worked his way into the clothing and headed out into the hall. He went straight to the dining hall. His mouth felt like dry parchment paper, and he knew he must be thirsty on a fundamental level after how much sweating he’d done in the bed.

Malon, Vel, Kastet, and Ria were all sitting at the same table, taking an early dinner. Their gazes snapped toward Damon as he entered. Vel immediately ran to him, chair screeching against tile in her rush.

“Damon!” She wrapped him in a tight hug, squeezing hard enough to send a stab of pain through his ribs. “I was so worried!”

“I’m fine,” he said, with a small cough. “Easy. I’m still a bit sore.”

“Oh!” She pulled back, smiling with wet eyes. “Sorry. I would have come straight to the guest room, but aesta said you… might want some space.”

“It’s fine,” he said. 

Vel’s concern was subtly different in tone than Malon’s. There was a simplicity and earnestness to it that he could appreciate. She loved him, and she worried about him in the present moment. She didn’t have that same knowing, pitying expression. She wasn’t bracing herself for the aftermath.

“I fixed you a plate of food,” she said, taking his hand. “I wanted to make sure the others didn’t eat everything before you got your pick.”

“Thoughtful as always.” He managed a smile as he took his seat at the table. It faded almost instantly as he remembered that Ria was there with them. Sitting almost directly across from him.

She didn’t say anything and she didn’t meet his gaze. Was that due to guilt on her part? He realized that he couldn’t look at her either and had less than nothing to say. Was she simply responding to the shame and despair he was still harboring over his own failure?

More importantly, was this a permanent change? 

It had been so easy for him to imagine making up with Ria and continuing with their relationship after winning the tournament. He’d been so incredibly naïve.

“Solas, you should eat,” said Malon.

He nodded and took a bite of bread after drinking some water. It had almost no taste, and he felt like he was chewing a cake of sawdust. He hoped it was due to his current mental state and not some permanent loss of tongue sensation.

“I hope you know that your performance was incredible, Damon,” said Kastet. “From beginning to end. Reaching the semi-finals in the Honorshade Tournament would be the highlight of most warrior’s careers.”

She gave him a broad smile. Damon wondered if she could hear the tone of satisfaction in her voice. Her champion had won. For her, the day had been wonderful.

“Thank you, your highness,” he said.

“Malon should be so proud of you both,” said Kastet.

She soon excused herself from the table to attend to princess matters elsewhere. Few words were exchanged between Damon and the others. He tried to eat as much as he could, but even the simple act of chewing was enough to exhaust him.

“I have to run an errand before it gets too late,” he said, standing up. 

Vel furrowed her brow. Ria avoided looking at him. Malon gave him a worried frown, knowing or at least suspecting what his errand would entail.

“I can accompany you if you’d like, solas,” she said. “Really. It might be for the best.”

“No.” 

He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair. She was offering her protection as much as her presence, for what good it would do in a confrontation against Wrath. Had he fallen so far in her eyes? Or rather, was this how she and Ria had always viewed him? A talented swordsman, but woefully outmatched by the greater powers of the world.

“I’ll be back in an hour or so,” he said, with a forced smile. He turned and walked out of the dining hall before any of them could offer their objections.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
Avaricia was more subdued in the evening, despite the continuation of the Naming Anniversary festivities. Damon suspected it was because of the lingering, ambient fear at the idea of open conflict between Wrath and Avarice. 

It was more justified now than ever, though the people of the city didn’t know it. The relatively empty streets matched his mood. He walked quickly through the dark, only slowing as he entered patches of fog thick enough to obstruct his view.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Myr.

He set a hand on his sword hilt. “I know. You don’t have to keep apologizing.”

“It’s reflexive,” said Myr. “Sorry.”

Damon snorted and caressed the sword’s pummel. “I was beaten, but not broken. We’ll win next time, Myr.”

“We will.” There was a hard certainty to her tone. “I swear it to you. I’ll never let you down again.”

Damon was still considering her words when he felt a hand settle on his shoulder. He had a guess about who was accosting him in the night, and it was confirmed as he turned around. Shank stood in the mouth of an alleyway, expression unreadable, posture foreboding.

“She wishes to be of your presence,” said the exiled Rem.

“Where do you think I was heading?” he snapped.

He ignored the other man as they continued down into the docks. Wrath’s boat was moored in the same spot he’d found it earlier. If she was at all concerned with Avarice rooting her out within the city, she didn’t show it.

He hesitated as he stepped onto the boat’s deck. There was a very real chance that he might not emerge from the cabin, at least not breathing and alive. He hadn’t just lost in the tournament. He’d altered his wrathblade and tampered with its magic. He’d failed and defied her, and there would be consequences.

Damon took a deep breath and ducked through the curtain. Wrath was waiting for him on one of the cabin’s benches, clad in a gray nightgown which she’d pulled her knees up into. She held a decanter of liquor in one hand and took a sip as she gestured for him to sit.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” she sighed. “Whatever am I to do with you?”

He managed a small smile. “I’m wondering the same.”

She watched him for a moment and then passed him the bottle. He took a larger than advisable sip.

“The fight was quite the spectacle,” she said. “Your sister is a remarkable warrior. I would have sought a meeting with her if not for the fact that most Rem have a strange habit of attacking the Divine Remnants on sight.”

Damon snorted. “Very strange. I can’t imagine why they’d do a thing like that. How did your first meeting with Shank go?”

“He sought me out, though that’s a story for another day.” Wrath took the bottle back from him. “You put up an impressive effort, I must say. There is a sort of… reckless courage to your approach that I admire. I’m not saying that to mock you. I mean it.”

“Thanks.”

“Unfortunately, you failed to achieve what I required from you,” said Wrath. “There will, of course, be consequences.”

Damon felt his jaw tightening. He’d had his hand on his myrblade since first entering the cabin. He wasn’t going to simply let Wrath kill him or follow through on her threats against Malon and the others without a fight.

“For the time being, I won’t be giving you my crest,” said Wrath.

He blinked, processing her words. “You’re… not giving me your crest? That’s my punishment?”

“Yes.” Wrath wiggled her legs out of her nightgown and switched to sit on the bench next to Damon. “You served me well, Damon. Truly, you did.”

She reached her hand out and stroked his cheek. Damon resisted the urge to flinch as she moved her hand to his neck, running her thumb over his Adam’s apple.

 “I’m not going to throw away someone with so much potential,” said Wrath. “I feel… surprisingly content with the way this all worked out.”

“You’re… content?”

“Not every plot needs to succeed completely to still come to fruition. As tempted as I am to vent my frustrations on you, your family, and Avarice’s city, it would serve little purpose in the long term. You have barely begun to come into your true strength, Damon. I see no reason to inconvenience you now, while you’re still young and growing in power.”

“I appreciate that,” he said. His gaze flicked downward toward his myrblade reflexively as he considered if he should broach that topic while she seemed to be in a good mood.

“I noticed what you did with the wrathblade, as well,” she said, seeming to read his thoughts. “Oh, now that made me furious! I was considering killing you before the fight even began, for a while. But I understand and appreciate your initiative, even if it means I can’t spy on you anymore.”

“I’m glad,” said Damon.

“I would have given you my approval if you’d simply asked. Now that I can see what you’ve done to the weapon up close, it makes perfect sense. The new enchantment is far superior to the old one.”

He nodded slowly. “I’m glad you think so, too. Any tips on how I might best make use of it?”

He didn’t want to admit to Wrath that he and Myr were still in the dark when it came to her power, but he also was eager for any knowledge he might be able to glean.

“Wear gloves,” said Wrath.

He nodded, trying to act as though he could make sense of the advice. Wrath shoved the bottle back into his hand and quite literally forced him to take another drink, tipping it up and against his mouth. The liquor was sweet and expensive. That didn’t stop it from burning as he took too big of a sip, coughed, and had a small amount go up his nose.

Wrath found it endlessly amusing, and it was a good minute before she’d recovered and returned to the moment. “You can go now, Damon. We’ll see each other again soon. Try not to miss me too much.”

“I’ll try.” He paused at the curtain, feeling an odd, somewhat unwanted connection toward her. “Thank you.”

“It can be awful, sometimes, when you lose. I’ve learned that lesson more times than I can remember.”

“So I’ve heard,” he said.

“Careful,” she said. “I still own all of your debt. I still own you, Damon Al-Kendras. Don’t mistake my kindness for weakness.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
The docks were quiet as Damon made his way back up to the city. He felt his exhaustion finally catching up with him and wanted nothing more than to get back to the Royal Lodgings and fall into bed.

“I don’t like her, but she’s right,” whispered Myr.

“About your enchantment?” he said. “I wanted to get more out of her about what it might be. I suppose it’s enough to know that she considers it to be more powerful than the old one.”

“About the enchantment and about you,” said Myr. “You’re one of the most talented warriors that I’ve ever fought beside. You’re confident, considerate, intelligent, and most importantly, you’re a wielder.”

Damon smiled, though he wasn’t in a mood to accept compliments easily. “A wielder. I felt a little like Sandra was blowing smoke with that. Awfully convenient that it’s a subtle talent, one that might bring me into frequent contact with a horny enchantress who can cast a glamour with a man’s seed.”

“What?” asked Myr, in a horrified voice.

“Ah,” said Damon. “I forgot. You hadn’t been transferred into the sword at the point. Forget about that last part.”

“I really hope I do.” She cleared her nonexistent throat. “Damon, I do remember some of my time before entering your service. Under my old master, I defended the innocent. I saved more lives than I took. I even fought against the Forsaken.”

“You remember all of that, but not your enchantment?”

“I was a weapon of justice!” cried Myr, ignoring his jibe. “I can be again, with time. You can be the best, Damon. I truly believe that. If you ever lose faith in yourself, I’ll keep enough for the both of us.”

Her voice was so passionate and driven that he couldn’t help but grin into the darkness. He set a hand on her and stroked her hilt.

“Mmm…” she moaned. “By the way… you mentioned polishing me.”

“I did.”

“If you could get around to making that happen, I think we’d both enjoy it.”

He chuckled and gave her another caress, hearing a ghostly gasp in response.

*** 
Vel was waiting for him outside the Royal Lodgings on the steps leading up to the main door. He saw her tense as his profile came into view, and then rush over to pull him into a fierce hug as soon as she recognized his face. 

“Damon!” she whispered. “I was so worried.”

“I’m alright. Nothing happened.”

“You’re an idiot.” She pulled back for long enough to glare at him with misty eyes. “You announce that you’re going on some weird errand that you won’t explain, and nobody else even cared. Ria kept trying to act like you didn’t exist. Aesta was obviously keeping secrets, and… and…”

“Thanks for waiting on the steps to yell at me.”

“You’re welcome.”

Her expression broke into an emotional smile. She’d changed into the skimpy blue nightgown he’d bought for her, which he wasn’t entirely sure he liked her wearing around the Royal Lodgings. Still, it looked good on her, the fabric fluttering in time with the gentle wind, and her loose blonde hair.

“Can we sit outside for a bit?” he asked. “I don’t feel like going inside yet.”

“Of course.” 

He took a seat next to her. Vel slid over, drawing near enough to put her shoulder ever so slightly in contact with his.

“You may not have won,” she said, slowly. “But I thought you looked dashing…”

He forced a smile onto his face, feeling it become real as he pictured her watching him from the stands. 

“I can’t imagine all of what you’re going through, Damon,” she said. “But I understand at least some of it. Ria is kind of incredible.”

“I don’t want to talk about Ria right now.”

“That’s not…” Vel made a slightly pouty noise. “I don’t just mean Ria, but aesta, too. They’re both powerful, Damon. More than we ever realized when we were growing up.”

“I know.” He closed his eyes. It felt strange to admit it, but the truth had always been in right front of his eyes. He could see it in them directly, but also in how the world reacted to them.

“I used to be jealous,” whispered Vel.

“Of their magic?”

She shrugged. “That, and how well their chests fill out dresses.”

Damon laughed and leaned over to playfully bang his shoulder into hers. “If it helps, I think you have wonderful boobs.”

“Gross, Damon.”

“You opened the line of discussion.”

She softly knocked her knee against his. “My point is that we can’t fall into that sort of thinking. It’s not fair to measure yourself against others based solely off one thing or another. Do you remember the night when you, Ria, and I fought Shank in the woods?”

“It was raining. We trounced his lackeys and then he was in the middle of trouncing us when you took a shot with your bow.”

“It didn’t matter that I’m technically the weakest in our family.” Vel folded her arms over her chest. “I was still able to help in the moment.”

Damon nodded. He saw her point, and it wasn’t a bad one. His dour mood seemed intent on lingering, however.

“I don’t think there’s anything I can say to help, really,” said Vel. “I wish there was. I think this is what aesta was worried about with the two of you. You and Ria have become… so close. Regardless of whether it’s right or wrong, it undeniably makes it that much easier for you to hurt each other.”

“Truer words have never been spoken. I’m already dreading having to retire to the guest room. It’s hard for me to be near her right now.”

“You can sleep with me, if you want,” said Vel.

Damon snapped his head her way in surprise. “…What?”

“That came out wrong!” She held up a finger, blushing. “I meant that you can sleep in my bed.”

He stared at her blankly, watching her grow increasingly flustered as her tongue tripped over another explanation.

“No, I mean… True Divine, um… What I meant to say is that Lilian is sleeping in the old governess’s bed within Kastet’s chamber. Her bed is empty, so I thought I could sleep in it, since it would be weird for you if you did. You can climb under my sheets, if you want.”

“I know what you mean now but you’re still making it sound weird.”

Vel narrowed her eyes at him, trying not to smile. “Or maybe you just have gross, immature ears.”

“It can be both.” He stood up, offering a hand to help her rise. “Thanks, Vel. I would love to sleep with you tonight.”

“Damon!”

“What? It’s your phrasing, not mine.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
Damon and Vel didn’t speak as they walked down the hallway, hand in hand. She opened the door to the chamber she shared with Lilian and shyly extended an arm, welcoming him in.

“The bed on the left is mine,” she whispered.

He nodded and sat down on the smoothly spread quilt, kicking off his boots and unbuckling his sword belt. Vel was already dressed for bed, and she made a show of keeping her back turned to him as she pulled open the sheets.

He took the hint and quickly stripped off his shirt and trousers. Vel’s bed was soft, clean, and imbued with her lingering smell. Damon had never realized how much he loved that scent and felt strange admitting it to himself now.

He let his head sink into the pillow and tried to still his thoughts. The final moments of his fight against Ria had been repeating through his mind’s eye, feeling a bit more raw and painful each time. It felt like he’d lost more than just the match in his defeat.

Time passed at a crawl, and he began to wonder if he’d ever get to sleep.

“Damon?” whispered Vel.

“Yeah?”

“I can’t sleep.”

He rolled over to face where she lay in the other bed. “Neither can I.”

“I’m so anxious about what might happen between all of us,” she said. 

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really. But if it’s alright, can you just sit with me until I feel more tired?”

“Sure.”

Vel shifted, sliding out of Lilian’s bed. Her nightgown rode up a bit, offering a flash of her pale, slender thighs. She walked over and sat down next to Damon. He sat up, feeling a bit odd on the bed in nothing but his undershorts.

She leaned her head against his shoulder. Damon put his arm around her. He felt her breathing grow more ragged and realized, with a pang of sympathy, that she was crying. He tried to think of something to say and settled for a basic distraction.

“Nice doll collection,” he said, nodding to the shelf he’d noticed in the corner of the room. 

“Kastet likes to give them to us,” said Vel. “It’s not like I ever still play with them.”

Damon tamped down on a nearly overwhelming urge to tease her, sensing that rawness of her mood.

“What’s in the box beside the doll in the red gown?” he asked.

“It’s a music box. I almost forgot about it. Here, let me play it for you.”

She got up and walked over to the shelf. She had to lift her arms up to reach, which caused her nightgown to ride up in a manner that pulled Damon’s eyes.

“Remember the one aesta used to have?” whispered Vel.

Damon grinned at the memory. “Of course. You used to sit on her lap, or Ria’s, or mine, and make us wind it up and play it for you until our fingers were on the verge of blistering.”

They’d worn it out, eventually, but he could still remember the tune it would play. Damon reached out and gently took Vel’s music box from her, winding it up with the turnkey on the side.

“That was back when I was tiny and adorable,” said Vel, wistfully.

“You’re still tiny and adorable.” He set the music box down on her side table. “Here.”

He patted his lap, unsure of whether he meant the offer to be a joke or not. Vel stared at him, matching his uncertainty with a conflicted, lingering glance.

With slow movements, she climbed into his lap. The fabric of her nightgown tickled against wherever it made contact with his bare skin. He’d been right. She was still tiny and adorable, and True Divine, he wasn’t sure he’d ever get enough of her smell.

Vel reached over and triggered the music box. Damon set his hands on her hips, more to do something with them rather than to steady her. The melody was lilting and airy, like a child’s song.

“It’s beautiful,” he whispered.

Vel wiggled a bit against his crotch. “Isn’t it?”

“It reminds me of you,” he said, rubbing her leg.

“It does?”

“It’s gentle and soft.”

“You think I’m soft?” she asked.

She rocked back and forth. Damon couldn’t help but wonder if she had any notion of her effect on him. If she didn’t, she soon would. His cock was hardening underneath the cushion of her butt, nudging into the silken fabric of her skimpy nightgown.

“In some places you are,” he said.

“Where?” She shifted again, leaning back. Damon knew she must feel his erection against her by now.

“Here,” he said, taking her hands into his. “You have the softest palms I’ve ever felt.”

“…Where else?” she asked, in a voice that was a little too innocent.

Damon slowly ran his hands up her arms. He felt her gently swaying to the sound of the music box, rocking her soft little body back and forth on his nearly rock-hard cock.

“Here.” He went for it, letting his fingers graze the bottom edge of her breasts.

“Mmhmm,” said Vel.

“Down here, too,” he said, slipping his hands down to gently cup her buttocks. “Soft in a big way.”

“You jerk.”

Damon chuckled. He felt her slap him on the knee. He caught the wrist of the offending hand. She shifted, turning toward him as she pulled free.

He stared into her eyes for a moment, unsure of what he saw there. In some ways, unsure of who. He gently lifted her chin with one finger, angling her face to meet his, and kissed her.

She kissed him back, still wiggling her soft butt on his cock as they lost themselves to the moment. Damon felt swept up by his desire, almost possessed by it. 

He thought of the dance they’d shared in the Garden of Statues and their insanely erotic tryst with the heartlift weed and Jen. He thought of a certain puzzle within the kestian, and of course, the woman in the mask.

Mostly, he thought about her breasts as he continued to softly knead them, and whether she’d bothered to keep her girlshorts on underneath her nightgown. His cock was like a spear searching for an opening. If she kept kissing him back so readily, he was sure it would find one.

The music box stopped, and it was as though they’d both come out of a trance. Vel’s breathing was unsteady, and she seemed to be making an effort to still the rocking of her hips.

“We should put the music box away and go to sleep.” He had to force the words out, but knew they needed to be said. 

There was still a chance that Vel didn’t realize how dangerous the game they were playing was. He could lose himself in his sexual aggression, at times. He wasn’t sure if she’d seen that side of him before. 

“Damon,” she whispered, in a tiny voice. “Can I sleep in the same bed as you tonight?”

“There… isn’t much room.”

“I know.”

“Vel,” he whispered. “It might not be the best idea.”

“…I know.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
Damon couldn’t meet her gaze, for some reason. He climbed into the bed, taking a deep breath and controlling himself. If he simply fell asleep and woke up in the morning, he wouldn’t have any regrets. He wouldn’t end up in a situation where he and Vel were close enough to hurt each other as deeply as he and Ria had.

She drew in close to him underneath the quilt, though that was as much due to the limitations of the mattress as it was out of choice. Damon could feel her breath tickling his neck. One of her feet brushed into his.

“Damon,” she whispered. 

“Yeah?” 

“Can I have a goodnight kiss?”

Did she know what she was asking for? If she did, then what was behind the request? Pity? Love? The same raw, intoxicating lust that had so often tempted him into mistakes?

He rolled over, catching a glimpse of her expression in the moonlight and seeing a mixture of all those motivations and more. She loved him, but she was clearly turned on. She looked as though she wanted to give him a meaningful gift. The fact that it was her sexy, nubile body said as much about him as it did about her.

He kissed her, softly at first, and then with growing intensity and need. He sidelined his hesitation as he slid a hand under her nightgown. She was wearing girlshorts, but she made no attempt to stop him from pulling them down.

He ran his hand along the side of her body, slowing down for long enough take a few breaths. Vel shifted uncertainly, pulling her nightgown down and back into place in a pointless show of modesty. 

Damon slowly took his own undershorts off. He did it above the quilt, letting his hard cock swell outward from the waistband. Part of him hoped that Vel would see it and come to her senses. She stared at it, pursing her lips, holding her breath, as far as he could tell.

He shifted toward her, searching for her lips with his. She kissed him back eagerly, almost seeming to nod her head as their mouths met. Her body language was earnest and open. Damon couldn’t hold himself back any longer.

He rolled onto her, pulling her thighs aside and feeling less than no resistance. He still hesitated, meeting her eyes, giving her another chance to shake her head or call him gross or bring up what aesta would think of what they were doing.

She met his gaze, and it was as much of an answer as he needed. Damon slowly pushed forward, letting his cock glide against one of her thighs in search of a place to put it. A place which he soon found.

Vel sucked in a wavering gasp as Damon pressed the head of his cock against her womanhood. She threw her arms sideways as though he’d done far more than he had, bracing herself against the edges of the mattress.

He cupped her cheek, bringing her gaze back to meet his, and kissed her softly on the lips. He thrust forward, sliding the tip of his tool into her womanhood. She was clearly turned on, but still shockingly tight. If she hadn’t been so wet, it would have been like banging on a closed door.

He felt Vel’s body tensing as he eased himself further in. She seemed lost in the sensation, as though it was completely new to her. He paused to kiss her again and felt her lips respond clumsily, her forehead even bumping against his as she shifted away.

She performed like a virgin. The woman in the mask hadn’t been this clumsy, had she? Was Vel a virgin, a true one, and not simply unused to men, as Ria had been? Or rather, was this all just an act, another layer to her deception to dispel all doubt he had about her and the night of the Turning Festival?

“Damon?” whispered Vel.

He realized he’d stopped moving and pulled back further, freeing his cock from her heavenly confines. Vel seemed to watch him for a moment, trying to understand his mood.

“You must be so sore,” she whispered. “Here. Let me.”

She was still wearing her nightgown, and she pulled it up as she shifted to straddle him. She was clean-shaven down below, and he could see her pink folds in the glow of the moon.

The sight of her taking hold of his cock and furrowing her brow as she attempted to bring it into herself was one of the most weirdly erotic things he’d ever witnessed. Her mouth sagged open lustfully as she finally found the angle and began sinking down upon it.

He gently stroked her hips, letting her take his girth at her own pace. It felt so incredible, tight and hot and dirty in the best possible way. He could enjoy it more with her on top. It absolved him of responsibility, though he still felt the shame. If sweet, bratty, little Vel wanted to climb onto his cock and ride it until her eyes bulged out, that wasn’t his fault, was it?

Her face was flushed and red, and her mouth hung open at a lewd angle. Damon couldn’t resist pulling her down a bit lower on his shaft.

“That’s it,” he whispered. “Take it all, Vel.”

“Ah!” She shuddered as another inch of his cock squeezed into her tight hole. “Damon!”

“You’re so sexy.” He pulled down one of the shoulder straps of her nightgown, revealing a small breast with a pale pink nipple. Vel made as though to cover herself before remembering where she was and what she was doing.

She sank lower and lower, until his full length was inside of her and her hipbone was pressed against his lap. She began rising up and down with clumsy movements. Damon gave her some help, taking a firm grip of her waist and setting her pace.

“Faster,” he muttered.

“Mmm…” she moaned. “Like this?”

“Rock your hips more,” he said. “There you go.”

He pulled the other strap of her nightgown down, turning it into a useless bunch of fabric around her waist and freeing both of her perky boobs. Vel was riding him faster now, her face lewd and almost surprised by how her body was responding to his guidance.

“Damon!” she moaned. 

She seemed to miss a movement, and her hips slowed. Damon felt a dirty impulse seize him and he slapped her on the ass, not hard, but not softly, either. Vel let out an erotic gasp and shuddered on his cock.

“That’s it.” He bounced her faster. “Ride it like a good little girl.”

She glared at him with red cheeks. “Don’t be mean.”

“I’m not trying to be mean.” He slapped the other side of her butt. “I’m trying to make you come.”

She gasped not at the slap, but at that last word. Vel let out a girlish, lusty whimper and reached her hands down to where his cock had her speared. Her felt her womanhood tightening spasmodically as waves of tension flexed through the rest of her body.

As much as he could tell she needed a break, he’d never been so turned on by her before. He rolled her onto the bed and pressed her thighs open, tossing the quilt and sheets aside. Vel let him pose her, though she seemed in a daze from her orgasm.

He held her to him as he thrust his cock back inside. There was no hesitation in his movements this time, no doubt about what either of them wanted. He thrust into Vel like a rented courtesan, sinking deep enough to pound against her with satisfying, rhythmic slaps.

“True Divine, Damon!” she cried. “Don’t stop. Ah! You can… keep going!”

“I’m not going to stop, Vel,” he groaned. “Oh, fuck! You’re so tight!”

She was so hot, so perfect. Her breasts bounced around as he ploughed into her, so full and pert. So much teasing and mystery had led up to that moment. Damon felt backed up, like he was so close to a release that was months overdue. He was going to give it to her. He wasn’t going to stop. He was going to…”

“Vel,” he said, suddenly concerned. “You have to… unwrap your legs.”

She was squeezing him tight, moaning as Damon continued to thrust. He wasn’t in control of his hips, but he needed to be. He’d pushed the moment too far.

“Vel!”

“What?”

“I shouldn’t finish inside you,” he whispered, face flushed with guilt.

“It’s alright, I don’t—”

“Aesta wouldn’t want me to!” 

Vel’s body froze against his for an instant, and then she unhooked her ankles and let him pull back. He’d been actively holding in his orgasm, and almost as soon as his cock plopped out of her, he began to unload. 

His seed spurted out, making a sticky mess of her crotch, her nightgown, and even one of her breasts. Vel cringed, though he couldn’t tell whether it was from his words or the mess.

He caught his breath on the bed next to her, reaching an arm out to pull her into a cuddle. She rolled onto her side, resting her chin on his shoulder and staring at him with a pouty, annoyed expression.

“Why did you have to say such a weird thing?” she asked.

“It’s the truth,” he said. He felt his ears getting hot and wondered if it might have been better if he’d just forced himself back and overpowered the hold of her legs.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Vel traced a circle on his bare chest with her finger. “Did she really… say something like that to you?”

“Not exactly,” he muttered. “She made Ria promise that she, ah, you know. That she wouldn’t have my child by accident.”

“Gross, Damon!” 

“I don’t disagree,” he said, smiling, despite himself. “This is weird for me, too. I feel like such an ass when I stop to think about how it must torture her.”

“She’s our aesta,” whispered Vel. “She loves us. Even if we’re not perfect.”

“I just don’t want her to blame herself, I guess.”

“If she was to blame anyone it would be you,” said Vel, in a teasing voice.

Damon rolled his eyes. Vel stuck her tongue out at him.

“You should have told me before,” she said.

“It’s not exactly the type of promise that comes up naturally. Besides, would it have made that much of a difference?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I still care about what aesta thinks. I would have stopped you if I’d known.”

He wasn’t sure if she meant that she’d have stopped him from accidentally finishing inside her or stopped the seduction in its infancy. He decided not to risk asking for clarification.

“Are you going to tell aesta about this?” he asked. “Or Ria?”

“Of course not!” snapped Vel. “Nobody can know about this, Damon! True Divine… I don’t even want to imagine how they’d react.”

“Hey. It’s alright. I was just asking.”

He pulled her into a quick side hug. Vel was still frowning, and she pulled away from him, sitting up.

“Damon,” she whispered. “What’s going to happen between you and Ria?”

It wasn’t a question he wanted to think about, let alone answer. He remembered drawing the matridai on her face weeks earlier, the way they’d made love while she’d shouted and called him her husband. He remembered her standing over him in the arena, the pain of her relentless tempesting magic.

“I don’t know,” he said. 

“You have to be honest with me if anything else… happens between the two of you.”

He felt a sudden surge of irritation. “Vel, Ria and I can hardly look at each other right now. We haven’t spoken a word since the fight.”

He saw the concern in Vel’s expression. She settled back down against him, cuddling with her head on his chest.

“If you can’t speak to her, then speak to me,” she whispered. “I’ll listen.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
Damon was still in Vel’s bed when he woke up the next morning, and Vel was still cuddled against him. His morning oak was stiff and snug between her thighs. He gave her a small shake and a gentle kiss.

“Vel?” he whispered.

She let out a tired sigh. “…Damon?”

Her eyes widened as she seemed to catch up with the events of the previous night.

“Good morning,” she whispered, with a smile. “I see that you’re awake.”

“Wide awake.”

He let his cock slide along the lips of her womanhood. Vel shuddered and bit her lower lip.

“We can’t,” she whispered. “People are starting to get up, and after what you told me about what aesta said…”

Damon heard her, but his body lagged behind in reacting. He prodded again with his cock, remembering how tight and awesome she’d felt the night before.

The sudden sound of footsteps alerted them to someone’s approach. Vel’s eyes went wide, and she briefly tried to cover Damon with the quilt before realizing he was far too big to hide in such a way.

“Under the bed!” she hissed.

Damon rolled off the mattress and then squirmed into the tiny space underneath the bedframe. The door opened an instant later. He didn’t have a view of who had entered, but he recognized their voice as they began speaking in a cheery tone.

“Good morning, Vel,” said Lilian.

“Hey Lil,” said Vel, nervously.

“How was your night?” asked Lilian. “You weren’t too lonely sleeping in here by yourself, were you?”

“I managed.”

“Yesterday must have been hard on you. I saw the arena fight. Your brother and sister both fought with such intensity. I do hope the aftermath wasn’t overly dramatic.”

“They’re not…” Vel trailed off, seeming to hesitate at the edge of making the correction. “Yes, well, I’ve no doubt that Damon and Ria will work through it eventually.”

“If it helps, I’m fairly certain he’s worked through his ideas about the mask and the night of the Turning Festival, with my assistance. I think I managed to convince him that—”

“Lil!” snapped Vel. “Um, I just woke up. Can we talk about this after?”

“I’m in a rush,” said Lilian. “I just wanted to make sure you knew that he does seem to think it was me that night. You should eventually tell him the whole truth, Vel. He may well find out about Jilou eventually.”

“Lil, I would greatly appreciate it if we could stop talking about this for now.” It sounded like Vel was speaking through gritted teeth. “If you don’t mind.”

Damon did his best to shift his ear toward the edge of the bed, desperate to hear more as they spoke in quieter voices. He felt more confused than ever. He’d suspected that Lilian might have been lying on Vel’s behalf, but who was Jilou? How did he or she fit into that night?

He heard Lilian laugh at something that Vel had said and then walk toward the door.

“By the way, your aesta is looking for you,” said Lilian. “You might want to put on something that doesn’t have such obvious stains on it. I’m glad you managed to get plenty of sleep last night, Vel.”

“Lilian!”

Damon began wriggling toward the end of the bed as soon as he heard her leave, already formulating his first question. He froze, catching the sound of a brief exchange of pleasantries as someone else passed by Lilian in the hall and entered the chamber. He was fairly certain he knew who it was.

“Good morning, aesta,” said Vel. “How did you… um, aesta?”

Damon could barely see what was going on from his view under the bed. Malon strode into the chamber with suspicious, searching eyes, turning in a full circle.

“Have you seen solas this morning?” asked Malon. “Or perhaps last night?”

“What? No!” Vel’s reaction was too defensive, and a little too quick. “Um… Why do you ask?”

“Seta, be honest with me. Were you and solas together last night?”

“I, I haven’t seen him,” said Vel, even less convincingly.

Malon opened the wardrobe and scanned its interior. She pulled back the two large window curtains, checking behind them. Damon reached across the floor to where his clothes lay, just out of sight of her point of view when she’d entered, and pulled them to him.

Malon even opened the window and leaned forward to check the area outside, which gave him his opening. He slid sideways and with quick, but silent steps, put himself out of the room and into the hall.

He couldn’t exactly run around the Royal Lodgings in his small clothes, so he began pulling on his trousers and shirt. Malon’s search eventually did progress to checking underneath both beds, but Damon was more interested by her interrogation of Vel.

“When did you last see him, then?” asked Malon.

“During dinner, I guess?”

“One of the guards confirmed that he returned to the Royal Lodgings.”

“Ah… Well that’s a relief. He must be around somewhere, in that case.”

“The same guard mentioned that he saw you sitting on the steps at one point,” said Malon.

Damon couldn’t see Vel’s face, but he didn’t need to. She was about to break. Or was she? He considered his own efforts at getting Vel to spill a secret she wanted to keep. She could be a stubborn little thing, sometimes.

“Seta,” said Malon. “Do you at least understand my concern?”

“I do, aesta. But in this instance, it’s misplaced. Surely you can see that?”

“You’ve matured so much over these past few years. You’ve grown into such a promising young woman. I hope you know that you needn’t make a mistake for yourself to learn why certain things are a bad idea. Especially after yesterday…”

Vel was silent for a time. “Have you checked the dining hall yet?”

“Is there a reason why you’re wearing the nightgown that solas gave you?”

“Because I felt like wearing it!”

Damon could picture Vel’s bratty, aloof smile, along with Malon’s stern concern. He slipped down the hall, only relaxing as he turned the corner and approached the entrance to the dining hall.

It wasn’t until he’d loaded up a plate from the serving area with berry bread, cured sausage, and potato cakes that he spotted Ria at their usual table. She was making an active effort not to look his way, which suggested that she’d already seen him.

He felt like sitting at a different table, but how could he possibly do that? The four of them always ate together, be it at the tower, the Royal Lodgings, or on the road. He swallowed his discomfort and took a chair diagonally across from her. 

He began to immediately regret it as the silence and tension between them began to weigh down upon him. It was far worse than it had been at dinner the night before, which made sense.

What must Ria have thought when he hadn’t returned to their shared room, and hadn’t been there when she’d woken up? Had she been worried about him, like Vel? Was she suspicious of where he’d been and what he’d been doing, like Malon? 

Worse still, what if she was simply unconcerned and unaffected by it? She would be fighting in the Honorshade Tournament’s finals tonight. It was possible that he was just an afterthought to her for the time being, a minor character in her legend who’d fallen into the background.

Damon hated how the line of thinking fed into his self-pity. He felt stubborn and childish over the way he was abetting the silence between them. He couldn’t shake the self-centered idea that Ria should be the one to reach out and speak first. She’d won the fight, after all.

Damon took a bite of berry bread that was still mostly tasteless and scowled at his plate, annoyed at himself as much as Ria. He was still in a gloomy state of mind when he saw Vel approach the table from out of the corner of his eye.

She had a broad, genuine smile on her face. She’d put her spectacles on, along with a flirty, colorful summer dress. Damon stood up to pull her chair out on reflex, feeling his mood instantly shift as she touched his hand and sat down next to him.

“Good morning,” she said, addressing them both.

“Morning, Vel,” said Damon. “How did you sleep?”

She gave him a secretive smile, blushing a bit. “Rather well, in fact. Ria, are you excited? I still can’t believe you’re going to be in the finals.”

“I am not certain that excited is the right word for it,” said Ria. She ate her food slowly, still not looking at Damon when it could be helped.

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you get ready,” said Vel. 

“I will, though I feel as prepared as I can be, given the current placidity of the weather.”

Damon had seen the sky through one of the hallway windows. It didn’t seem as though Ria would luck into a storm again, which meant that her tempesting magic would be extremely limited for the match that night.

He was still rooting for her, despite the strained silence between them and despite the pain of his loss. He felt a reasonable amount of concern over how she’d perform against her opponent with just her spear.

“I’ll be accompanying you and Princess Kastet to Glittershell Island,” said Vel. “If you do need anything, don’t hesitate to tell me.”

Ria smiled fondly. “Thank you, Vel. I will be of appreciation for your company, if nothing else.”

Vel drew a small circle on the table with her finger, flicking her eyes toward Damon. “It seems as though one of Kastet’s guards is still injured from the fight in the Garden of Statues. Lilian and I are trying to locate a replacement by tonight. It would be ideal if we could find someone we both trusted to be capable.”

Damon wanted to roll his eyes at Vel’s not so subtle hint. “She may have to make do with the guards she has, or perhaps lower her standards.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 41 
The silence made its return as Damon, Vel, and Ria continued eating their breakfast. It eventually became too much. Vel excused herself to find Princess Kastet, and Ria slipped away in the same moment.

Malon arrived at the table right as Damon was finishing the last of his sausage. She sat down across from him, her expression already stern before either of them had said a word.

“Solas,” she sighed. “Where were you last night?”

He wasn’t interested in lying to her again, so he told the important part of the truth. “I met with Wrath.”

Malon glanced over her shoulder, making sure they were alone. She reached out and took his hands into hers, frowning with concern.

“Can you talk about what you discussed?” she whispered.

“At this point, I don’t see why not. She can’t listen through the sword anymore and she doesn’t seem overly cross with me. She said… that I served her well, despite losing. She said that she still sees me as a prospect, but that I’m not ready for her crest yet.”

“Nor will you ever be!” Malon squeezed his hands. “We spoke about this already, solas. You mustn’t ever accept her crest.”

“I know. I don’t see myself ever wanting to, either. It’s not as though she can force it upon me.”

Malon’s expression was still worried. “Was there anything else?”

“She said that she sees no need to push the conflict with Avarice. At least as far as outright war between two of the Forsaken goes, we seem to have gotten off easy.”

“I’m relieved to hear that.” Malon looked around again, furrowing her brow as she turned back to face him. “Was Ria here for breakfast?”

He gave a hesitant nod. “She was.”

“Did the two of you speak?”

He winced and found that he couldn’t give a direct answer to that question. It was doubly painful. The tension between him and Ria was hard enough to endure. Knowing that it hurt Malon to see them at odds with one another cut just as deep.

“Do you understand now, solas?” she sighed.

“…Yes,” he muttered. “No. I mean… I don’t know, aesta. It felt so right between us for these past few weeks. It was as though we were dancing on the ice and then it simply… cracked underneath us.”

“I like that analogy,” whispered Myr.

“Did Vel tell you that Princess Kastet is in need of a new guard?” asked Malon.

“She did. Do you think I should go?”

“You have to go.” Malon’s gaze grew stern and unyielding. “This is the essence underneath all of my warnings. The two of you do not stop being family simply because you’ve been so cruel to one another.”

“I lost against her,” snapped Damon. “I can’t even taste half the food I just ate because of what her magic did to my sense of smell. How have I been cruel?”

Malon folded her arms. “Where were you last night, solas?”

He couldn’t meet her eyes. He waited until his silence had given a sort of answer on its own before moving on. “Will you be coming to the island, as well?”

“I cannot,” said Malon. “The normal cost of passage by ship, along with the ticket, is far beyond the means of our family. I’m afraid the final match of the Honorshade Tournament is too exclusive of an event for an old, unimportant crone like me.”

Damon snorted while taking a sip of tea and broke out into coughs and laughter. Malon winked at him and leaned back in her chair. 

*** 
The next few hours passed by quickly for Damon as he took Malon’s advice. Kastet was eager to have him as a bodyguard for the evening and provided him with a uniform from storage. He wasn’t a fan of the blue and gold color scheme or the thick fabric, but the fit was surprisingly good. 

Damon made a few attempts at trying to find Vel alone, but she was always with Ria, Kastet, or Lilian. He wanted to ask her about the mysterious Jilou, but he began to sense that it was a question he’d need to answer on his own further down the line.

Malon came to see them off as they were preparing to join Kastet in her carriage and ride down to the docks. She gave Vel a big hug, encouraged Ria with a few pieces of essential advice, and said her goodbye to Damon last.

“You look handsome in that uniform,” she said.

“Thanks. You look beautiful in that dress.”

“Easy, solas.” She grinned at him, clearly not put off by the compliment. “Watch out for them both. If you can, try to at least take the first step with Ria. She hides her emotions, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t there.”

“I’ll try,” he said.

He gave her a hug, followed by a kiss on the cheek, followed by a slow kiss on the lips. He was surprised she allowed him that and felt slightly embarrassed as he saw the chastising expression on her face.

That embarrassment grew into a palpable sense of shame as he saw Ria’s judgmental eyes, and Vel’s obvious scowl. He waved Malon off as she returned to the Royal Lodgings to await their return. Kastet’s carriage rolled to a stop in front of the gate. Ria and Vel climbed on, while Damon walked in front alongside another guard.

After a fair amount of walking, waiting, and standing attentively, Damon got aboard the small galleon which would carry them into Veridan’s Bay and to the coast of Glittershell Island. The trip would take only a few hours, and they’d arrive with enough time for Ria to warm up before the match.

Damon felt unsettled being on deck and experiencing the contrast between the rocking ship and the static horizon. He made his way below deck, lounging in one of the hammocks in the empty bunk hall. Vel, Ria, and Kastet had their own cabin, but it didn’t make all that much difference, given how short the trip was.

“I’ve still been thinking about my enchantment,” said Myr.

Damon set his hand on his myrblade’s hilt, smiling at the contented sigh she gave in response.

“I appreciate that,” he said. “It’s less of a pressing matter now that we’ve been knocked out of the tournament.”

“I disagree!” she said. “As a wielder, you need to have me at full strength so you can start developing my power. It’s also a simple matter of pride, on my part. I used to be incredible, I think!”

“I believe you,” he said.

“I have managed to recall a small trick. I don’t really know what it’s good for yet, and it’s less of an attack and more of a… utility, I guess?”

“Oh?” Damon pulled the sword from its scabbard and set its blade flat across his palm. “Can you show me it now?”

“Absolutely! Take my hilt and press it over your heart.”

“Alright, now I’m curious.” He smiled and did as Myr had suggested. He could feel his heartbeat through the hand against the sword, and then suddenly, he could feel something else.

A cool, caressing touch pressed against his left cheek, as though someone freshly inside on a cold day had just given him a kiss. He blinked in surprise. Myr giggled at his reaction.

“Do that again,” he said.

She did, and this time, the kiss came against his mouth. Damon tried to kiss back, but the ethereal lips faded before her could find them.

“You kissed me,” he said.

“I did. I’m not sure what it will be useful for, but it’s a step in the right direction.”

Damon nodded as he considered the power. “Can you kiss anywhere on my body?”

“That’s an awfully fresh question coming from a man who still hasn’t polished me even once yet.”

“Are you pouting right now?”

“I would be if I had a face,” said Myr.

Damon smiled and pulled loose the ornamental pocket square from his guard uniform. “I can take an incredibly heavy-handed hint. Prepare to be polished, Myr.”

“Uh, right here?”

“Why not?”

“It’s a shared cabin,” she said. “Someone could walk in at any time.”

“And see what? I’m just polishing a sword.”

“True, but for me it’s a bit more—” Myr cut off with a pleasured gasp as Damon began running the pocket square along her hilt.

“That feels good for you, doesn’t it?” he whispered.

“Mmm…” moaned Myr. “You could say that.”

“How do you want me to polish you, Myr?” he asked. “Do you prefer a soft touch, or are you a sword that really needs a hard working?”

“You’re my master,” she breathed. “You should polish me however you prefer.”

“I just want to see you shine. That’s what you want, too, isn’t it?”

“So bad. Shine me, Damon. Rub me until I’m, oh… until I’m gleaming!”

He shifted the pocket square up, carefully pulling both ways over the cross guard. He could hear Myr’s faintly metallic sounding breathing, which was odd, but incredibly hot. 

He shifted to polishing the blade itself, moving the cloth in small, deliberate circles.

“Higher,” she whispered. “You can go as high as you want.”

“I’m going to polish every inch of you, Myr,” he said.

“Yes! Please! Oh!”

“I wish I had some oil,” he said. “I’d cover you with the stuff.”

He wasn’t sure if he imagined the slight twitch that came from the myrblade.

“I’d wipe you down with it,” he whispered.

He was holding the sword with its tip pointed upright, and the up and down motion of the cloth almost made him think of the conversation he’d once had with Malon about polishing swords. The euphemism had come full circle. Myr let out a moan as he breathed on the flat of the blade to introduce some condensation before working off a spot of dust.

“Damon!” she whimpered. “It… feels so good.”

“I bet it does,” he whispered. “I’m going to polish you senseless, Myr.

“Oh!”

“I’m going to spit on you,” he said. “Would you like that?”

There was a small instant of hesitation. “Um… I’m not really comfortable with that. At least not yet.”

“Pretend I never said it,” he said, scratching his head. “What about, ah, if I lick you, instead?”

“Mmm…” purred Myr. “Maybe just a bit. That does sound like it would, mmm, feel awfully nice.”

Even though he’d suggested it, he felt a bit ridiculous as he stuck his tongue out and playfully licked the flat of Myr’s blade. He felt the blade shudder and immediately began working the wetness along the sword’s length.

“Damon…” she moaned. “You’re going to make me…”

“That’s it,” he whispered. “Be a good sword Myr and come for me.”

He licked her again. The sword suddenly jerked out of his grasp. He felt a sharp pain in his tongue as the myrblade clattered to floor of the galleon. Myr moaned in ecstasy as Damon dabbed his bleeding tongue against his fingers.

“You cut my tongue,” he said, or at least tried to say.

“Sorry,” sighed Myr. “I swear I didn’t mean to. I just…”

“It was good for you?”

“Oh, Damon. It was beyond good.”

He grinned. The cut on his tongue was only a shallow prick. He spread the pocket square out across his palm and picked Myr back up.

“You’re… going to continue?” she whispered.

“Of course,” he said. “I’m not going to stop polishing you until we reach the island.”

“Oh! Damon, you’re so bad!”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
After polishing Myr to a sheen and the limits of what she could handle, Damon made his way back out onto deck. The galleon was approaching Glittershell Island, and Kastet, Vel, and Ria were already standing at the railing and observing their destination in the distance.

It was a beautiful name for a jagged spire of rock with no arable land and a stony beach. It wasn’t entirely without its merits, however. The beach was peppered with bird dung, feathers, and beautiful, sparkling bits of shell fragments.

“It’s one of the main roosting grounds of the amber seagull,” said Kastet. “Their eggs are disguised to gleam and shimmer in a manner similar to the volcanic geodes common to these sorts of islands. It deters predators and allows the gulls to conceal their nests among the rocks.”

“It’s beautiful,” said Vel. “But that smell is…”

“Overwhelming,” provided Damon. “Reminds me of my first visit to Port Brownbucket.”

A long line of boats was already queued in front of the island’s singular, tiny dock. Princess Kastet and her entourage had priority, and Damon fell into step alongside the other bodyguards as they disembarked.

The rock spire itself had a network of caves which had been expanded over decades of tunneling and chiseling to resemble a natural fortress. Damon and the others followed one of the tournament organizers down a long, torchlit tunnel.

From what he could see of the chambers they passed, Glittershell Island usually functioned as an island garrison. They passed empty rooms filled with hammocks and bunks, several armories, and what appeared to be an active forge.

“The normal occupants of the island were given leave in advance of the final match,” explained their guide. “There will be a celebration after the fight, and any attendees who so wish will be given reasonable accommodations for the night.”

“I doubt we’ll be staying long beyond the fight,” said Kastet, eyeing one of the smelly garrison chambers.

“Ah, well, that’s understandable.” The guide gestured to a small room to the side of the tunnel hallway. “We’ve reserved this room for the Witch of the Badlands to rest and prepare for the match. The audience is still arriving, but the wait shouldn’t be more than an hour or two, at most.”

“Excellent,” said Kastet. “I’ll take my seat now.”

“Milady, would it be alright with you if I waited here with Ria?” asked Vel.

“I doubt I’ll have need of you between now and then,” said Kastet. “Come find me as soon as the match begins. I’m afraid I’ll need you to continue accompanying me for the time being, however, Damon.”

He nodded, unsure of whether he was disappointed or relieved to not be waiting alongside Ria and Vel. He glanced at Ria, noticing how tight her grip was on her spear and the fit of the fine chainmail Kastet had lent her in place of her borrowed leather armor.

She was as beautiful to him in that moment as she’d ever been. Tall, violet eyed, and powerful. He couldn’t help but smile as he considered how he’d experienced the last of those traits firsthand. Even without her tempesting magic, she still stood a damn good chance at winning. He would cheer her on, regardless of how much his heart still hurt.

“Good luck,” he said to Ria. “Don’t forget about your throwing knife.”

It seemed for a moment like she wouldn’t say anything to him, or even acknowledge that he’d addressed her.

“I remember,” she eventually said, with a nod.

*** 
The arena itself was set into the topmost section of the spire. The massive, hollow chamber had a misshapen opening that revealed the sky above. It was large enough to let in some of the setting sun’s light, but too small to allow for Ria’s tempesting even if the weather had been stormy.

Glittershell Island’s audience was small and exclusive compared to the diverse crowd of the Mid City Arena. Less than two hundred men and women were in attendance, all of them dressed in the finery and pomp of nobility. They sat on cushioned seats, drank wine, and chatted amongst themselves.

Damon got the distinct sense that none of them truly cared much for arena matches. They’d arrived for the experience, for the story, and most importantly, for the sake of their prestige. The finals of the Honorshade Tournament, held on a secretive, remote island. The inconvenience and limited seating were a part of what they were paying for.

Kastet had allowed him to stand alongside her on the overhanging rock ledge which had been converted into a posh viewing balcony. Her other guards waited in the tunnel, and with Vel still keeping Ria company, it was just the two of them.

“Damon,” said Kastet. “Do you understand what will happen if Ria wins?”

The question caught him off guard. He realized that he’d been too caught up in his own petty, half romantic, half family drama to stop and consider it. 

“She’ll be the first Remenai champion,” he said, slowly. “She’ll earn herself a place in history.”

There was the prize money, too, but that went without saying.

“She won’t simply earn a place in history. She’ll earn one in the present.” Kastet folded her arms, her mouth settling into a pensive frown. “There is a great injustice at the heart of life within Veridan’s Curve. I’ve always seen it, but through speaking with Ria, I’ve come to understand that it is a completely unsustainable balance.”

“You’re talking about the colonies, in general. The fact that the Merinians can claim Remenai land without repercussion.”

It felt as though he was talking about the actions of others, despite being Merinian, and despite living within what was once Rem territory in the north. Living within an ancient Remenai tower, no less.

“I have a premonition,” said Kastet. “We’ve grossly underestimated the Remenai, Damon. There will be an uprising, a shifting of powers through fire and bloodshed. I wish to do what I can to lead the moral Merinian majority safely through that conflict.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

She shrugged. “I do not yet know. But I suspect it will place Avarice and myself on opposite sides of the conflict. When the fighting breaks out, I will not side with the Godking or anyone who chooses to exploit and massacre the native people of this land.”

Damon felt the hairs on his neck stand up. He looked around, feeling paranoid that they may have been overheard. The only person nearby was Vel, and she was still walking toward them, still out of earshot.

“You picked Ria because you wanted a war, not a champion,” he said.

“No one wants a war, Damon Al-Kendras.” Kastet’s nostrils flared as she turned to shoot him an icy stare. “I play my pieces as the board evolves. With Avarice as my opponent, I’ve come to realize that I’ll need far more pieces than I currently have.”

“How much do you even know about Ria? She’s clanless. I hope you understand what that means. It’s why her face is free of tattoos. She has no official standing among her people.”

Kastet flashed a small, but devious smile. “That’s why she’s perfect. She’s free of baggage, above the petty Rem clan rivalries. Unmarried, even.”

Damon shook his head. His stomach felt unsettled. He had no words left for Kastet and was relieved when Vel joined the two of them and began giving an update on the status of the impending match.

“Thank you, Velanor,” said Kastet. “Would you join me to watch?”

“Certainly, milady.” Vel flashed a grin, excited and oblivious.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 43 
The Godking, Avarice, made his way out onto a similar rock ledge balcony on the other side of the large chamber and slightly higher up. He wore his white and gold robes along with his simple gold circlet crown. He shifted his eyes over the crowd, which quieted under his attention.

Damon sensed a distinct change in the ambience between the finals and the earlier matches. It was tense, almost somber. He was accustomed to the way crowds often became emotionally invested in the storylines of finalist fighters, but this felt different.

A petty, envious part of him still insisted that this was supposed to be his storyline. His conversation with Kastet had given him more appreciation for the stakes of what Ria was fighting for and against. He still couldn’t shake a feeling of anxious energy. Standing and watching while ostensibly serving as Kastet’s guard felt like a form of silent torture.

The arena announcer made his way out into the center of the fighting circle. It was the same man who’d officiated the matches in the Mid City Arena, though he was now clad in white and gold finery. Avarice’s colors. Between that detail and the nervous expression on his face, Damon sensed the change in tone of his introductions even before he’d begun to speak.

“Noble men and women of Avaricia and the surrounding areas, I welcome you to the final match of the Honorshade Tournament,” shouted the announcer. He held his arms out, and the crowd gave a medium applause at the cue. 

Damon felt Vel draw closer behind him, her hand bumping into his. He grabbed it and held it, feeling her nervousness through her clammy, trembling palm.

“Our first finalist has crawled her way through fight after fight with the aid of her dark Rem magic,” shouted the announcer. “Her insidious aura was enough to make her own clan reject her as a tiny babe. She drank the blood of rats and preyed on the hearts of honest, unsuspecting Merinian strangers to survive. How she tricked the fair Princess Kastet into choosing her as a champion, none can say. The queen of shadows and hatred… The Witch of the Remenai Badlands!”

Ria strode out from the pits, carrying her spear and holding her head high. The crowd’s reaction was one of jeers and boos, as negative as the response had been positive in Ria’s previous matches. 

It was all in the framing, all in the way the announcer had brusquely stoked the fears and racism of his audience. Damon felt sick to his stomach.

“How can he say that?” whispered Vel. “Why would he say that about Ria? None of it is true!”

“He works for Avarice, Vel,” said Damon. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the other fighters were given similarly skewed introductions when they went up against his champion.”

He also wouldn’t have been surprised if Ria had gotten a far more intense dressing down than any of the others. He wasn’t naïve.

“Our second finalist is an unknown warrior of growing renown,” called the announcer. “Who he is underneath his cowl, none can say. Some claim him to be Avarice’s trueborn son. Others assert him to be a redeemed convict from the Exile Islands. Regardless, he wins fight after fight, represents the Godking of our fair city, and carries the hopes of an entire people. The lord of mystery and swordsmanship… The Black Coin!”

Avarice’s champion made his way out with slow steps, one hand resting on the intricate, ornate longsword hanging at his waist. His cowl obscured his face, and his clothing consisted of a matching black tunic and loose trousers.

He wasn’t overly tall or intimidating. Damon found himself sizing up the man’s stance, feeling his anxious energy build until he had to tap one hand on the railing to allow some of it to vent.

Ria looked confident, relaxed, and in her element, despite not having her tempesting to fall back on. Damon was overcome with a powerful and confusing mixture of emotions as he watched her. Love, respect, lust, jealousy, hurt… It was all there, all shaping his thoughts.

“I’m so nervous,” whispered Vel.

“She’s going to trounce this guy,” replied Damon.

He did have faith in her, but his words were more to reassure Vel than his true feelings. Kastet’s admission from earlier had given the fight a sense of foreboding that Damon couldn’t shake. He wanted Ria to win, but he was also terrified of how it might change her life if she did. But could she lose without sustaining a serious injury, or even death?

“May the final match begin!” boomed the announcer. 

The two combatants began to circle each other as the crowd roared with excitement. Ria held her spear to the side, not yet bringing it to bare. The Black Coin drew his sword, but kept it leveled in a similarly neutral stance.

Damon could sense them feeling each other out. There was an inherent level of respect between them that he could understand from his own time in the arena. The path to the finals was long, and one’s opponent at that level could never be underestimated.

Ria made the first move, and she did it with a grim smile on her face. Damon felt Vel squeezing his hand and he squeezed back on reflex. Ria snapped her spear up and shuffled forward, jabbing the point into a movement that seemed intended to test the Black Coin’s reflexes.

He whipped his longsword up and knocked her spearpoint aside. Ria spun, swinging the butt of the spear into a twisting follow up attack. The Black Coin ducked, slashing at one of her unarmored ankles. Ria leapt backward, dodging with speed and confidence.

“Oh…” whispered Vel. “I can’t watch.”

Damon put his arm around her. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine.”

Ria and the Black Coin exchanged a series of attacks that was almost too fast for Damon to follow. They were fighting at his level, and he got the distinct sense that if he were in Ria’s place, he’d still be in a similar position, taking a similar approach.

The same truth applied to the Black Coin, however. Damon watched as the warrior in the cowl shifted his tactics. Instead of striking at Ria’s more obvious openings, he began hammering his longsword into attacks that forced her to block, rather than dodge.

He was hacking into the wood of her spear. It was the same approach that Damon had considered taking during his fight with Ria. If the Black Coin managed to snap through her spear, the handicap might prove to be insurmountable for her.

He wanted to shout a warning down to Ria, but even if she could have heard him over the sound of the crowd, it would have made no difference. The Black Coin’s strategy was simple, almost inevitable. She was fighting under a time limit. She had to win before he took away her weapon.

Ria dodged a slash from the longsword and retaliated with a battering blow from the side of her spear. The Black Coin staggered right. Ria centered her weapon and slammed a stab toward his chest.

Her opponent dodged with unreal speed, spinning and coming to a stop behind her. Ria was fast, but not fast enough to do anything but attempt to block the strike that came next. A powerful overhead chop struck the middle of her spear, and this time, it cleaved through.

The Black Coin’s sword continued its slash down the side of Ria’s shoulder. Her chainmail absorbed some of the damage, but from the way she recoiled from the strike, Damon knew she’d still sustained an injury.

“Ria!” he shouted. “Throwing knife!”

He had no idea if she’d heard him or not, but it didn’t matter. The knife he’d bought her was already in her hand. She winced as she rolled out the shoulder she’d taken the slash to. The chainmail was still intact, but rivulets of blood were pooling between the metal links.

The Black Coin seemed triumphant, almost amused, though Damon based that solely off his subtle read of the man’s body language. He stepped forward slowly, testing Ria’s reflexes and flaunting his now massive range advantage.

He feigned a low slash and shifted high. Ria moved with perfect precision, deflecting the sword with her comparatively tiny knife. The noise of the crowd had built to an almost physical presence. The Black Coin circled Ria, clearly thinking that he was homing in on the finish.

He wasn’t wrong, either. He attacked with a relentless series of strikes and slashes. Ria’s defense was admirable, but she could only manage so many blocks before the sword’s edge finally managed to sneak through.

Damon saw pain flash across her expression as the Black Coin landed a strike against her chainmail clad abdomen. She crumpled to her hands and knees, dropping her throwing knife and clutching her side. The injury was far from fatal, given her armor, but more than enough to knock her out of the fight.

The crowd went wild, showering their Merinian champion with cheers and adoration. Damon’s attention was on the tournament announcer, however. He hadn’t called the fight’s end yet. He saw the man, along with the Black Coin, look in the Godking’s direction on the rock balcony above.

Avarice was smiling. He was clearly enjoying the tension and drama the moment presented. He slowly lifted his hand, making an ominous, downward gesture with his thumb.

“Damon!” cried Vel. “What’s happening? Why haven’t they stopped?”

He didn’t answer her. He already had his sword out, and there was only a single thought in his mind. Save Ria, at any cost.

“Stop!” Kastet had sensed what he was about do and reached out to seize his arm. “You’re wearing my guard uniform!”

He couldn’t have cared any less about the politics and optics of the moment, but he did care about Vel, who might be exposed to the blowback if his interference were to be misinterpreted. He pulled the guard jacket up and overhead, accidentally flinging aside his undershirt along with it.

Bare chested and wielding his myrblade, Damon leapt over the railing. He landed on the stone of the arena circle and sprinted to defend Ria. The Black Coin’s sword was already coming down to strike her again as he swept his myrblade into place to block. Steel chimed against steel as their blades met, and both men fell back, falling into familiar stances.

Too familiar. The angle had kept him from noticing it before. The fact that it was impossible had kept him from noticing it before.

“Rovahn’s balls, Damon,” said Austine Treymore, the Black Coin. “Did you really need to take your shirt off?”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 44 
Damon felt himself sinking, buried by a crush of memories and regrets. The feeling was amplified by the noise of the crowd and the nature of the moment. It was like a scene from his nightmares, back in the arena, locked in a life or death duel against a man he loved like a brother.

Austine drew back, lowering his sword and turning his gaze up toward Avarice on the ledge above. Damon bent to help Ria, lifting part of her weight as he moved her toward the entrance of the pits. 

A pair of Avarice’s guards were already moving to intervene and either arrest or kill him. He looked back up toward the Godking in time to see Avarice wave them back. Avarice pointed at Austine, instead, clearly intent on having his champion handle the new, unexpected disturbance.

Damon raised his sword as soon as Ria was safe on the sidelines. He shook his head, feeling nearly speechless in the face of an endless multitude of questions.

“I do have to give you credit for your style,” said Austine. “You always knew how to make an entrance.”

Austine attacked with a slow, almost lazy slash. Damon deflected it on reflex, not bothering to seize the opening it provided to counterattack.

“How?” he asked, finally putting his emotions into words. “I watched you die.”

“Avarice,” said Austine. “How else? I wasn’t quite dead, but I was about as close as a man can get without crossing the line.”

Austine spun into a heavily telegraphed slash, one of the ones they’d used to play to the crowd back when they were both in the Gleaming Scythe. Damon blocked on reflex, turning his sword at an equally impractical angle to meet the strike from behind.

A sense of nostalgia and relief that was almost palpable surged through him. It took a force of will to keep himself from smiling.

“How did you end up being Avarice’s champion?” he asked.

“He made me an offer I couldn’t refuse,” said Austine.

“Money and courtesans?”

“You know me too well, Damon.”

They rushed toward each other, falling into the old, familiar rhythm of their performances. The cowl would occasionally pull back enough for Damon to catch a glimpse of his friend’s lower face and the wide and genuine grin upon it.

“I was surprised you got knocked out in the semi-finals,” said Austine. “Glad I didn’t have to face that Rem bitch at the height of her powers.”

“That Rem bitch is basically my sister,” said Damon, trading taps against Austine’s sword.

Austine snorted. “You lost to your sister?”

“That’s not my… I mean, shut up!”

Austine swung low. Damon jumped, countering with an exaggerated overhead slash. Austine played up the moment, letting their blades hold a clench as they both pushed back and forth with exaggerated drama.

“I wasn’t intending to insult your family, but aside from Vel, I haven’t met the rest of them,” said Austine.

“I went home again after what happened.”

“I’m glad.” Austine dodged backward, rolling over one shoulder. “Honestly, Damon. You weren’t the only one who had regrets from that day.”

They fell into the nostalgic rapport of movements they’d developed across years of being blade partners. Austine began taking riskier angles, going for harder dodges. It became a competition of sorts, one that the crowd was losing its mind over, if their cheers were any indication.

“You ever find that pretty blonde in the mask?” asked Austine.

“Sort of.”

Austine let out a chuckle. “Did you bed her again?”

“Maybe.”

“Why must you be so vague about your sexual conquests? Avarice gave me three personal courtesans. They’re talented in that dirty sort of way. The other night we were—”

“Let me stop you right there.”

“Ha, you old prude.”

They continued putting on a show, though Damon felt the moment slipping. He saw the moment in which Austine looked up at Avarice, seeking instruction. Avarice gestured toward Damon, his intent sharp as the point of an arrow.

“Are you going to obey that command?” asked Damon. 

Austine sighed. “I suppose I am.”

“Even if it means killing me? Is that truly what you want?”

“What I want has little to do with it,” said Austine. “This is, unfortunately, all that matters.”

He pulled the cowl back slightly, and Damon finally understood the hood’s purpose. A rune mark glowed a faint, shimmering gold on the lower left section of Austine’s neck. The cowl kept him from being outed as Avarice’s crest sorcerer, which might reduce the impact of his victories if revealed to the audience.

“You made a crest contract with Avarice,” said Damon.

Austine nodded. “I did. It hasn’t been all that bad, to be honest. I’m not a fan of the amount of killing he makes me do, but aside from that, it’s been quite nice. Money, women, power. It’s everything I once wanted out of life.”

“You obey him in everything, then?”

“It’s either obey or suffer his retribution. He’s tortured me before, Damon. It’s a hideous experience.”

They stared at each other, ignoring Avarice, the crowd, everything else. Damon felt the relief and elation he’d felt earlier twisting into a mockery of darker emotions. He was back in the nightmare.

“So you’ll try to kill me, then?” asked Damon. “You think you’re capable of doing that?”

“If you’re asking if I’m stronger than you now, the answer is undoubtedly yes.” Austine ran his thumb over his sword’s cross guard. “If you meant will I be able to live with myself afterward, the answer is the same.”

“I doubt that.”

Austine snorted. “Killing is as easy as swinging a sword. As far as my conscience goes, we all will die eventually. You aren’t leaving this arena alive after what you just did, Damon. Whose hand would you prefer to die at? Some random guard’s? Avarice’s? Or mine? A friend who will look you in the eyes and hold you as the last of your life fades.”

There was a waver in his voice as he spoke the last sentence. Damon felt a lump forming in his throat as he remembered that same moment, holding Austine’s bleeding form after he’d landed the final strike.

“So be it.” He felt himself smiling for some reason. “I guess I should stop holding back.”

Austine grinned at him. “I guess I should as well.”

Austine attacked before he was ready for it. He was fast, his speed apparently amplified by the nature of his crest. Damon barely got his blade up to block in time, and the strength of the attack sent a tremor through his hands and arms.

He missed with his counter and had to rush into another block, falling back under a sudden onslaught of attacks that followed. He blocked a side slash, but somehow still came away from the touch of swords with a thin cut across his bare forearm, despite the angle being wrong. 

Austine’s crest made him stronger and faster than he’d once been, but Damon had fought opponents who outmatched him physically before. It was what Austine was doing with his sword that he struggled to defend against.

He saw his old friend smile as he whipped his longsword out to the side. The blade seemed flexible, almost like an extension of his body. Avarice’s core magic was manipulating metal at a distance. He could tell that Austine had a minor form of it, but even in a small amount, it held terrifying potential when combined with high level swordsmanship.

They rushed each other again, metal meeting metal, metal meeting flesh. It was hard to tell whether Austine was reluctant to kill him, or simply taking pleasure from toying with him. His sword would sneak past Damon’s by a hair’s width, bending and curving to miss his guard or reach beyond it.

The wounds Austine inflicted were all superficial, but enough of them would eventually prove fatal. Damon let out a furious, wordless shout after missing a strike that might have put him back in the fight and tumbling past Austine, who seemed to mock him in the way he let the opening pass.

He felt weak. He’d felt the same way in the fight against Ria, the same way while dealing with Wrath. He was going to lose, and this time, others would pay the price alongside him.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Myr.

“Don’t apologize,” said Damon, through a wince. “This isn’t your fault.”

He’d apparently spoken the words loud enough for Austine to hear. His old friend hesitated, unsure of how to react.

“I want to try something different,” whispered Myr. “I may have forgotten my enchantment, but you’re a wielder, Damon.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Nothing,” she whispered. “It’s what you’re going to do to me. When you were polishing me earlier, you knew exactly where to touch. It was like you could feel and sense my state.”

“How am I supposed to do that for an enchantment?” he hissed.

“Just be gentle,” whispered Myr. “Add your own willpower, too. Use me as your sword, wielder.”

He shook his head, but what else did he have to lose? Austine was approaching at a predatorial pace, sword out to one side. Damon anticipated his attack, knowing how his old friend fought.

He ducked under Austine’s strike and slashed at his ankles. He held his myrblade differently, trying to do as Myr had suggested. His grip was firm, but gentle, almost insistent. He focused his willpower, or at least clenched his jaw and tried to believe in the idea of something happening.

Nothing happened. Damon felt a shiver run up the back of his neck as he twisted, eyes searching for his opponent. This was it. This was what death felt like. A horrible anticipation overtook him as he began to wonder where Austine’s sword would take him next, and how each cut would feel as it bit through skin and muscle.

“Try it again!” cried Myr. “You’re so close!”

“Sorry, Damon,” called Austine. “You were a good friend. I’ll never forget you.”

Damon saw the cowl flutter back far enough for him to catch a glimpse of Austine’s eyes. There were tears in them, hidden streaks of wetness occluded by the shadows of his hood. Still, Austine came at him, blurring into a strike that Damon knew he couldn’t block. The killing strike.

He trusted Myr. He tried again, holding the hilt of his sword with firm reverence. He let out a wordless shout as he committed to his swing, snarling like an animal backed into a corner. He felt his willpower forming into a point as sharp as his sword, and breathed out a breath of white, frozen air.

It was only then that he remembered the advice Wrath had given him about Myr’s enchantment.

Wear gloves.

Damon’s myrblade underwent a transformation across the span of a fractured second. A shell of ice coated the sword from tip to cross guard, encroaching against the thumb and forefinger of his upper hand.

The ice made the weapon longer, wider, and savagely beautiful. Sharp, dagger length thorns of white-blue ice jutted out from the sword’s core at brutal angles, like a bramble bush stalk mixed with the head of a death mace. 

Austine’s slash caught between two of the thorns. Damon expected it to continue through, but the ice held strong. Austine’s weapon slithered for an instant, like a snake caught in a trap. Then, the ice began to spread over the other weapon, fractal crystalline flakes consuming it like frost across a window in winter.

Damon heard Austine gasp as he tried to pull the weapon free, and then stumbled backward. Austine stared at his white, frost bitten hands, and then at Damon, who’d swung the myrblade sideways to shake the other man’s weapon loose.

“My true name is Myr Wintershard!” bellowed Myr. “I freeze the blood of my enemies and make their hearts run cold with fear!”

She followed her exclamation up with a long, rather infectious giggle. Damon grinned, wishing he could see Austine’s reaction. What he saw instead was Austine turning to look up at the Godking, who’d begun signaling to the arena’s guards to intervene.

“There’s no such thing as a fair fight, is there?” he muttered.

He didn’t waste time on gloating or goodbyes. He sprinted across the arena toward Ria, who was on her feet, clutching her side, and being supported by Vel.
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Damon brought up the rear, as much to make sure no guards surprised them from behind as to keep his drawn myrblade from accidentally touching Vel or Ria. The ice thorns had crumbled from the weapon as he’d lost focus during the first few seconds of their sprint down the hall, but wisps of frozen condensation still rose from the weapon.

“What about Kastet?” he shouted.

“She’ll be fine,” said Vel. “She’s with her bodyguards.”

He was following her, and she was lending a shoulder to Ria to help her keep pace. Damon had no idea where they were going, but Vel seemed to pick their direction with confidence at each intersection.

There was a guard standing outside a door who saw them in their rush. He stepped out to block their way. Damon moved past Vel and Ria, swinging his myrblade without hesitation. He gave the hilt the same gentle, coaxing squeeze and poured his will into the weapon.

The ice thorns trailed bits of snow as they bit through the guard’s spear. One of them gashed into the man’s armor, leaving a patch of ice where it struck that continued to spread for a few moments even after Damon had pulled back.

“We have no time!” barked Ria. “Go!”

He let the ice thorns fade from the weapon, which was as easy as simply letting out a frozen breath and focusing his attention elsewhere. Vel and Ria continued past the fallen guard, and Damon hurried after them.

They exited the spire through a different door than they’d entered through. There was a small jetty on the beach they found themselves on, with a single longboat with a plain white canvas sail. It was unguarded, and that fact alone made it seem like it was begging to be stolen.

Damon cut the lines as Vel quickly unfurled the sail. None of them had much experience with sailing, but the longboat obliged them by catching the wind quickly, pulling them away from the island at a decent clip.

He watched a few of the guards who’d been in pursuit of them stumble out onto the beach, followed a moment later by Austine. He pulled his cowl back and gave a single wave. Damon waved back.

“Is everyone alright?” asked Damon.

He looked to Vel first. She seemed shaken, but uninjured. Ria met his gaze as he turned to her, setting aside their recent tension in light of their circumstances. She nodded her head.

“My wound is painful, but manageable,” she said.

“Damon, you’re the one who needs attention right now!” said Vel. “Let me see your arm.”

He held it out to her, feeling a bit exposed, sweaty and shirtless. Vel tore a strip from her dress and began using it to bandage the wound on his forearm, which had bled a great deal more than he’d realized.

“You should not have intervened,” said Ria. “I was not in a situation of true danger.”

“Yes, actually, you were,” said Damon. “That was Austine. He’s taken Avarice’s crest.”

Both Ria and Vel were silent in response to the revelation. He wasn’t sure what more there was to be said. On a certain level, he felt relieved to know his old friend was still alive. Still, it was possible, even likely, that they’d be fighting each other again in the future.

“Regardless, your interruption added needless complication to the moment,” said Ria. “It could have put Vel in danger.”

“Uh-huh,” said Damon, rolling his eyes. “You’re welcome, Ria.

She scowled and looked away from him. He was happy that she was talking to him again, at least, but he got the distinct sense that it would take more time to repair their relationship. They’d simply hurt each other too much in too short of a time.

“Why didn’t you tell me you got a new sword?” asked Vel.

“I didn’t. I just re-enchanted it. Vel, may I introduce you to Myr Wintershard.”

“Is that actually its name?” she asked.

Damon nodded. “That’s her name.”

“Tell her I said that it’s nice to meet her and that she has a very pretty voice,” said Myr.

Damon did. He watched Vel quirk her mouth sideways.

“It’s nice to meet you too, Myr Wintershard,” said Vel. “Or should I say… it’s ice to meet you.”

Myr giggled.

“You shouldn’t say that,” said Damon. “Please don’t say that.”

“Should I shake her hilt to introduce myself?” asked Vel.

Damon gave the sword a questioning glance.

“That’s fine,” said Myr. “If it’s just for a second.”

Damon felt a sudden, devious rush of excitement as he took Vel’s hand and guided it onto the sword’s hilt. Myr made a small, breathy noise as Damon guided Vel’s fingers and palm into a gentle caress.

“There you go,” he said. “Keep rubbing just like that.”

He slid his thumb up to the underside of Myr’s cross guard, one of her most sensitive spots.

“Damon!” shuddered Myr. “Oh! You’re truly… evil. Mmm… You shouldn’t make her do that.”

“What’s with that smile?” snapped Vel. “Is this some weird, perverted thing for you?”

“You’re too quick to jump to conclusions,” he said. “I just thought it might be interesting for you to handle my sword.”

“You’re so gross.” Vel pulled her hand back and Damon couldn’t keep himself from laughing. He slid closer into her and put an arm around her. Had Ria not been on the boat with them, he might have done more than just that.

“I can see the coast,” said Ria. “It should not be of too much time before we reach Avaricia.”

“We’ll need to find aesta and get out of the city as soon as possible,” said Damon.

“I hope Princess Kastet will be understanding about this,” muttered Vel. “I might not be able to serve at her side for a time, at least not within Avaricia.”

Damon pulled her closer to him. “I think we’d miss you more than she would.”

She grinned and snuggled her head against his shoulder. “Thanks.”

He let himself breathe as he stared out across the moonlit horizon, content to have survived the day.

 

THE END
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 CHAPTER 1 
Damon shivered under the hot, late-spring sun. His fingers were numb against the hilt of his myrblade. He’d found a pair of heavily worn leather work gloves next to an old sheering blade in the shed, but they only helped so much. He shifted his fingers along the weapon’s ice-cold hilt, exhaling a breath of frozen white condensation.

“What am I doing wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing!” said Myr. “I mean, I don’t think you’re doing anything wrong. It might just take more practice.”

The lake mirrored the wispy white clouds of the afternoon sky. The water was placid and still, though each of Damon’s previous attempts had sent a cascade of ripples and distortions across the otherwise serene surface. Behind him, the shadow of the tower extended across the clearing like the hand of a giant sundial.

“Can you give me more details?” he asked. “The general idea is hard to conceptualize. Is it more like walking or running? Maybe skipping?”

“It’s more like water stepping, I think,” said Myr.

Damon passed his myrblade to his left hand, where his fingers were slightly less numb. Flecks of ice crystals along the weapon’s length glittered in the light. The sword itself had been shifting colors since he’d swapped its enchantment, turning from obsidian black to a pale silver-blue as though shedding its outer skin.

“Let’s give this another try, then,” muttered Damon. He’d already taken his boots off, and he dipped a toe into the water. It was hard to tell whether he was imagining how much colder it felt than it had when he first started.

Several of his earlier attempts resulted in him freezing it into the ice up to the midpoint. He’d developed enough control of the weapon’s enchantment to know that loosening his grip on the hilt usually dispelled the magical ice, letting it melt at an accelerated rate. Still, it wasn’t fun to consider what would happen if a part of his body got caught underneath the water’s surface near where he was freezing.

“I’m ready whenever you are,” said Myr. 

Damon smiled, appreciating her resolve and cooperativeness, at least. It was impossible to imagine his former wrathblade letting him experiment in a similar way.

He took the sword back in his right hand and slashed low through the water, trying to manifest the ice in the shape he wanted. The timing was critical. If he dragged his myrblade too slowly, it would freeze into the water as it had before. If he went too fast, nothing would happen.

The result was at least a match for his previous attempts. A long patch of ice crystallized across the water, thick and free floating. It was wide enough for him to set a foot on, which was ideal, given the intent was to make steppingstones across the lake. 

With that said, Damon was highly skeptical toward whether it would support his weight. He tentatively set a bare foot down on the ice, feeling another shiver run through him at the sensation.

“How is this supposed to work?” Damon shifted his weight forward, feeling the ice sink enough for the water to lap across his foot. 

“You have to move quickly,” said Myr. “I remember that much.”

“Are you sure you can’t just freeze the lake’s entire surface?” asked Damon. 

He knew what her answer would be, given they’d already tried it once and discovered the limits of her enchantment. She could only manifest small patches of ice unless Damon maintained contact between the sword and whatever it was freezing. Even just the attempt had nearly frozen his hands to the weapon before the ice had spread a tenth of the way across the water.

“I believe in you, Damon,” said Myr. “You can do this!”

It was impossible to fall into his doubts in the face of her encouragement. Damon nodded, setting his foot down on the ice again, and let his eyes settle on a new spot on the water just in front of where he’d take his first step.

He swept the sword down to make a new patch of ice as he shifted his weight forward. His timing and aim were good, and he felt a glorious moment of success. Two patches of ice seemed to be enough to hold his weight.

The angle he stood at was, rather unfortunately, too open and wide. He hissed through his teeth as the patches of ice pushed away from one another, taking his feet with them. He stood waving his arms for balance, legs stretched near to the limits of their flexibility, and then tumbled forward into the lake.

He made sure to toss the myrblade to his side and onto the grass, rather than letting it fall into the water, or worse, still holding it as he went under. The sound of laughter met his ears as he landed at an angle, sending up a tremendous splash and soaking through the clothes which he should have thought to take off ahead of time.

The water wasn’t as cold as he’d feared. He gasped and wiped his eyes as he surfaced, spotting his audience of one making her way toward the edge of the lake.

“You know,” called Vel. “There are more straightforward methods of fishing if that was what you had in mind.” 

“It wasn’t, but thanks for the advice.”

 “Oh.” She tapped an exaggerated finger against her lips in thought. “Were you attacking your reflection in the water, then? It’s not as though we all haven’t wanted to, at some point or another.”

Damon rolled his eyes. The joke fell especially flat coming from her. Vel was one of the most conventionally attractive women he’d ever known. She was young, barely cresting upon her nineteenth birthday, with blonde hair and mesmerizing blue eyes.

Her body was petite, though not absent of curves, which her current outfit displayed with fantastic emphasis. She wore a white and pink spring slip which had once been a court dress she’d grown bored of. When she’d mentioned throwing it out, Malon had given her an earful and proceeded to sew and stitch new life into the “out of fashion” garment.

“The water’s actually quite warm,” said Damon, rolling to float on his back. “It wasn’t as though I hadn’t intended going for a swim today. Aesta mentioned that she could use a few ripe waterfruit for the pantry.”

“Of course,” said Vel with a smirk. “I’m sure you intended to dive in with your clothes on, as well.”

He didn’t bother with a counterpoint, and instead proceeded to undress. He hurled his sopping wet tunic toward Vel, who gave a playful shriek and dodged out of the way. Her timing wasn’t as good as he lobbed his trousers at her, and she glared at him as she wiped where they’d struck her shoulder.

“You’ll pay for that!” she shouted, crouching to scoop a handful of mud from the edge of the bank.

It was only the second day home after returning from Avaricia in the wake of the Honorshade Tournament. So much had changed between him and Vel during their time in the city, and yet at the same time, nothing had.

They’d had sex, and it had been face to face. Rather expectedly, it was a fact that neither of them had spoken directly about. Another secret to add to their growing piles. 

The general level of intimacy between them was still near an all-time high. Their kisses were a little more passionate than they should have been, and their hugs were long, open, and borderline indecent. 

Vel was quick to shut him down if he tried anything more, and part of him was glad for it. He remembered all too well what had happened with Ria, who was still hardly speaking to him.

He dove under the water as she tossed a clump of mud in his direction. Damon swam toward where she was, surfacing just underneath her as she leaned forward and attempted to pull loose more mud. Vel laughed and tried to pull back, but he wound his arms under her shoulders and tipped backward.

She sputtered as she surfaced, glaring at him with exaggerated anger. “Damon Al-Kendras! I’m telling aesta.”

He snorted at the threat, one she’d been leveling at him since they’d been children. “Telling her what, exactly?”

“You… um….” Vel furrowed her brow, treading water as she came further out into the lake. “You soaked the new dress she worked so hard on!”

“I doubt she’ll view that as anything more than one less article of clothing to launder.”

Vel pouted at him, kicking her legs to swim forward. She rose up, flashing a sudden grin as she set her hands on his shoulders and attempted to dunk his head.

She wasn’t heavy enough to force him down. Damon stayed afloat and made as though to tickle her armpits, forcing her to shoot her hands down. He kicked his legs hard to launch up and did to her what she’d been trying to do to him, shoving her shoulders and head down underneath the lake’s surface.

Her dress plumed outward as she sank like an ocean flower in bloom. Vel coughed as she came back up, and this time, the glare she gave him had an edge to it.

“You jerk!” she shouted. “I’ve got water up my nose.”

Damon laughed as she came at him, still keen on dunking him to take her revenge. She rose up as she tried to get a hold on his shoulders. He didn’t resist, more because of the way the motion thrust her breasts into his face than out of a desire to humor her. They were full and perky, nipples hard and visible against the sheer wet fabric of her gown.

He pulled her into an embrace, though Vel took it as a continuation of their game. It wasn’t until one of his hands settled on her butt that she stiffened and then relaxed against him. She sank down to be even with him again, both still kicking to tread water as they exchanged a questioning glance.

Damon pulled her into shallower water where they could both touch with their feet. He wiped a few strands of wet blonde hair back from her face. She blinked as his fingers touched her, shooting a sudden glance over her shoulder as though expecting Malon or Ria to suddenly interrupt.

Admittedly, it was a justified concern.

“It’s hard to swim in a dress,” said Vel.

“So take it off.”

She bit her lower lip, blushing even more. “It’s hard when it’s sopping wet.”

“I’ll help you.”

He stepped closer to her and gently helped her pull the slip up and over her head. She was only wearing her girlshorts and a half shirt underneath, both in the skimpy, threadbare Merinian style. They were wet and nearly see-through against her, and Damon found it more arousing than if she’d actually been naked.

Vel clearly noticed his attention, and her expression was a mixture of embarrassment and pride. Her eyes darted downward across his own nearly nude body, lingering on his crotch. Damon realized he was hard enough for his cock to show through his undershorts, which only sent more blood rushing down that way.

“It’s the middle of the afternoon, Damon,” she whispered. “Aesta or Ria could see us, you know.”

“See us doing what? Swimming?”

She made a face. “You know what I mean.”

He drew even closer to her, letting his erection prod into her stomach. “Do I?”

Vel only seemed able to match his gaze for a second before glancing away. She didn’t pull back, and Damon felt her take a breath.

“Fine,” she whispered. “Let’s swim, then.”

She surprised him, sinking low to grab the waistband of his undershorts and pulling them down in a rough motion. Damon blinked flailed to grab them as he saw her push forward into the water and start swimming for the lake’s other side, flashing a grin over one shoulder.

“First one to the shore gets to pick their chores tomorrow!” she called.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
Damon took off after her as soon as he finished jamming his erection back into his undershorts. He was a faster swimmer than she was, but she had a decent head start, and it was hard to focus on his technique with her nearly naked body in front of him as a distraction.

“I win!” said Vel, breathing heavy as they both reached the other side. 

“You cheated.” Damon grabbed her from behind, wrapping his arms around her body. His cock mashed into her ass, quickly hardening to reach its earlier proportions.

Vel laughed and made as though to struggle free. She felt incredible against him, soft and wet and warm against the water’s cold.

“It’s not cheating if there aren’t any rules,” she said.

He ran his hands up the front of her body, stopping just short of cupping her small breasts through her half shirt. “There are always rules.”

She leaned her head back against his shoulder, rocking her hips in a manner that all but demanded him to hump into her from behind.

“False,” she whispered.

“You little cheater. Someone needs to teach you a lesson.”

She shifted again, this time pinching her thighs and buttocks together in a manner that sent a lewd squeeze of pleasure through his cock. “I’m a quick learner.”

He pulled the side of her half shirt down, completely exposing one of her breasts. She let out a small gasp as he cupped it. His other hand moved lower down, sliding into her girlshorts. Vel quivered against him as he gently began to rub and caress with his fingers.

She let him do whatever he wanted. It was a surprise, given how careful she’d been on the long trip back from Avaricia, but a welcome one. It was also confusing and dangerous. It put the control back in his hands, and he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

Vel let out a low moan and rocked back again. Her body was so hot and tight. She did need to be taught a lesson, if not about the unwritten rules of swim races, then about what happened when she let a tease go on for too long. She needed a long, hard lesson.

Damon slid a finger into her womanhood, gently curling and caressing. Her reactions were insanely cute and arousing, a mixture of horny whimpering and searching hips. She still didn’t stop him. He was past the point of stopping himself. He started to pull his undershorts down.

“Solas! Seta!” Malon’s voice shattered their private moment. “Dinner is almost ready!”

She was still in the tower. She hadn’t seen them. They had time, if only a little. Damon searched for any rationalization he could find to come up with reasons to keep going, to stay across the line for just a few seconds longer.

“Damon…” whispered Vel, in a warning voice.

“We still have a minute,” he whispered. “Let’s keep swimming.”

He pulled his undershorts down, letting his cock snap free. He pressed it in between Vel’s thighs. 

She gasped, her body reacting to him for a second, and then pulled away. “Don’t be gross, Damon.”

He watched her with no small amount of confusion as she climbed up the lake’s bank and hurried to collect her soaking wet dress. He was more disappointed than surprised. Vel had made it clear to him that she drew the line at sex, even though they’d crossed that line at least once.

In some ways, they were closer than they’d ever been to each other. There was much that went unsaid between them, little secrets that neither of them was eager to dredge up from the pile.

Damon still hadn’t asked Vel about Jilou. He’d heard her discussing the night of the Turning Festival with Lilian, and though he couldn’t remember their exact phrasing, he distinctly remembered them mentioning someone else, someone who’d been involved that night. The mysterious Jilou… had she been the woman behind the mask?

He knew asking Vel about it directly would be a mistake. She was stubborn when it came to keeping secrets, and she’d already warned him several times to let go of his obsession with that night. Damon wasn’t willing to risk it, not if it meant testing the fragility of whatever it was they currently shared.

“Come on,” called Vel. “Let’s get some dry clothes from the line.”

He followed and joined her after grabbing his myrblade and discarded tunic and trousers. They picked out fresh clothes and left their wet ones to dry.

Vel grinned at him as she finished pulling on a plain gown. She spun, letting the skirt fly up a bit, and then set her hands on her hips.

“How do I look?” she asked.

“Like someone who can’t be trusted not to cheat in a swim race.”

She scowled at him. “I already served my sentence for that, didn’t I?”

Damon sighed and pulled on a shirt. Vel was in front of him as he pulled the fabric down over his eyes. She leaned in and stole a quick kiss, and then took his hand in hers.

“Let’s go eat dinner,” she said, smiling.

He bit back a lewd quip about wanting to eat her instead and followed her inside the tower, hands swinging back and forth. Malon was in the process of setting the table and smiled warmly at them.

“Did the two of you enjoy your swim?” she asked.

“Immensely,” said Vel. “Though I didn’t exactly enter the water by choice.”

“You should think twice about throwing mud clods next time, then,” said Damon.

She rolled her eyes again and took a seat at the table. Malon seemed pleased with how well they were getting along, though Damon could sense the suspicion behind her smile. She was dressed in a long, lavender-colored tunic, grey leggings, and her favorite apron. Her red hair was braided and tucked into the apron’s neck tie.

“The food is ready, but I would like to wait for seta before we start eating,” she said.

“Ria was nearly half an hour late last night,” said Vel.

“I’m not sure it was accidental,” said Damon.

“Regardless, I see no reason to start without her.” Malon brought the food over but made no move to begin serving from the platter. “I place a lot of value on what little time we have to spend together as a family.”

Damon appreciated the sentiment, but having the food in front of him was a subtle torture of sight and smell. Malon had cooked ginger-rubbed steak, a waterfruit and strawberry salad, and a large portion of white rice, which was a rarity for their pantry.

Luckily, Ria was only a few minutes late to the meal. Malon poured a glass of wine for herself and Damon. He turned his focus toward sipping his, rather than looking at Ria directly and being reminded of the way she actively avoided noticing him.

“I apologize for my lateness,” said Ria. “I found some tracks in the forest which I felt a need to investigate.”

She’d taken to wearing the fine chainmail Princess Kastet had given her for the Honorshade Tournament over her clothing whenever she went out on her mysterious patrols through the Malagantyan. They’d only been back on the farm for three days, and Ria had already made several trips out from the tower.

“It’s fine, seta,” said Malon. “Here. Have a seat. Tell us about your day.”

Ria pulled her chainmail off and set it down by the door. She wore only a half shirt of green cloth underneath, but Malon didn’t object. Damon was the only man at the table, and he’d both seen and touched far more of her in the past.

He couldn’t stop himself from thinking of his time with Ria, how close they’d been, and how far they’d drifted apart. She was tall, violet eyed, and curvaceous, and her black hair had been slowly creeping downward in length, now nearly falling to her shoulders.

“My day was uneventful, aside from that one discovery,” said Ria. “The forest is quiet. I am of mixed opinion as to whether that is a good sign or a bad one.”

Malon nodded. “A fair point. We shouldn’t let our recent struggles cloud our observations, however. We’ve only just returned home. We deserve a rest.”

“Very true, aesta,” said Damon. “A rest, and satisfied stomachs.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
Malon smiled around the table and picked up her serving spoon. It was the first proper, homecooked dinner they’d had since arriving back, and she’d prepared a true feast. Damon waited patiently as she filled Vel’s plate and then moved on to his, setting a steak down alongside a portion of rice and the fruit salad. 

Ria sat next to Damon. She didn’t say anything when her shoulder brushed his as she pushed her plate forward for Malon to set the food on. They had barely spoken during the trip back from Avaricia, and only exchanged words when it was unavoidable on the farm.

It was tense and awkward, and probably unsustainable. They were civil to each other, at least. Damon had expected their strained relationship to thaw a bit after Glittershell Island, when he’d fought to save her from Austine and Avarice’s guards. It hadn’t happened, at least not to the degree he’d hoped.

Though not for a lack of trying. Surprisingly, Vel was the one who’d spearheaded the effort.

“Damon was working on an interesting technique with his sword today,” said Vel. “I think you would have appreciated it, Ria. Tell her about it, Damon.”

She nudged him with her foot under the table. Again, Damon was reminded of how much the tension between him and Ria also affected Malon and Vel. He rubbed his neck, feeling justifiably awkward.

“Myr calls it water stepping,” said Damon. “Freezing patches of water to walk across. I haven’t quite managed to pull it off yet.”

Ria’s expression was unreadable. “Hmm.”

He’d tried, at least. The silence that held across the next few moments felt like a rebuke for being audacious enough to harbor hope.

“Where did you find this rice, aesta?” asked Vel. “It’s so light and fluffy.”

“Isn’t it?” Malon smiled and relaxed her shoulders. “One of the vendors in the market in Avaricia had a few small bags. We’ll need to eat it sparingly, as I couldn’t afford much.”

“It almost feels like a dessert,” said Damon as he took a bite.

“There are a number of dishes in which it is served as one,” said Malon.

The conversation shifted to lighter matters as the meal continued. Malon spoke of her garden and the plan for when they’d sell their next harvest in town. Damon sipped his wine and shared an idea he had about using the myrblade to make ice for keeping drinks and potentially even food cold. Ria didn’t have much to add.

“It’s a shame the tower doesn’t have a cellar,” said Vel. “That would be perfectly suited to such a scheme.”

“It’s funny you should mention that,” said Malon. “I’ve been considering trying to take advantage of the space we have around the tower. It would be nice if we could have a place to house visitors beyond the tower, given how limited our sleeping arrangements here have been in the past.”

“Like a guest house?” asked Vel.

“Or an inn?” asked Damon.

Malon smiled. “More of a wayrest.”

Ria seemed drawn in by this. “Have you been thinking much of this, Malon?”

“A fair bit,” she said. “I feel as though our place here on the outskirts of the Malagantyan might lend itself to a purpose. We could help travelers. Sell them supplies or give them a room for the night, if needed.”

“If we were planning on new construction anyway, digging out a cellar would make sense,” said Damon. “It would be a long-term project, but I like the idea.”

“I’d love to help, but I suspect Princess Kastet will need me back at her side before too long,” said Vel.

Damon held his tongue. He hadn’t said as much to Vel, but he was already wondering why she hadn’t returned to the princess’s side. The fact that she’d allowed Vel to return to the tower without any immediate plan of rejoining her retinue left Damon wondering how much Kastet truly needed her.

“Of course, seta,” said Malon.

“I have similar concerns,” said Ria. “My activities in the coming weeks will be within the Malagantyan, rather than here at the farmstead.”

“You’ll still have me, aesta,” said Damon. “Though we’ll need to find a way to fund the project. My tournament winnings weren’t exactly substantial.”

He felt Ria stiffen from where she sat beside him. Of course, it wasn’t as though she’d taken much money from her victories, either, given they’d fled the final match before she could collect her second-place prize.

“We’ll worry about that when the time comes,” said Malon.

The rest of the meal progressed in a mixture of comfortable small talk and familiar company. There was plenty of wine, as usual. Damon had three glasses and felt pleasantly drunk by the end.

“What are all of your plans for tomorrow?” Malon smiled and leaned back in her chair as she asked the question, looking at all three of them with proud eyes. “I could use some help with the chores that piled up while we were in Avaricia.”

“I need to continue with what I have been doing,” said Ria with a frown. Damon wanted to press her about how vague she was being, but didn’t feel as though it would go over well.

“I understand,” said Malon. “Solas?”

“Damon will probably be busy playing with his sword again,” said Vel in a teasing voice.

He felt a foot glide up his calf underneath the table and settle on one of his thighs.

“Chores come first,” said Damon. “That goes for you too, Vel. I hope you aren’t too concerned with getting your dress dirty.”

He felt the foot shift, pressing toward his crotch. Malon and Ria were oblivious. Damon would have felt far more capable of enjoying the moment had it just been the two of them alone.

“I don’t mind getting dirty,” said Vel.

“Right. Well, I’ll be watching to make sure you put in the work tomorrow.”

He wasn’t sure why he was instigating. He felt irritated, and maybe it was justified. He wondered if Vel was simply too young to realize what a tease she was. 

“I always do,” said Vel. “It’s not as though we’re short on time on the farm. I simply approach my work at a more leisurely pace.”

She licked her lips, flexing several of her toes against his burgeoning erection. 

“There’s a time for work, and a time for play,” said Damon.

Malon quirked an eyebrow at that. Vel pulled her leg back with a subtle movement, blushing a bit, despite them not having been directly caught.

“You… might be right about that,” said Vel.

“It’s rare to see you concede a point, seta,” said Malon.

Damon cleared his throat. “Is there more wine?”

They shared another bottle. Damon did most of the talking, sharing stories from his time as a gladiator. It wasn’t until later in the night, when he finally retired to his room, that he stopped to consider how many of them had involved Austine.

He’d been thinking about his friend, his brother, really, in the time since their last fight. The fact that he’d gone from remembering Austine as the greatest tragedy in his life to a new enemy and rival over the span of a day had taken a heavy toll on him.

 Damon pulled his myrblade from its scabbard and began to slowly polish it with a clean rag. It was no coincidence that Myr had entered his life when she had. The path toward facing Austine again, toward a violent or peaceful outcome, depended on his strength.

He was a wielder, and Myr was his sword. Her enchantment was powerful, and only through mastering it would he have a chance at controlling his destiny.

It was hard to keep from smiling, or even laughing a bit at the grandiose thought. Damon was going on twenty-four, with less than fifty silver to his name, living with his aesta. The idea of building a wayrest or inn alongside the tower felt so humble and domestic. It was hard for him to explain his feelings about it.

He liked the quiet life he’d lived for the past few weeks with Malon, Ria, and Vel. But what it felt like to him was exactly a match for what Malon had suggested: a wayrest. A time out from pursuing the career he’d once been so passionate toward. A respite from thinking about the complications of Austine, Avarice, and Wrath.

He’d assumed that he was the only one still awake, but the sound of soft footsteps told him otherwise. He sat up, sliding his quilt back, sensing someone nearing his door. Whoever his nighttime visitor was hesitated outside his room, which sent a strange flutter of excitement through him.

Another door opened. Damon was considering heading out into the common room when he heard voices and felt a sudden urge to eavesdrop.

“Seta,” said Malon. “Is there a reason why you’re outside solas’s door?”

Damon sucked in a breath. Either Vel or Ria was seeking a late-night visit with him. It made his heart twist in different directions to consider which of them he would prefer to see. Vel, earnest and teasing. Ria, with their relationship so badly in need of a refresh.

“I was going to say goodnight,” said Vel. “Is there an issue?”

Malon let out an audible sigh. “Velanor. You know how he is.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know exactly what I mean,” said Malon. “Solas is a young man who can oftentimes be lacking in control.”

“I was just saying goodnight to him.”

“Seta…”

There was a pause before Vel responded. “Fine. I understand what you’re saying, aesta.”

“Do you?” asked Malon. “You’re not even nineteen yet, Vel. Your chastity is not a thing you should bandy about so carelessly.”

“Aesta!”

“You’ll have a husband one day,” said Malon. “A lord, or a warrior of great renown. I want you to have the experience of falling into the kind of love that’s worthy for you as a woman.”

The implication of her words was an unexpected and unkind reality check. Damon wasn’t a lord. He was a talented swordsman, but he wasn’t about to call himself a warrior of renown, either. He’d killed men before, a fact which the mere act of remembering served to further undercut his self-opinion.

“I just wanted to say goodnight…” mumbled Vel.

“And what do you think that might have entailed? You have a mind, seta. You’re far from stupid.”

“Is it wrong to love him?” said Vel in voice almost too faint for him to hear.

“Of course not. I love solas just as you do, if not even more.”

Another silence. Damon felt a little gross for not going to the door and announcing his presence. He knew he shouldn’t be listening, and yet, he felt like he needed to.

“He’s trying so hard,” said Vel. “You weren’t there for what happened on the island. I was terrified. Everyone was terrified. Damon… he fought his best friend to save Ria.”

“Austine,” said Malon. “Ria told me about it. I understand how emotional it must have been for him.”

“Even now, he’s still working so hard. His training, his focus. He needs our support, aesta. Maybe… he needs more than just that.”

“Seta…”

“I’m not being stubborn, or rebellious,” she whispered. “I love him. More than I probably should. It’s more than just that, even. I believe in him, aesta. I feel like I’m tearing in two sometimes thinking about the conflict in my heart. I… want to say goodnight to him.”

Damon could almost picture Malon’s face. He felt such a warmth of emotion for Vel. He’d assumed what she’d been doing was just empty teasing, but in truth, she was in the midst of her own struggle. 

And now he was in the midst of his. Vel’s belief in him butted up against Malon’s earlier words. He wasn’t a lord or a general. His path might not lead to riches or glory. Vel was seeing him with her spectacles off, seeing him through the eyes of a Turning Festival mask.

“I respect the expression of your heart, seta,” said Malon. “With that said, you live under my roof. Under my rules. One day, I hope you’ll understand.”

“I do understand. That’s what makes me so mad.”

He heard Vel stomping off toward her room, along with Malon letting out a genuinely exasperated sigh. There was nothing for him to do. He rolled over and went to bed.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
Damon slept in later than he normally would have, and with that came the condition of all men in the early morning. His morning oak was hard and demanding as it had ever been, and the thought of having to find his way through a day of chores and training around the beautiful women of his life felt perversely unfair.

He was about to get up when he heard his door open. Vel slipped into his room an instant later, with an expression that was as close to pure mischief as he’d ever seen on her face.

“Good morning,” she said. “I was wondering when you were going to…”

Her eyes locked onto the massive tent of his erection underneath the quilt. Damon felt more turned on than embarrassed. He couldn’t exactly do much about it with her in the room, or even get up and dress himself in a normal fashion. He lay in bed, feeling like he was flaunting his cock for her.

“I woke up like this,” he said.

Vel seemed to hover in the doorway for a moment before reaching a decision. She gently closed the door behind her and sat down on his bed.

“Do I even want to know what you were dreaming about?” she asked with an exaggerated sigh.

“I don’t know. Do you?”

He smiled at her, enjoying her unguarded reaction. She looked more excited than embarrassed, and he thought she might insist he tell her.

“It looks like something out of a bad painting.” She reached a finger out and poked the tip through the fabric of the quilt. “It’s so pointy and ridiculous. It must be such a pain.”

“It can be. Where’s aesta right now?”

“Outside.”

Damon knew it was a bad idea. He knew it was wrong, especially after the warning he overheard Malon giving Vel the previous night. He pulled the quilt down, exposing his bulging undershorts.

“Gross, Damon.” Vel said it more reflexively than with real emotion. “Does it get like this... every morning?”

“Almost every morning, yeah. It’s why I’m sometimes so quiet when we all have breakfast together.”

“That must be so cumbersome.” Vel reached out to poke it again, testing with her finger almost like she was teasing a sleeping animal.

“It’s alright, Vel,” he said. “You can touch it.”

He pulled his undershorts down, feeling a wild and illicit thrill run through him as he saw Vel’s eyes bulge at the sight of his hard, naked cock.

“Damon!” she said. 

“What?” he asked. “I’m just letting you know that you can. It’s fine if you’re too scared.”

Vel narrowed her eyes a bit, still staring at his cock. She reached her thumb out and ran it over the tip. “It really is hard… isn’t it?”

“It’ll get even harder if you keep doing that.”

Vel bit her lower lip. She slowly wrapped her fingers around his cock. Her face flushed and was full of excitement, but she didn’t really stroke him off. It felt more like she was getting the size of him with her hand, or maybe unsure of what to do.

“Like this.” Damon wrapped his hand around hers, trapping it on his cock. 

He slowly pumped up and down, almost groaning from the sheer, soft pleasure of Vel’s hand. The fact that he could apply the perfect amount of pressure to really turn himself on was huge. 

Every woman he’d been with had given a different style of hand job, and every time it had been slightly wrong for him. He wondered why he’d never thought of the idea of teaching the technique before.

“Does that feel good?” she whispered.

“It feels perfect,” he said honestly. 

He kept moving her hand, stroking the back of her wrist gently with one finger. He grinned like an idiot when he gently let go and Vel continued at that perfect, pumping pace.

“You are a quick learner, aren’t you?” he said.

Vel’s face turned bright red, but she didn’t stop. Damon leaned his head back against the pillow, sinking into the sensation of her stroking him off. He wondered if he could get her into his room to do it every morning. Sweet little Vel, polishing his morning oak right under Malon and Ria’s noses.

“Vel,” he said, feeling himself striding toward the verge.

She didn’t seem to hear him at first. Her hand kept its pace, speeding up a little, even. Damon let out a horny breath and flexed his hips forward into her grip.

“If you keep going like that, I’m going to come. Really soon.”

“Damon!” she said, as though it was a problem and it was his fault.

“If I wasn’t such a considerate man, I wouldn’t have even warned you,” he said. “You can get a towel. Or…”

Vel flicked her eyes to meet his. “Or?”

Damon reached out his hand and tenderly cupped her cheek. He gently ran his thumb over her lips. Vel blinked in surprise.

“That’s not happening,” she said.

“I’ll give you first choice of chores.”

“I already have first choice of chores, remember?”

“I remember you being a dirty little cheater,” he said.

“I didn’t…” Vel shot him a forced glare, her smile peeking through. “Would it really make that much of a difference for you?”

“It would. Please?”

She sighed. “Only this once.”

Damon all but pulled her head down in the direction of his cock. He was already at his bursting point, and no sooner than he plunged his member into Vel’s sweet, wet mouth did he start to unload.

“Oh Vel!” he groaned. “You’re so… fucking hot.”

It was one of those full body, morning releases that can only happen after a night of unsatisfied dreams. Damon’s legs twitched, and pleasure danced up the muscles of his back and across his chest and abdomen.

Vel’s eyes widened as he unloaded in her mouth, but she kept her lips tight on his cock. At least in part because he still had his hand on her head, guiding her through the act of swallowing his seed in the same way he’d showed her how to stroke him off. She let out a small cough when she finally pulled back, wiping a strand of his seed off her lower lip.

“I get to collect the herbs and alchemy ingredients that aesta wanted, and I get to help her with dinner,” said Vel. 

“Fair enough.”

She gave him a slightly exasperated smile. “You let your thing lead you around too much, Damon. You’re like a dog following its nose and always eating food that it shouldn’t.”

“I know.” Damon let out a sigh. “It’s a weakness that I’ve… started to recognize in myself.”

The sound of the tower’s front door opening made both of them jump. Vel hurried to the door, but not quickly enough to escape Malon’s gaze as she entered the common room.

“Seta,” she said sternly.

“I was making sure Damon woke up,” said Vel, a little too quickly. “We needed to discuss who was doing which chore.”

“Of course.” Malon slid past Vel, entering Damon’s room. Her nostrils flared slightly, and her eyes roamed over the chamber, eventually settling on his quilt and the obvious wet spot over where he’d used it to cover his crotch. “Would you like me to wash that for you, solas?”

“Ah, that’s alright,” he said, feeling his face burn.

“Then you can wash it yourself, along with the rest of the laundry,” said Malon.

Vel snorted, but her smile faded as Malon turned to look at her with an expression full of ire. Damon sighed as the two women left his room and quickly began getting dressed.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
Damon’s chores took him most of the morning and early afternoon to finish. He tended to the horses, mucking out their stalls, feeding them and filling their water trough and giving them each a quick ride. 

He chopped and carried firewood, working up a decent sweat. He gathered all the dirty laundry from within the tower and carried it to the wash board and washing bucket. 

The extra chore was less of a punishment for him than Malon may have assumed. Damon took a secret, dirty pleasure in handling their small clothes, though he restrained himself from doing anything weird.

He was tired when he finally finished, but that didn’t stop him from collecting his myrblade from his room and heading out to do some training. He waved to Vel, who was doing some work in the garden. Malon was inside, and Ria was off in the forest again.

The weather was warm, but tempered by a cool, constant breeze. Damon spent a few minutes experimenting with water stepping. He didn’t have much more success than he’d managed the previous day, but it did bring a new question to mind.

“How much can I use your enchantment?” he asked.

“As much as you want!” answered Myr brightly.

“No, I mean… There has to be a limit, right? I’m drawing from the essence of the weapon each time I use it. Is there a way for me to know how many uses I have, or when you’re close to exhaustion?”

“I could tell you when I’m feeling tired, I guess,” said Myr. “I don’t know if I can give you more information than that. I can’t really sense it until the enchantment is nearly depleted.”

“That’s annoying.”

Myr made a soft, wounded noise. “You’re a wielder, Damon. If my essence does run out, you can technically draw from your own vitality to power the enchantment.”

“That’s good to know. I think? It wouldn’t kill me to do that, would it?”

“More likely just exhaust you, unless you got ambitious.”

He held the myrblade with its flat across the palm of his free hand. “What else can I do with you?”

“Anything you want,” she said playfully.

“You know what I mean. I have the freezing and the ice thorns for offense. Water stepping, if I can figure it out, would provide me with extra mobility. What about defense?”

Myr was quiet for a moment. “I still can’t remember. It’s possible that there is a defensive technique or method that just hasn’t come back to me yet.”

“What about ice armor?”

“Ice… armor?” Myr cleared her throat. “I hate to sound pessimistic, but how would that even work? Wouldn’t it simply crack as soon as you tried to move?”

“Not if there was a way for me to make separate segments.”

“It would still be ice. You’d be shivering cold within seconds.”

“It wouldn’t be like I’d wear it for hours at a time,” said Damon. “I’d use it in the midst of a fight, or just before one. Ice isn’t durable, but it could still dampen an arrow, or deflect the strength of a melee blow.”

“I’m skeptical,” said Myr. “This isn’t stirring anything in what I can remember. I honestly don’t know if it would be possible or a good idea to rely on.”

“What about just an ice gauntlet, or an ice buckler?” He rolled his right wrist out, envisioning it as he made a fist. “It could be helpful, especially if I could form it quickly and use it to surprise an opponent.”

“I… suppose I see how that might be helpful,” said Myr.

Damon grinned. He’d taken no small amount of enjoyment from experimenting with his myrblade and exploring the limits of its magic. It was more than just expanding his own power. There was an element of creativity to it, like when he’d first begun to experiment with sword forms as a gladiator, but so much more open.

He stood with his arms extending, grasping his myrblade with the fingers of his right hand. Gathering his willpower, he gave the sword’s hilt a light squeeze, picturing what he wanted from it in his mind.

He didn’t force the weapon’s power outward through the blade, as he did when he tried to manifest ice thorns or freeze something with a slash. Instead, he drew the magic toward him, breathing in slowly and feeling chilled air enter his lungs.

Ice began to creep downward from the weapon’s cross guard, spreading over his curled thumb and the knuckles of his hand. It was shockingly cold, amplified by the fact that he’d forgotten to wear gloves.

The sensation was unlike anything he’d felt before. The skin of his wrist tickled as the ice continued spreading down toward his forearm. It was a decent layer, at least an inch thick, and it matched the contours of his body with statuesque perfection.

“This could work,” said Damon. “Even if I only covered my arm up to the elbow, the advantage that might provide in the moment could be huge.”

Myr didn’t say anything. Damon watched the ice continue to spread. His skin was covered in gooseflesh. It felt like submerging his arm into a lake during the winter, and he gasped as the ice began to creep over his bicep.

“Hold on,” he said with a frown. “I don’t want to freeze my entire arm until I figure out how I can do it without locking it into place.”

He exhaled, trying to dispel the magic. Nothing happened. He tried again, attempting to open his fingers and release his grip on the weapon. They didn’t budge, which shouldn’t have surprised him as much as it did. He’d just frozen them into place.

“Myr,” he said. “Can you stop the enchantment?”

The ice began to creep over his shoulder, and he sucked in a quick breath as the cold made contact with his neck.

“I don’t have control over the magic to that degree,” whispered Myr. “I can only do it with your help.”

“If I could help myself right now, I would!”

He winced, trying to keep his panic in check as the ice continued to grow across the side of his neck, and then along his chin. It started to cover his chest and back, as well. He gritted his teeth and tried shifting his arm to shatter it. It was as solid as steel, which would have been encouraging as armor if his idea hadn’t drifted so far out of control.

“What do I do?” he asked.

“I don’t know!” cried Myr. “Damon! Oh… Oh no!”

She was sobbing, which didn’t help his state of anxiety. Damon squirmed his neck as the ice crept over one of his cheeks, toward his mouth and nose. He turned in a circle, stumbling slightly. The ice had already progressed to lock the side of one of his legs in place. He wouldn’t be going anywhere fast.

He needed help and didn’t care where he got it from.

“Vel!” he shouted. “Velanor!”

He prayed she was still outside. The sound of pounding feet against grass gave him confirmation.

“Damon,” she said. “What are you—”

“Get aesta!” he shouted. “Go! Run! I—”

The ice pinched the side of his mouth shut. Within seconds, it had covered it completely. He sucked in a few panicked breaths through his nose before realizing it would also be blocked as an avenue of breath in short order.

He forced himself to take a deep, calming breath as the ice plugged his nostrils. He shifted himself to face the tower with what was left of his mobility, falling over in the process. He had a sideways view of Vel running toward the door. She was too slow. It was too late.

“Damon!” cried Myr. “No! Please, Damon! Please!”

She let out a half-choked sob. He wished he could reassure her, but he couldn’t even reassure himself. What a stupid way to die. True Divine, he was an idiot. He’d seen the power of his myrblade and completely neglected to give it the respect it deserved.

He closed his eyes a second before he felt the ice creep over him. The horror truly set in then, with two thirds of his body immobile and trapped within a thick layer of ice. His breath was running out. He couldn’t even exhale. Myr kept screaming. He wished he could tell her that it wasn’t her fault.

He heard voices nearby, but made distant from the ice coating his ears. Something tapped against the ice on his chest and his face. His awareness slipped as the breath went stale within his lungs.

With no warning, his entire body suddenly exploded in pain. His skin prickled as though stabbed all over by tiny, white-hot needles. He coughed as water filled his mouth, cold, but steaming. He loosened his grip on the myrblade and remained conscious for long enough to feel a surge of relief.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
It felt like hours had gone by when Damon came to. He was still lying on the grass, which told him it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, at most. Vel leaned forward over him, eyes filled with tears. 

Her mouth moved, but he couldn’t hear her. He groaned and rubbed a finger in his ear, displacing some leftover ice.

“Damon!” she cried. “What were you thinking?”

He managed a shrug.

“He wasn’t thinking,” said Malon. “This may have been the most foolish decision you’ve ever made.”

“I’m not about to argue otherwise,” he muttered.

He sat up, feeling numb in some parts of his body and painful stabbing sensations in others. He reached around for his myrblade, only realizing after a few seconds of searching that Malon had moved it away from him.

“Aesta used her fire magic to melt the ice,” explained Vel. “You weren’t burned anywhere, were you?”

He glanced down at his tunic. There were no singe marks, but there were patches of unnaturally dry fabric. The hair on both of his arms was much sparser than it had previously been, but he seemed otherwise undamaged.

“I suppose I won’t know for sure until the feeling comes back in the rest of my body,” he said.

“Unlike you, I was careful with my magic,” said Malon in a rebuking voice.

“Harsh, but I suppose that’s fair.”

He saw her expression soften. She moved to join Vel, gently helping him as he made to stand.

“Myr?” he said, feeling a sudden spike of panic.

“I’m alright,” she whispered back.

“Solas,” said Malon. “For the time being, I think it would be in all of our best interests for me to hold onto the weapon.”

He stared her, hearing words, but not really hearing them, at least at first. She walked over to his myrblade and picked it up, watching him with a serious expression.

He wasn’t proud of his inner, emotional reaction. He was frustrated, almost petulant, and it reminded him of more than a few unsavory childhood memories. He did his best to master himself before attempting a retort.

“I understand how you might be concerned by what happened, but that’s my sword,” he said. “I promise I’ll be more careful next time, but it should stay in my hands.”

There was still a sternness in his voice, as though he was commanding her to give it back. The corner of her mouth twitched, and it was in that moment he realized how badly he’d blundered.

“I love you, solas. Truly, I do. You of all people should understand how close you just came to dying.”

“Aesta, I wasn’t—”

“You weren’t what?” asked Malon. “Thinking? Acting with caution and thought-out intention? That much is clear. That much, at least, is a pattern for you. I’m not asking if you’d prefer for me to hold onto your weapon, solas. I’m telling you that I’ll decide when to give it back.”

“You’re not being fair!” he snapped. “I’ve had that sword for years! You aren’t taking it from me.”

“I already have it.” Malon set the flat of the weapon across her palm. “It’s up to you whether you respect my authority as your aesta, or my power as a sorceress. Don’t push me on this.”

Her intensity caught him off guard. The situation knocked him off balance enough to kindle a sense of rebelliousness. He was tempted to stride over and try to seize it from her hands.

But he’d seen what she could do. He knew how that would end. Those facts didn’t make the loss any more bearable. He remembered back when his myrblade had been a wrathblade, back when Gavel had broken his finger and claimed the weapon for himself.

To Damon, that sword had felt like an extension of his body even before he’d ever discovered its magic. He was a swordsman, at heart. He wasn’t ashamed to admit that he loved his myrblade.

Malon saw the change in him, or maybe just inferred it from his silence. Her expression softened, and she came close enough to set a hand on his shoulder.

“Take some time to breathe,” she said. “We’ll talk about this after. I hope you understand that I’m simply worried about you. Nothing’s been decided yet.”

He trusted Malon, but it was still hard. He saw where she was coming from. He’d almost killed himself, after all. Damon managed a nod and something resembling an accepting smile. Malon watched him for a moment and then headed back toward the tower.

“She’s not wrong,” said Vel. She stepped in close to him, hugging him from the side. Her face was full of concern, and he knew it was justified.

“I know,” he said.

“Are you sure you’re alright?”

He shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”

“I know.” She smiled and squeezed him tighter. “I was there for it.”

“You were.” He let his eyes linger at hers, feeling happy and soothed. The feeling went deep. She really loved him, though she occasionally seemed to like to pretend otherwise.

“Is aesta inside?” he asked.

Vel nodded. He kissed her gently.

“Your lips are still cold,” she whispered.

“Help me warm them up?”

She rolled her eyes, but gave him another quick kiss, and another after that.

*** 
Damon spent the next hour of the day lying in bed, working out the last of his shivers. Malon had taken his myrblade up to her library, presumably to stow away somewhere she could trust to be safe from. Vel was still outside finishing the last of her chores.

He knew it had to be Ria when he heard someone rifling through the pantry. His curiosity got the better of him, and he entered the common room, coming face to face with her clad in a shoulder pack and traveling attire.

“Are you going somewhere?” he asked.

She gave him the look that he’d seen so many times over the past few days. The one that revealed nothing. Her expression of secrets.

“Yes,” she said. “I have already informed Malon. I was planning on saying goodbye to Vel on my way off.”

He didn’t fixate on the fact that she seemed content, almost eager, to leave without a word to him.

“On your way off to where?” he asked. He wasn’t expecting to get a real answer.

“Through the Malagantyan,” said Ria. “Toward the other side, where the Remenai clans are more like nations, rather than tribes. Where my people are still of power.”

“You always said you thought that those areas were dangerous for you, as a clanless.”

“I am not as young and fearful as I once was.”

“Why now?” asked Damon. “What’s your goal, Ria?”

She shrugged, face giving nothing away.

“Kastet put you up to this,” he guessed. “She did, didn’t she? Or at least, she mentioned something along this approach. Win the tournament, become known in Veridan’s Curve. Head deep into the lands of your people and play politics with a headwind.”

“You have begun to pay attention, it seems.”

“Ria,” he said, shaking his head. “If that’s your plan, it might not end well. Success would mean… what? Potentially instigating the worst war this region has ever seen? And if they don’t accept you, if they don’t listen, they’re as liable to kill you as to let you escape.”

He thought his words reached her, if not from her posture, then from the silence.

“This will be dangerous,” she said, softly. “But all things in life change. Some things… more than others.”

She gave him a sad smile and looked toward the door.

“Stay safe,” he said. “I love you, Ria.”

“…As I love you, Damon.”

She left without another word.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
Damon felt such a need to get his myrblade back that he could think of little else. It didn’t help that he’d finished his chores and had nothing else to occupy him. Thinking of Ria, potentially heading into danger alone, made the weapon’s loss sting twice as hard.

The practical concerns of the situation weren’t all that relevant to him. He doubted she’d have let him travel with her, with their relationship still as strained as it was. It wouldn’t have made sense, and deep within Rem territory, he would have only drawn attention, potentially to the point of being killed on sight.

Damon’s need for the sword came more from the knowledge he had a rare glimpse into a possible future, along with a chance to affect it. Regardless of whether it was through helping Kastet and Ria or following Malon’s cryptic guidance, he needed the myrblade’s power, dangerous as it was.

He walked up the tower stairs to the library. Malon sat at her desk, frowning into the pages of a thick, weathered tome. His myrblade leaned against the side of the wall, and it called to him as he entered… in a rather literal sense.

“Damon!” shouted Myr. “Please! Find a way to get me back! I don’t like this!”

He winced, tuning out her pleas as Malon glanced his way.

“Solas,” she said, in a patient, but expectant voice. “I suspect I know why you’re up here.”

“No doubt you do,” he said. “I said goodbye to Ria.”

Malon let out a sigh and folded her arms across the front of her tunic. “I’m glad. I know how tense the two of you have been. She’ll only be gone for a week, two at the most. She has a way of… reaching out to me, in case of danger, as well.”

“I’m still worried.”

“As am I. But she’s a grown woman. This is her choice to make. She’s a taking up a role of a mediator, of sorts. An ambassador between worlds.”

“She’s clanless,” said Damon. “The way she’s described it puts her only just above one of the exiled Rem in their social hierarchy. This feels dangerous.”

“It may well be an advantage for her,” said Malon. “And her being clanless… may not always be the case.”

Those weren’t the words Damon wanted to hear. He felt petty in the way they affected him, jealous, even. He still vividly remembered drawing the matridai on Ria’s face. The idea of some other man putting his mark on her, if even only for her to gain the friendship of a major clan, made him sick to his stomach.

He was aware of how wrong, borderline corrupted, that emotion was. She was basically his sister. When had his world become such a complicated, tangled mess?

“I need my sword back,” he said. His voice wavered as he spoke. He felt like a boy asking for the end to a punishment. In a sense, that was what he still was to Malon, what he might always be.

“I know you do, solas.” Malon sat against her desk, crossing one leg over the other. “I wanted to approach you on this in a few days, once you were calmer and fully recovered, but I know what you must be feeling right now. I will give you back your myrblade, but only if you agree to let me teach you.”

“You want to… teach me?” he asked.

She nodded. “Enchanted weapons are similar, in a limited way, to innate forms of magic, especially in the hands of a wielder. In part, it’s you that I worry about, more than the weapon. You never would have been able to come so near to hurting yourself without your talent for applying the myrblade’s enchantment.”

“If that’s what it takes,” he said. “Of course. I’ll accept whatever advice and guidance you have to give, aesta. When can we start?”

She grinned at him, and Damon found himself wondering if she’d expected more resistance to the idea.

*** 
Malon led him outside and into the empty clearing, carrying his myrblade at her side. It was still the middle of the afternoon, which was strange to Damon. His brief spell of unconsciousness had upset his inner sense of time, and he’d assumed it was later in the day.

She watched him, looking for some hidden detail in his posture or perhaps his face. Damon waggled his eyebrows at her, and she smiled and gave a slightly exasperated sigh.

“I’m going to give you your myrblade back,” she said. “For now, I’m asking you not to use its enchantment until you’ve learned more about what you’re doing.”

“That sounds fair,” he said. “Where does this newfound knowledge of enchantments come from, aesta? I thought your friend Sandra was the enchantress.”

The corner of Malon’s mouth twitched at the mention of her close friend and Damon’s recent erotic fling. “The book I was reading when you entered the library is one she gave me a few years ago. It relates to elemental enchantments, like the ice enchantment on your myrblade. Part of the power of my crest lies in fire elemental magic, and according to the book, there is a fair amount of overlap between the two forms of power.”

“That makes sense.”

He accepted the myrblade back from Malon as she passed it to him. Myr let out a sobbing sigh that was a touch too dramatic for him to keep from smiling at. He gently rubbed the sword’s hilt and held it in his hands, watching Malon and waiting for her first instructions.

“To begin, let me first say that I know how long you’ve had that weapon for, solas,” she said. “Some of what I say to you might seem redundant, or arbitrary, but I assure you it serves a purpose. For today, I’d like you to treat your myrblade as though you were wielding it for the first time.”

He nodded, letting his eyes leave Malon and flick down to the sword.

“Nice to meet you?” whispered Myr uncertainly. 

Damon bit back a smile.

 “The accident you had earlier today stems from you misunderstanding, not just the power of your weapon, but your means of control over it. I will do what I can to help you with both.”

“I’m ready,” he said.

Malon nodded. She’d pulled both arms behind her back, standing with her chin held high. She was in her element, Damon realized. In the same way he’d become obsessed with what he could do with his myrblade, he suspected she’d once felt the same about her crest magic.

He still remembered how she became after using her magic, given its direct ties to Lascivious. It was interesting to imagine what she’d be like after pushing her spells to the limit. He could see her face flushed with arousal, knees quivering as she made her way back into her chamber.

“Solas?” asked Malon. “Are you listening?”

“Sorry, what was that?”

“Bring your sword up to guard,” she said. “Hold it as you would when first facing a new opponent.”

He took his myrblade up into a two-handed grip, the sword pointing forward at a slight angle. A breeze blew through the clearing as Malon began to walk in a circle around him, sending ripples through the grass and making her red braid sway sideways.

“You must learn to feel the weapon’s essence. It isn’t enough to trust that it’s there, or to know how to apply it. True control comes from complete understanding.”

“I already asked Myr if she knew of a way for me to do that,” said Damon. “She couldn’t really explain how.”

“Would you ask your elbow to tell you if it’s in pain?” asked Malon.

“No, but…”

“Feel the weapon’s essence, solas.” She drew closer to him, rubbing his arm for emphasis. “It’s there. Everything I’ve read says that this should be achievable for you, as a wielder.”

He squeezed Myr’s hilt a little tighter. “I’m trying to. I just… I’m not sure how, or where, to feel.”

“Let yourself breathe,” said Malon. “Here.”

She stepped up behind him, reaching her arms around to set her hands atop his against the sword. The position was strangely akin to an intimate embrace. Damon could feel the soft mash of her breasts against his back.

“Breathe, solas.”

He took a breath, feeling her match it with her own inhalation from behind. They exhaled in unison. Damon could feel something, but he had doubts about whether it was what he was looking for.

“I still can’t sense it,” he admitted.

Malon stood up on her tip toes, her breath tickling his neck as she whispered into his ear. “Breathe from here.”

One of her hands shifted off his sword, running instead down his chest and onto his stomach. A shiver ran through him in response to her tender touch. He took another breath, her hand tensing against his abdomen.

“Close your eyes,” she softly commanded.

He did, though it did little to focus his attention away from her and onto the weapon. At least, at first. He felt something then, a spark of sensation. It was like sensing temperature, but with a character of its own. It was a measurable flutter, a distinct flow of power which resonated through the sword.

“I feel it,” he whispered. 

“Good.”

Malon pulled back. Damon felt his focus waver, but he brought it back, finding the flow of essence a second time. Myr wasn’t at her full strength, perhaps closer to half. He could sense, however, that his methods for applying her essence still only drew limited amounts from her essence supply.

He’d be able to manifest the ice thorns or attempt water stepping if he wanted to. He wasn’t sure how long or how many times he could use each ability, but he knew it would be easy to figure out if he spent a day practicing with his myrblade from full strength.

“That was… enlightening,” he said.

“I’m a good teacher,” said Malon with a smile. “There is one other aspect of using your enchantment which you must learn as soon as possible. Control.”

He nodded, knowing the truth of her words. His lack of control had been the main factor in what’d happened earlier that day.

“I have a method,” he said. “It isn’t ideal, however. It involved squeezing the weapon’s hilt as I focused my breath.”

Malon nodded. “Your approach isn’t entirely wrong. Breathing, again, is critical in everything when it comes to spellcraft. You must still focus on that state, on that inner calm. But instead of squeezing your weapon with your hand, urge its compliance with your mind.”

“I can certainly try.” He glanced down at his sword.

“It might work,” said Myr.

Damon kept it simple on his first attempt. After slowing his breath until it was even and regular, he pushed his willpower into the sword, much as he would normally. He shifted his focal point, however. Instead of focusing on his grip against the weapon’s hilt, he sought the deeper connection between them, as though he was listening for Myr’s voice.

“Oh!” she said. “I felt that!”

Ice began to creep along the weapon’s edge. Damon grinned, feeling incredibly satisfied while he used his will to shape the thorns as they began to emerge from the sides of his sword.

“I think I did it,” he said.

“On your first try, no less.” Malon smiled and folded her arms. “I may be a good teacher, but you are just as surely a quick study.”

“It feels different controlling the enchantment this way.”

“You must practice it consistently,” said Malon. “In battle, you may default to your original method of focusing on the weapon’s hilt. That’s fine, as long as you have the means to rein your weapon back in when it’s necessary.”

Damon nodded. He couldn’t stop smiling at her, and the pride in her expression made his heart race at a galloping pace. She was incredible, and he was beyond fortunate to have her as an aesta and as a teacher.

“What else can you show me?” he asked.

“Your sword’s enchantment is general and adaptive,” said Malon. “My understanding of it is limited to the fundamentals. You’ll have to carefully develop your own techniques using it through practice.”

“In that case, will you practice with me?” he asked.

Her mouth quirked sideways. “I’m not sure you realize what you’re asking.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
Malon said nothing as she stood across from him in the clearing. The sun was still an hour or two out from setting. The trees and the grass moved in tandem to the rhythm of the gentle, rolling wind.

Instead of waiting for her to agree to spar with him or, more likely, dismiss the idea, Damon swung his myrblade to the side. He exhaled frozen white, giving the sword’s hilt a tiny, helping squeeze as he used his will to manifest the weapon’s ice thorns.

Malon gave him a patient, almost patronizing smile. “If you insist on spell sparring, solas, you must agree to some basic ground rules. Neither of us can ever attack the other without control or send any spell in the direction of the tower.”

“Sensible enough.”

“If seta comes over, we both stop immediately.”

“Of course.”

“This does serve a purpose. Matching your myrblade’s enchantment against my crest magic will you give you a better idea of where your power stands on a spectrum.”

“I agree.”

Malon brought her hands together, briefly pressing them palm to palm. A fireball hovered over her splayed fingers as she pulled her arms apart. It danced and rolled, bright as a tiny sun, illuminating the side of her face.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

He nodded, though he had no idea what she intended. Malon spun, sending the fire toward him in a sudden plume of orange light and dry heat.

The fireball became a curling snake. It wasn’t aimed at him directly, true to her earlier rules. It was headed past him. Damon shifted his myrblade to slash at it as he might attack a passing opponent. He heard Myr gasp as the sword cleaved into the fire.

Steam hissed past the corner of his face, and there was a burst of force that threw him sideways. He shifted his weapon out of the way as he fell into a roll and came back to his feet.

Malon’s fire had completely melted the ice thorns. He considered what he learned from that, and whether it might be possible to block her magic with a frozen shield, had he committed more of Myr’s essence to the exchange.

“Again,” he called, manifesting the ice along his sword.

She obliged him, and twice more after that. Damon focused more of his will into the weapon with each new attempt at countering her spell, until bits of ice were still lingering on the blade afterward. He stepped closer to Malon each time as well, until the two were no more than ten feet apart.

“You’re holding back,” he said.

“I am.”

“Give me a spell at full strength.”

“Solas…” 

“Don’t aim it at me, aim it at the sword,” he said, holding his myrblade out to the side. “I want to see how far I can push the enchantment.”

“So do I,” whispered Myr. “I can do this!”

Malon let out a sigh. “If you insist. Make sure you keep your body out of the spell’s range. Including your hands and arms.”

Damon nodded. He summoned his will even before Malon had finished her casting, extending the ice out of the myrblade’s edge until it was unwieldy, bordering on cumbersome.

Malon unleashed a spire of flame that was as wide across as one of the tower windows. Damon tensed his muscles as he tried to block it with his myrblade, the heat of the flames instantly overwhelming his sword. He let go. He couldn’t stop himself.

Malon dismissed the spell as soon as she saw his reaction. Damon backed away, not looking where he was going, and bumped into her. Malon made a surprised noise and fell off balance, gasping as she landed at a rough angle.

“Aesta!” he said. “Sorry! I wasn’t looking where I was walking. Your spell threw me off guard.”

“It threw me off as well,” she said, breathing heavily. “I put more into it than I think I should have.”

He reached a hand down to help her up. Malon let out a soft moan as their hands made contact. Her cheeks were full of color, but her expression flickered with pain as she came to her feet.

“Ah,” she said. “My ankle. I must have twisted it.”

“Strange to think that the only injury sustained during our spell practice would come from you tripping, as opposed to the magical energies we were throwing around.”

Malon smiled, and her eyes roved over his chest and arms. Damon picked up his myrblade and sheathed it before returning to her side and helping her toward the tower. She heavily favored her left leg, and it seemed as though she was in a fair amount of pain.

“Let me give you a massage,” he said.

“Solas…”

“Think of it as my way of thanking you for being such an attentive teacher.”

“It might not be the best idea right now,” she said. “I’m fine. Truly. If I just stay off it for a time, maybe…”

“You clearly aren’t fine,” said Damon. “Tell me which of your salves would be best for reducing swelling, and I’ll go find it from your alchemy supplies. I insist.”

She let out a sigh, smiling at him with cheeks still flushed. “If you must. Look for the dark red one in the bottle with the cork cap.”

He could barely contain his excitement as he hurried upstairs to search for the salve. He found it in record time and came back downstairs. Malon had spread out across her bed and was propped up on a pillow with her elbows. 

She’d pulled up her leggings to expose the injured ankle. Damon shut the door as he entered and walked over to join her. He took a seat and pulled the cork from the bottle.

“How does it feel?” he asked.

“Sprained,” she said with a sigh. “It really isn’t that bad, though. You don’t have to spoil me.”

“How is giving you a leg massage spoiling you?”

“An ankle massage,” she said.

“To start. Oftentimes, muscle injuries have a way of spreading tightness to other parts of the body.”

She let out a patient sigh. Damon smiled and poured some of the salve into his hand. He shifted her injured ankle into his lap and gently began applying it.

“Oh!” gasped Malon.

“What’s wrong?”

“Your hands are… quite cold.”

“Probably should have expected that.” He rubbed the salve between his palms. “I’ll warm it up for you.”

He tried again, slowly caressing and massaging her. Malon let out a long, satisfied breath.

“How does it feel?”

“Incredible.”

He grinned and shifted lower, rubbing her foot. It was in his lap, pressing against his crotch. There was nothing overtly erotic about that aspect of the situation. Malon’s flushed face and borderline labored breathing, on the other hand, was a huge turn on.

He felt his cock stiffening as he remembered how she’d gotten the previous times he’d been around her when she’d used her magic. She was Lascivious’s crest sorceress. Her magic was tied to her lust, flaring as hot as the fire of her spells.

“Mmm…” she moaned. “You’re good with your hands, solas.”

“I know.” He let his thumb press into the arch of her foot, gently working out the tension he felt there. His cock hardened in his trousers, pressing up as though attempting to join in on the fun.

“There’s plenty of salve,” he said. “Let me do the rest of your leg. Along with the other one, too.”

She hesitated before answering. “I suppose that would be alright.”

He had an idea, one that took hold of his tongue before he could think better of it. “I should take your leggings off so they won’t keep getting in the way.”

He shifted his hands up her body. Malon reached down to grab them before they could reach their intended target.

“Nice try, solas,” she said, smiling.

“Are you not wearing girlshorts underneath?” He persisted, pushing his hands forward and letting a finger slide into her waistband.

“Of course, I’m wearing them,” she whispered, pursing her lips.

He went for it, moving upward so his face was closer to hers without letting go of his grip on her pants.

“I don’t see what the issue is, then,” he whispered. He kissed her on the lips, smiling as he saw the effect it had. “Let me strip these off you and get to work.”

She scowled at him, but he kissed her again with more passion, seeking for her tongue with his own. Her eyes fluttered as their lips pulled apart. He kissed her cheek, and then her neck, and then slid down to do what he’d suggested before she could object.

“Mmm…” she cooed. “Just the legs, solas.”

She lifted her hips and wiggled to help him pull the tight leggings down. Damon was mesmerized by the sight of her creamy thighs and taut calves. She was wearing dark grey girlshorts, the edges of which had ridden up to expose the sides of her buttocks. 

It took an effort of will to keep his hands from reaching out to caress her in numerous places. By the time he slipped her leggings off her ankles, he was hard as a rock.

“You enjoyed that too much,” whispered Malon.

 “I enjoy helping you, aesta. I love you.”

She let out a patient, understanding sigh. “I love you too, solas. Truly.”

He stared at her for a second longer before returning his attention back to her legs. Malon was stretched out on the bed at an angle which would make his work slightly awkward. Damon gripped both her legs at the calf and slid her forward, and a little sideways.

“Easy,” said Malon. “There’s no rush.”

“Just setting you up for it.”

“Of course.”

He moved to the end of the bed. It was as though somehow, adding distance between himself and her body raised the ambient tension. Really, it was as though anything he did short of leaving the room would.

He began massaging her ankles, holding one in either hand for a moment before sliding a bit forward and exploring her calves. They were soft, but toned, near exactly what he would have expected from a woman who could claim to be both a farmer and a sorceress.

Damon slid his fingers further up, inching his body in the same direction. He massaged Malon’s lower thighs from in between her legs. His fingers pressed and caressed as he pretended he wasn’t currently in position to spread her legs apart.

“How does that feel?” He focused on the massage, digging into her muscles a little harder.

“Wonderful, solas.”

“Good. I’ll keep going.”

He had her thighs in his hands, and his thumbs led the way as he slid his fingers higher. She was right. There was no rush, and he went slow, massaging as he pulled her thighs open for better access. He pulled her a few inches back along the mattress again, enjoying the flutter it sent through her expression.

“Are you aiming to get everything?” asked Malon. “All of my legs?”

“I think they need it,” he said. “Badly.”

Malon cleared her throat. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, solas.”

“You bring it out of me.” He slid forward, priming Malon’s inner thighs with his thumbs as he shifted into her.

He came within an inch of tapping his erection against the crotch of her girlshorts. Malon’s eyes never left his, though they did go through a shift. A sudden intensity took up residence in her gaze. He hesitated, and he saw her smile.

“Did you appreciate what I taught you today?” she asked.

The question caught him off guard, and he couldn’t help himself from replying honestly. “I gained a lot of insight from your wisdom. More than I think you realize.”

“I think I do. Though, you still have much to learn.”

She leaned back, pulling her legs to her chest as she rolled over onto her front. The new angle, along with how she kept her ankles crossed and thighs tight, made him hesitate. He wasn’t sure whether to continue seducing her, continue massaging her, or simply wait.

“You can keep going, if you want,” she said, almost shyly. 

He’d never wanted to do anything so badly in his life. He caressed the backs of Malon’s thighs with small squeezes, traveling further and further up. He switched to sliding his palms along her pale skin as he got to the top, sliding all the way up and over her perfectly soft buttocks.

She shuddered as his hands officially made contact with her ass. Damon could feel so much of her through her reactions. The situation was spiraling toward the limits of control. He slid his fingers underneath her girlshorts and gave each of her buttocks a tight grope.

“Rub my back, solas,” said Malon. 

Her voice was sharp, commanding, and easily a match for the way she’d led him during their spell training. It drew him in, and he moved his hands upward as much to obey her as to make room for him to straddle her.

He sat with his cock nestled in the valley of Malon’s perfect butt. She still had on her girlshorts, and he was fully clothed, but he made a point of rocking against her. There was no hiding the lewdness, the sexual intent, of what he was doing.

But Malon didn’t stop him. She took her tunic off, even, revealing a small half shirt that covered her breasts and nothing more. Damon’s eyes locked onto the spot on her lower back where her crest lay, like an intricate tattoo of overlapping foreign letters in brilliant crimson ink. 

His fingers touched there first. Malon sighed as he began to rub her back, but that was far from all he did. He dry humped her, finding a slow rhythm that felt so incredible that they may have well been naked and skin to skin. 

He did rub her back, as she’d asked. Along with her stomach, her breasts, and anywhere else he got the urge to touch in the heat of the moment. He tried to find one of her nipples through her tunic with his thumb and forefinger. She brought one of her legs up at the knee to give him a glancing kick in warning from behind.

Part of him loved it when she did that. He relished her attention, even when it was bad. Sometimes more so. He remembered the risky ways in which he’d showed off for his aesta during his childhood. He’d enjoyed the full range of reactions, her concern, her anger. It had, in part, made him who he was.

He rubbed Malon’s shoulders and neck as he continued grinding his stone-hard erection into her backside. His posture pressed far forward over her now, closer to the prone embrace of lovers than any massage. 

It had been several minutes since she’d said anything. The silence made him bold and horny, bold and foolish. He took Malon by the hips and held her in a tight squeeze as he pumped into her. It was as close to sex as he could get with their clothes in the way.

He pulled his trousers down, letting his hard cock whip out into the cool afternoon air. He knew it was going a step too far, if not several. Damon expected another kick from Malon, or the snap of her chiding voice as he began to grind his throbbing tool against her nearly naked butt.

There was no way she couldn’t feel the difference. He certainly could, and the pleasure of it was unreal. His sense of disbelief began to grow alongside the inevitability of the moment. This was it, he realized. Malon wasn’t going to stop him.

He leaned forward, settling his cock against her ass in a manner that left the engorged head nearly resting against her crest. He ran his hands up Malon’s body, listening to the shift in her breathing, feeling the way she rocked back to meet his grinding.

He leaned forward, kissing her neck softly, but intently. 

“Aesta,” he whispered into her ear.

“Mmm… solas.”

Damon kept kissing her in that same spot. He took hold of her braid, and with a gentle tug, shifted her head to give him better access.

“Watch yourself,” she said.

He heard her, but the words didn’t register as his other hand gripped her girlshorts and began to pull them down. She reached back, taking hold of the offending wrist in warning, and then his cock.

“Aesta…” he said. The pleasure of her touch seemed to possess his loins. He followed her lead as she led him by the manhood back to the position he’d just been in, nestled safely between her buttocks, outside her girlshorts.

A flicker of crimson light emanated from her crest. It was suddenly as though all of the sensation flooding through Damon’s body had been doubled or tripled. He gasped and fell forward against Malon, his hips moving with a will of their own. 

His breath caught as he reached his limit, falling into a well of sexual bliss. He shot his hot seed into the small of Malon’s back, emptying himself onto her. Her crest pulsed in reaction, and her body tensed and quivered as the mess he made settled into thick, sticky beads.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
Damon didn’t know what to say, if there even were words that applied to the situation. He and Malon had engaged in what she called horseplay several times before. In some ways, a massage going too far was no different. In others, it bordered on outright molestation.

He was forced to admit that had he been massaging anyone other than his aesta and proceeded to get so sexual and fresh, he would have likely been shouted off. Perhaps Vel would have let him get away with it, but the thought seemed to condemn his case as much as bolster it.

“I let myself get out of control,” he said. “Sorry.”

Malon had risen to pull a towel from her closet, which she was using to wipe his seed off her back and butt. “I was considering offering you a massage in return, but it seems you’ve already enjoyed yourself enough.”

“Undoubtedly.”

Malon sighed and sat down next to him in the bed. She was still in her small clothes, and the cleavage of her breasts against her insufficient half shirt was nearly enough to stir a second wind of his arousal.

“Solas…” She shook her head, seeming to search for the right words. “What am I going to do with you?”

He didn’t say anything. She ran her fingers over his knuckles, showing him a kind of intimacy that had been lacking from the lurid massage.

“I know how lacking the farmstead is in terms of distractions,” she said. “You need to find better outlets for your energy. I know we’ve spoken on this before, but falling into the habit of these sorts of encounters will only distort your expectations of women.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m trying.”

“Are you?”

He let her question hang, unable to face it directly. He was saved from the silence that followed by a curious knock at the tower’s front door.

“Were you expecting company?” asked Damon with a furrowed brow.

Malon shook her head and started to get up. She stiffened as they both heard the front door open, followed by someone entering the tower.

“Hello? Damon? Are you home?”

The voice of Bylia Benicia was one he recognized instantly. It was musical, full of vivacious energy, as expected from a career songstress. 

Malon all but pushed Damon out of her room, hurrying to collect and put on her clothes in the process. His face heated up as he stumbled into the common room, still actively dealing with the lingering mixture of guilt and exhaustion within him.

“Bylia,” he said, forcing a smile onto his face. “What an… unexpected surprise!”

Her face was expressive, with deep green eyes and a large, smile-prone mouth. Bylia wore a short and playful summer skirt of overlapping blue and yellow. Her top was a loose and fashionable long sleeve shirt with a neckline that seemed custom tailored to showcase her impressive cleavage.

She wore her chestnut brown hair up in a practical bun, twisted together with two hair sticks embedded with small rubies on the ends. She smiled, but her eyes seemed to ask a question, one directed toward the half-closed door to Malon’s room.

“I thought it had been too long since I last saw you, so I thought I’d pay a visit,” she said. “Sorry for simply barging in like this, but I was outside, and I swore I could hear voices… or something akin to them.”

She looked toward the door again. Damon swept forward, distracting her with a tight hug. Bylia’s body felt familiar, but also different and new. It was the same with her smell, which reminded him of dried wildflowers.

She rose up on her toes to kiss him as they parted. It was a real kiss, with no pretense of modesty or need to be hidden. Damon stared into her eyes as it ended, at a loss for words.

“I see you’ve missed me,” she said.

“Quite a bit.”

Malon picked that moment to come out of her chamber. She’d dressed, but her clothing was noticeably ruffled, and a few strands of hair had come loose from her braid.

“Solas, you didn’t tell me that you were expecting company,” she said, smiling warmly.

“It’s my fault,” said Bylia. “I would have given advance notice of my arrival, if it’d been possible. Damon is a slippery man to get ahold of.”

Bylia put an arm around his waist. Damon watched for Malon’s reaction. She’d never been the overtly jealous type, though she had seemed displeased by his flirtations with Sandra back in Avaricia. 

If anything, Malon’s smile grew even broader at the sight of them together. She moved through the kitchen, setting a pot next to the counter near the unlit fire and taking stock of her cooking supplies.

“You’ll be staying for dinner, I hope?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” said Bylia. “If it’s not too much of an imposition?”

“Nonsense. We’d be happy to have you join us. Your timing couldn’t be better. Solas has been getting a little stir crazy cooped up here on the farm, and I know how much he appreciates your company.”

 “Stir crazy,” repeated Bylia. “Is that right?”

Damon cleared his throat. “Are you still singing for the inn in Morotai, or have you spread your wings over the last few weeks?”

“Still in Morotai,” she said with a sigh. “It’s been slow. I feel as though I’ve almost become a fixture of the town, at this point. I spend as much time helping Jonna with chores around the inn and running errands as I do performing.”

“It’s a different pace of life, for sure,” said Damon. “It took me some time to adjust when I first arrived back at the tower.”

Bylia looked toward Malon, who was still busying herself in the kitchen, and then back toward him. “Oh, I’m sure it did.”

There was a sliver of insinuation in her voice that Damon didn’t delve into. He pushed past the moment instead, pulling her into a playful embrace that elicited a squeal and giving her a quick series of kisses.

“I must say, I do appreciate a warm welcome,” she said.

“How warm are we talking about?”

“Easy.” Bylia cleared a throat. “I think that’s more of an after-dinner discussion.”

There was a stark contrast between kissing and flirting with Bylia, and what he’d been up to on the farmstead with the others. He could kiss her and touch her openly, and she seemed to welcome it. No secrets, no sneaking around, and no guilt. 

“I found the last of the herbs you needed, aesta,” called Vel from outside. “There was a patch of fresh mint up the hill toward… oh!”

She froze as she entered the common room, gaping and blinking at Damon and Bylia. 

“You’re Velanor, right?” asked Bylia. “Damon’s sister?”

They’d only met briefly, and there’d been a fair amount of chaos on that night in Morotai, with Shank and his men attempting to hold Vel hostage. She slowly nodded, though Bylia’s words seemed to take a moment to reach her.

“Um, sort of,” said Vel, blushing bright red.

He felt a surge of empathy for her. He wasn’t sure how he’d react if the tables were turned, but he doubted it would be pretty. Picturing Vel in the embrace of some young lord or dashing rogue made his stomach twist into weirdly territorial knots.

He pulled away from Bylia, moving to favor Vel with his full attention. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen Bylia. I never really got a chance to properly introduce her to you and Malon.”

“Right,” said Vel. “I… suppose it’s good that you have that chance.”

 She gave him a forced smile that threatened to break his heart. He instantly realized how complicated the situation was going to get and did his best to stride a delicate balance forward.

“Are those the herbs that aesta wanted?” He nodded to a small satchel which hung at her waist from a shoulder strap.

“Yeah,” she said. “Mint, lemongrass, crimson bark, and fresh thyme.”

She pulled out a small amount of one of them and held it in her palm. Damon took her hand in his, staring into her eyes as he spread the herbs out with gentle, caressing movements. He brought her arm up by the wrist so he could smell the leaves, mint, apparently, and planted a quick kiss on the back of her knuckles.

“Mmm,” he said. “Smells incredible.”

This time, the smile she gave him was real. “Thanks.”

Malon cleared her throat in an obvious manner. “Solas, I could use some more wood for the fire.”

“There’s plenty in the pile,” he said. “I’ll bring some in.”

“Is there?” asked Malon. “It seemed to me like the pile was getting a little low. Why don’t you chop some more while you’re at it?”

He’d spent a good portion of the morning chopping firewood and knew for a fact that they had more than enough to last the next day or two, but he took the hint and headed for the door.

“Want me to keep you company?” asked Bylia.

He considered, even glancing toward Malon, who simply shrugged.

“I can manage on my own,” he said. “This is a good chance for you to get to know Malon and Vel. I’ve, ah, told them a lot about you.”

He hated how easily the lie came to his lips. The conflict within him was real and pressing. He felt as though he was an actor in a theater show, playing a part that didn’t fit him. Beloved Bylia, making the trip to visit him and his humble family on their remote farmstead. So many emotions and urges swept under the rug, but still poking out around the edges.

It was all a problem of his own making, one that he’d earned, one that he deserved.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
Damon spent half an hour chopping firewood that the wood pile didn’t need before making his way back into the tower. He found Vel and Bylia sitting at the table in an uncomfortable silence, while Malon stirred a pot of stew over the crackling fire.

“Good timing, solas,” said Malon. “It’s just about done.”

“It smells fantastic,” he said, taking a seat at the table between Bylia and Vel. “Did you all manage to get along alright without me?”

“We did,” said Bylia. “You have such a wonderful family, Damon.”

 He nodded, glancing to Vel, who was sitting with slouched posture and refusing to look at either of them.

“Velanor was telling me about her service to Princess Kastet,” said Bylia. “I honestly couldn’t believe it when I first heard.”

“You thought I was simply making it up?” asked Vel in a testy voice.

“No, not at all,” said Bylia. “I just thought, well… You seem so approachable. My experience with high society in the past has mostly involved being looked down on.”

“Oh,” said Vel. “Um, thanks.”

“Can I ask you about the Merinian royal family, or did they force you to take an oath of secrecy?” asked Bylia.

Vel let out a small laugh. “I’m not under any oath, though there are some things which I obviously can’t share.”

“Tell me about Prince Gabriel.” Bylia leaned forward across the table, taking Vel’s hands. “Have you ever met him? Can you share any stories?”

He could smell the nature of Bylia’s interest, as a songstress. She wanted the type of anecdote that might fit itself to a dramatic, melodious retelling. Damon grinned when he saw Vel’s face, remembering one of the few details she’d let slip about the prince and finding it hard to resist teasing her.

“You said he was eccentric the last time you brought him up,” said Damon. “Didn’t he want something from you?”

He recalled Vel telling him and Malon about the prince being the kind of lecherous pervert who’d sought out Vel’s worn girlshorts. He watched Vel blush and narrow her eyes at him slightly.

“Prince Gabriel is… a bit of a character,” she said slowly. “This is one of those topics which I probably shouldn’t speak about.”

“No, this is one that you absolutely should speak about!” Bylia smiled mischievously and elbowed Damon in the ribs. “Is there any way you could provide some wine for the table?”

He half expected Malon to interject and mention how Vel wasn’t technically old enough to drink, but she seemed to have set her scruples aside for the night. Damon took a bottle from the pantry and poured four glasses just as Malon brought the stew over from the fire and began ladling out portions.

The conversation shifted mostly toward compliments to the cook as they began tasting the steaming hot stew. It was thick with chunks of leftover beef, scallions, potatoes, and carrots. Damon relaxed as he settled into his chair, sipping his wine and seeing the others growing similarly comfortable.

“How have your performances been going, Bylia?” he asked.

She let out a rather dramatic sigh before answering. “They haven’t been, for the most part. The inn has been nearly empty. I did perform for a group of mercenaries the night before last, but they were simply passing through town and were rather stingy with their tips.”

“Jonna has mentioned before that the summers tend to be a bit slow for the inn,” said Malon. “How is she, by the way?”

“She’s well. She’s been doting after her sons, for the most part. She sends her best and told me to tell you that she’s still keeping her eyes peeled for worthwhile marriage candidates to send your way.”

“She simply won’t quit with that,” muttered Malon. “Tell her that I’m perfectly happy as I am.”

“To be completely honest, I feed into her ideas, on occasion.” Bylia gave Malon a guilty smirk. “It’s easier to listen to her expressing her concerns about you and Damon cooped up in your remote tower than to have her turn her matchmaker instincts in my direction.”

“She has concerns?” asked Damon.

“She does,” said Bylia, without elaboration.

A silence held for a moment as they ate their stew and sipped their wine. Bylia was the one who deigned to break it.

“So, Vel,” she said. “Now that you’ve taken a step toward drunkenness… Care to share the story on Prince Gabriel?”

“I’m barely halfway into my glass,” she replied. “Talk to me when I’m on my third cup.”

“Blink twice if the two of you had a midnight tryst in one of the Hearthold castle closets.”

Vel didn’t blink, but she did blush. 

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say part of your reason for making your visit was for the sake of composing a new song,” said Damon.

Bylia grinned and made no attempt at denying it. “It just so happens that I overheard some of the mercenaries who came through the Smoke and Stage talking about Avaricia’s Honorshade Tournament.”

“And here I was thinking you made the trip because of how much you missed me.”

“I did miss you!” Bylia set her hand on top of his. “I was… concerned about some of the things the men said. Stuff about you interrupting the final match, wielding an enchanted sword, and flipping your thumb at the Godking himself! One of them even said that there’s a chance you might be in the employ of one of the other Forsaken.”

“So you came seeking the truth?” he asked.

“The truth, and reassurance that you were alright,” she replied. “I was genuinely worried about you, Damon.”

He felt a nudge underneath the table. Malon’s face had grown stern, and it was clear she had something to say that was for his ears alone.

“It’s a long story,” he said. “Best if I tell it later. I’m still processing certain aspects of what happened.”

“Of course,” said Bylia. “There’s no rush.”

She laced her fingers together, twiddling her thumbs and staring at him with an expression of mock patience. Damon took a sip of his wine, refusing to give in.

Bylia eventually relented, and the conversation shifted to the food, the weather, and safer aspects of their adventures. She and Vel ended up on the topic of the shifting fashion of dresses within Veridan’s Curve, which to Damon, was like listening to them speak a different language.

Malon cleared the table as they finished the food. She lit one of the lanterns and brought it to the common room table, along with towel cloths and a wicker clothing basket.

“Seta, why don’t you show Bylia to the lake to wash up for the night?” she suggested.

“Of course,” said Vel. “You don’t mind if we take the rest of this wine with us, do you? We aren’t finished talking yet.”

It spoke to Malon’s current mood and mindset that she let Vel’s request slide with a smile and a nod. Damon gave Bylia a quick kiss and watched the two women head out into the night.

“She’s rather spirited,” said Malon.

“She is,” he agreed. “Aesta, you should know that Bylia and I are, well, close friends.”

As immodest as Damon was when it came to indulging in his impulses, he found it hard to speak to Malon about them directly. The feeling had intensified ever since he’d gone with her to visit Sandra in Avaricia.

It wasn’t embarrassment, exactly. He knew Malon was aware of what type of man he was. It was more like he’d begun to realize how complicated his indiscretions made his life and his relationships. He’d never worried about the consequences of chasing skirts during his days as a gladiator, when the farm and his family had been a world away.

“I’m not oblivious,” said Malon. “I can tell the two of you have developed a… flirtatious way with each other.”

She was nearly as indirect in her phrasing as he’d been, and he doubted it was a coincidence.

“It doesn’t bother you, does it?”

She gave him a good-natured smile. “No, solas. I think she’s sweet. She may even win over Vel, with time. But you must understand… she’s a songstress.”

She put an emphasis on that last word in a manner that he wasn’t sure he liked.

“Your point being?” he asked. 

“My point is, she has a voice. Have you truly not considered this before?”

“Is that why you didn’t want me telling her about the tournament?” he asked. “You think it might affect us if she sings a song about it?”

Malon came around to the other side of the table and took his hands in hers. She gave him a gentle smile, the same sort she’d given him when he’d been slow on a fact as a child.

“She’s going to start singing about you,” said Malon. “Watch the way she looks at you, and you’ll see. It’s inevitable, at this point. The songs will focus on you, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they also touched on a few of the other closest people in your life.”

“You don’t want to announce yourself like that,” said Damon. “I get it.”

Malon exhaled through her nose, losing some of her patience. “Let me be plain. My concern is for the type of song she would sing if it ended badly between the two of you, or if she made an unpleasant discovery. A spurned songstress is a frightening thing.”

“Oh,” said Damon. “Oh!”

“Exactly,” she said. “The damage wouldn’t just fall upon you. Vel’s reputation is fast becoming tied to yours. It could affect Ria as well. Rumors aren’t bounded by the same limits as cultures. It would affect me, too.”

“I understand,” he said.

“Do you? In Remenai culture, for an aesta to be so… free, with her solas, carries serious consequences.”

There was no humor in her voice. She sounded scared, or at the very least, weighed down by regret. Damon’s tongue went dry as he squeezed her hands, trying to think of what to say.

“Are you sure you aren’t overreacting?”

“Garlisinon,” said Malon. “It’s a Remenai word, and a crime throughout all of their clans. It’s hard to translate the exact meaning. Ria would be able to explain it better, but it’s similar to… the way a man might raise and train a horse or a dog. Except… with a child.”

Her face reddened as she spoke, and she wouldn’t meet his gaze. Damon felt his heart ache as he considered her perspective, the hidden shame that he’d missed. He’d helped her recover after using her magic more than once. For her to start to rely upon him in that way, crossing boundaries for the sake of using her crest… must have been difficult for her.

 “I’ll make sure Bylia never finds out,” he said. “I’ll be careful.”

“It might already be too late. You saw her when she first arrived today. We both came out of my chamber with flushed faces, reeking of… the massage you’d been giving me. She must at least harbor suspicions.”

Damon winced. Bylia had noticed how unusually close he was to Malon the last time he’d seen her in Morotai, though it had been more to tease him than in accusation. 

“I can distance myself from her, then.”

“It would only loosen her tongue, I think.” Malon folded her arms. “You need to charm her, solas. Show her an incredible time tonight. Tomorrow, I think it best if the two of you plan a trip. Head to one of the cities, or out camping, even. She’s a sweet girl, truly.”

“That’s not a bad idea, I guess.” He shrugged. “It doesn’t seem like a permanent solution, though.”

“It could be.” Malon looked at him seriously. “I can tell that you do care for her.”

“What?”

“Solas,” she whispered. “Damon. If you love Bylia, you owe it to yourself to seriously consider marrying her and making a life with her. With… just her.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
Bylia and Vel arrived back from the lake a few minutes later. Damon hadn’t said anything to Malon after she’d mentioned marriage, and he still didn’t know what to say. His heart beat a strange rhythm, as though it was trying to feel the full extent of several emotions at once.

It wasn’t fair, but she did have a point. What was it that he felt for Bylia? Did he belong at the tower anymore? If he did set out on his own again, wouldn’t it make sense to do it with someone he cared about rather than going it alone?

“Damon?” asked Vel. “Why are you making that face?”

“It’s nothing,” he said, shaking his head as though it would straighten out his mood.

“This is nothing?” Vel turned her lips and mouth down into a frown exaggerated to the point of being silly.

Bylia giggled. “The two of you have such a familiar way with each other. You both must have had so much fun as children.”

“Oh, we still do,” said Vel slyly. 

Damon winced. Malon would need to talk with her, as she’d talked to him, and hopefully soon. He leaned back as Bylia and Vel picked up their conversation from where they’d left before coming inside. 

He accepted a clean towel cloth from Malon and took his turn in the lake. The water was cold, and it brought back a few unwanted memories of his mistake with Myr earlier in the day. 

He headed back to the tower after scrubbing himself clean. Bylia was waiting on for him outside, leaning against the wall next to the door with a self-assured smile.

“Looking for me?” asked Damon.

She shrugged. “I was considering dropping in on you while you were bathing, but I got cold feet.”

“In that case, would you care for a moonlight stroll?” He gestured to the open clearing and offered her his other hand.

“That sounds delightful.”

“Let me get a fresh shirt from inside, and then we can walk around the edge of the woods.”

“Is that really necessary?” Bylia eyed his bare chest. “It’s not as though I haven’t seen you shirtless before.”

“True enough.”

Damon set his towel and dirty clothing down next to the door and offered Bylia his arm as they walked together across the grass, following the curve of the clearing around to the other side of the lake. They found a place to sit, and for a time simply stared up at the stars and Eldritch’s crescent.

“Velanor may have had a point before,” said Bylia. “You seem unsettled.”

“Am I really that transparent?”

“It’s an endearment, not a flaw.”

She pulled closer to him, and he could feel the weight of both her concern and her gaze.

“I used to feel such a strong certainty about everything in my life, up until a few months ago,” he finally said. “You’d think that being back here, back home, would have given me more clarity, but it’s just confused everything.”

He sighed, knowing Bylia was likely the last person he needed to be confessing to about his troubles in life. 

“I think I understand,” she replied. “To a degree, at least. My sister and I were inseparable for most of our lives. When Brienne and I finally did begin to spend time apart from one another, as adults, I felt as though I had no direction.”

“That’s slightly different from my circumstances, I think.”

“Let me finish!” Bylia playfully knocked her shoulder into his. “I eventually found confidence to draw from on my own. A new identity, really. It wasn’t until I saw Brienne again after months away that I felt like that again.

“It was as though I lost the new Bylia and became the little sister once more. It wasn’t anything she did, not really. It was just easy to fall back into that role, even though that’s not all of who I was anymore. It felt like a conflict, but one without an obvious wrong side. A conflict between the past and the future, between parts of myself.”

Damon put an arm around her waist. “I’m glad you came to visit. I mean it. Let’s go on a trip somewhere. There’s scarcely anything to do or see here around the tower.”

“I like that idea. Do you have a place in mind?”

“We could take a trip to one of the cities. Avaricia is probably out of the cards for me now, but Silke and Paquet could be nice.”

“Do we truly need to travel all the way back to Veridan’s Curve to have a date, Damon?” she asked. “How about you show me more of this area? I’ve never had a convenient opportunity to explore the Malagantyan before. It’s not safe for me to do on my own.”

“I’ll be your guide, then. I hope your time at the Smoke and Stage hasn’t spoiled you on sleeping in a tent.”

“As though a town like Morotai could spoil anyone,” she said.

“Point taken. If anything, your voice did more to spoil them.”

They were both silent for a moment.

“I sang a song for Velanor while we were bathing,” said Bylia.

“What?”

“Just in passing,” she said. “The tune came to mind as it was on my lips without much thinking.”

“Was she a good audience?”

“Yes and no. She made a face like the one Brienne used to make when it became clear my voice was more suited for singing than hers. Impressed, but also annoyed.”

“She can be that way, at times,” said Damon. “Trust me, it wasn’t anything to do with your song. Everyone loves your singing voice.”

“Including you?”

Damon set his hand on her knee, gently rubbing with the side of his thumb. “Including me. I like to hear you hit the high notes.”

“It takes a lot of range to sing that high.”

“So I’ve heard.” He slid his hand further up her leg. “Range, confidence, timing. You’re stacked with musical talent.”

“You flatterer.”

“I wish I could have heard you singing that song,” he said.

“I was bathing, Damon.”

“I know,” he said.

“I was naked,” she pointed out. “I was also with Velanor, who was also naked.”

“You certainly know how to paint a picture.”

He found himself wishing he could take the remark back as soon as it had left his mouth. He did the next best thing and distracted her with a kiss. Bylia was eager to kiss him back, and within seconds, they were stretched out across the grass and pawing at each other’s bodies.

She set a hand on his chest as he began to reach underneath her skirt. “Let’s go inside. There will be plenty of time for us to roll around in the grass while we’re on our adventure.”

“It’s so nice outside tonight, though,” he countered.

“If you’re intent on bedding me, it’s happening in a bed. Obviously.”

Damon kissed her neck. “The walls between the bedchambers in the tower are rather thin.”

“So?” Bylia stood up and brushed her butt off. “We’ll just have to be quiet. Besides, Malon and Velanor are adults. I’m sure they’ll be understanding.”

She started walking back toward the tower with seductive, swaying steps. She was probably right. They could simply be quiet, and no one would be any the wiser.

*** 
“True Divine!” cried Bylia. “You’re incredible!”

Damon took her from behind with hard, greedy movements. He’d begun stripping Bylia naked before they’d even crossed completely over the threshold of his room. The excitement of kissing and touching her while knowing that they might be overheard had been too much.

They hadn’t even made it to the bed. Bylia was naked and upright, bent forward, but with her back arched and butt pushed out. Damon had her by the elbows, using her arms for leverage as he speared his cock into her velvety, wet womanhood.

Bylia moaned with hardly any restraint, but even if she’d managed to still her voice, the rhythmic slapping sounds would have been impossible to mistake for anything else. He couldn’t find the will to care as he ran his hands up the front of her body, cupping her ample breasts.

“Damon!” she cried. 

He exhaled through his teeth, pinching her nipples in frustration. It had the opposite effect, drawing a sharp, audible gasp from her. Damon pushed her forward onto the bed, climbing on after to take her by the hips.

“If you have to scream, do it into the pillow,” he hissed.

Bylia flicked her hair over her shoulder and shot him a rebellious, goading glance. Damon set his hand between her shoulder blades and gently but firmly forced her face down into the pillow.

“You have to be quiet tonight, Bylia,” he whispered. “There’ll be plenty of time for you to scream your lust out when we’re in the tent.”

“I forgot what a cocky bastard you can be,” she whispered back.

Damon slowly sank his cock back into her tight, welcoming lane. “No, you didn’t. It’s why you’re here.”

Bylia dug her splayed fingers into the mattress as a visible shudder ran through her body. He did his best to go slow, but it was as though her womanhood was sucking his cock in. He went deeper and deeper with each thrust, mesmerized by the jiggle that ran through her buttocks at the end point of each movement.

Bylia let out a pleasure cry that was only partially muffled by the pillow as she found her release. Damon felt her body twitching, and then the tension melting out of her muscles as she went limp across the bed.

He was still as hard as a rock. He pulled out of her and slid forward, gently, but insistently rolling her over. He took her breasts in his hands and squeezed them into a tunnel of flesh, filling the tiny space between them with his tool.

“I’m still recovering,” she said in a tired and amused tone. “You can’t just shove your cock in my face before I’ve even caught my breath.”

“Stick your tongue out,” he said. It was somewhere between a suggestion and a command. 

Bylia’s mouth quirked sideways, hinting at a smile. She opened her mouth and stuck her tongue out.

Damon thrust into her breasts a couple of times before shifting further forward, letting the head of his cock settle on her wet, silky tongue while the base was still nestled. It felt incredible, but it was the image, the sense of her willingness, that made him throb.

“You’re such a boy,” whispered Bylia. “This was a fantasy of yours, wasn’t it?”

Damon didn’t say anything. She leaned her head forward, catching the tip of his cock as it thrusted into range and giving it a quick, wet suck. He couldn’t keep himself from groaning.

“You aren’t the only one who knows how to lead, Damon.” She reached out with her hand and took his tool in a firm grip. She gave it another suck, bobbing her head, and then held his gaze as she nuzzled her cheek against it. “Come for me.”

He groaned as pleasure surged through him like a warm breeze in the winter. Bylia took his entire load on her face, only blinking reflexively, watching his face as he orgasmed.

“Next time,” she whispered, “I’ll have you finish on my breasts. The time after that… I’ll let you have my mouth. And after that…”

“You think you’ll have me wrapped around your little finger by the end of our trip, don’t you?”

“It’s funny how you say that like it’d be a bad thing.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
Damon was first up the next morning. Bylia lay naked next to him in bed, asleep and snoring cutely. He left her under his quilt as he dressed and made his way into the common room, quietly shutting his door behind him.

Vel sat at the table, dressed in a loose, open weave sweater with a modest half shirt partly visibly underneath. Her head was collapsed forward on her folded arms, and the look she gave him as he entered bordered on a glare.

“Morning,” said Damon. 

She rolled her eyes and looked away from him. Damon sat down, unwilling to give up that easily.

“Is aesta up already?”

“She’s upstairs,” muttered Vel. “Bylia?”

“Still sleeping.”

He took a seat across from her and endured the silence for a few moments. Vel’s frustration toward him was like a physical force. He wasn’t interested in taking off on a trip with Bylia knowing he’d left another mucked up relationship in his wake.

“I have to take the clean laundry down from the line,” he said. “Want to help?”

“Not really.”

“Please?”

Vel sighed. “Whatever, Damon.”

She followed him outside. He waited until they were out of earshot of the door before turning to face her. He wasn’t entirely sure what to say, so he opened with a reasonable question.

“Did you talk to aesta last night?” he asked. 

“I did.”

“Did she… explain her concerns to you?”

“Which part of them? The freeness of a songstress’s voice, or how you want to marry Bylia?”

“I never said that!” he said.

“As if you even needed to. I heard the two of you last night. I’m sure aesta did, as well.”

“Vel, listen to me, I—”

“No, you listen, Damon!” She set her hands on her hips, and her eyes burned with obvious frustration. “If you think you can just fall into the arms of some big boobed songstress with a pretty voice and run off to have your happy little wedding, then you should know that… that… I won’t stop you.”

Her voice cracked as she finished her last sentence, and she dropped her gaze from his. She brought her hands together and began fidgeting with one of her fingernails with sagging shoulders.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I probably love you way too much. I won’t stop you from living your life. I want you to be able to come back and smile at me and talk to me. It would be more than I could take to end up distancing myself from you like Ria did. But if you did feel like you needed to leave forever, after everything that’s happened, I would understand that, too.”

She looked so young and vulnerable in that moment that Damon could think of nothing to do other than pull her into a tight hug.

“Vel,” he said. “I’m coming back.”

She stared at him, slowly exhaling, and then gave a small shake of her head. “Prove it.”

He set his thumb and forefinger on the bottom of her chin and pulled her into what he intended to be a soft and gentle kiss. The hungry manner in which Vel’s mouth moved against his instantly turned it into something else.

He threw caution to the wind, falling deeper into their embrace. A sheet hanging from the clothesline was all that obscured them from Bylia or Malon, were they to step outside through the front door.

She didn’t stop him as he pulled her even closer. He pressed his erection into her stomach as he ran his hands down her back and over her buttocks. Vel let out a shaky breath, and then outright gasped as Damon leaned forward, pushing her against the outer wall of the tower and lifting one of her thighs. He slid his hands into her leggings and started to pull them down.

“You can’t,” she whispered. 

“I’m going to,” he said. “When I come back.”

“You jerk. You won’t do it.”

“I will.”

“What if I say no?” she asked.

“Then I’ll… try to get a yes.”

“Well…” Vel wiggled her hips, rubbing her butt against his bulge. “You can try all you want. See where it gets you.”

Damon almost snorted. He wondered if he’d be able to hold her to that.

*** 
Bylia was dressed and sitting at the table when Damon and Vel returned with the laundry in hand. She smiled warmly and pulled him into a hug as he set the clothes down.

“When do you want to set out?” she asked.

“After breakfast,” he said. “It looks as though my aesta has already started on it.”

There was a pot of porridge bubbling over the fire. Malon emerged from her chamber, still wearing her nightgown, the pink one Damon had given her as a gift. He saw Bylia quirk her mouth sideways at the sight of the attractive older woman clad in such an eye catching and minimal outfit.

He ate his fill of breakfast and immediately began packing away supplies once he’d finished. It was still early in the morning when they were ready to set out. Malon had taken the initiative to make sure they were set with a weeks’ worth of food and several days of water, and she carefully fit the food satchel in with the rest of his gear.

“Be careful, solas,” she said. “Remember to watch for smoke in the distance. It’s nearly summer.”

“I will, though I doubt I’d have much trouble making us a path to safety with my myrblade at my side,” he said.

“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” whispered Myr.

Malon bid for him to wait at the door and hurried into her chamber to grab something she’d forgotten. She emerged carrying a small, simple amulet. A piece of polished amethyst wrapped in wire hung from a leather lanyard. She set it in Damon’s palm with a serious expression.

“If anything happens, you should be able to use this to reach out,” said Malon. “Simply put it over your neck and do your best to think of me as you go to sleep.”

“It’s enchanted?” he asked. “Where did you get this?”

“A gift from Sandra. It’s imbued with a small amount of dreamspell magic, enough to turn it into a focus I can reach out to it with my own crest magic. I gave one to seta, as well.”

“Thank you, aesta. I’ll treasure this.”

“Remember, only wear it if you’re in trouble,” she said. “It takes a great deal of magical essence for me to contact you through it. It’s only for emergencies.”

Damon nodded and slipped it into his pocket. Malon nodded her goodbye and gave him a rather chaste hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“Watch out for aesta, Vel,” he said to her, smiling.

“I will.” 

She gave him a small smile and a slightly uncertain shrug. Damon stepped forward and gave her a hug, feeling her respond back, noticing the way the embrace lingered. She smelled like the herbs she’d been collecting for Malon, with a hint of perfume left over from Kastet’s court.

He waved to Malon and Vel as he walked across the clearing with Bylia, mentally going through the checklist of everything they might need. They had the tent, they had food, Damon had his myrblade, and a beautiful woman by his side.

“This is going to be so much fun!” said Bylia, hanging onto his arm. “Do you mind if I sing?”

“Go right ahead.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
Damon led Bylia through the forest in a northeastern direction. The land was familiar to him, though it had changed enough over his decade away from the area to throw him off at times.

The Malagantyan’s undergrowth was low and rugged, composed mostly of plants, weeds, and mosses that could either endure high heat, or used it as a means to spread their seeds. It was easy for them to navigate even when they weren’t following one of the moderately trodden animal trails.

Ancient trees with young branches loomed like natural towers overhead. Dry creek beds and flood lanes were common and usually packed full of the previous season’s leaves and ashes. Birds chirped overlapping choruses, and small animals scampered about, collecting nuts and fleeing from the path of the approaching humans.

“It’s so beautiful,” whispered Bylia.

“True, but keep in mind that it’s not without its dangers.”

He let the sentence hang, smiling a little at the expectant, slightly impatient face Bylia made.

“Would you care to elaborate on those?” she asked. “Without exaggerating too much for the sake of teasing me, if you don’t mind.”

He shrugged a single shoulder. “There’s no real need to exaggerate. We’re probably safe where we are right now. The main threats we need to be mindful for are giant boars and colossus snakes.”

“I don’t like snakes.”

“Neither do I,” said Damon. “Colossus snakes are rare, thankfully, and not the subtlest of creatures. We’d hear one approaching from a distance.”

He ducked under a branch, taking Bylia’s hand to lead her along the same way.

“Is that it?” she asked.

“For this area? Most likely. If we were to go deeper into the Malagantyan, we might risk running into a lidaragi, or a few tau. I plan for us to circle around, probably cut back west, and then south. We won’t veer too far into unpredictable territory.”

She smiled at him. “Is that so?”

He stepped closer to her. “Yeah.”

A small lock of Bylia’s hair had fallen across her face, and it looked a shade paler under the sunlight. Damon brushed it back and gently framed her face with his hand for an instant before kissing her.

“Not so fast,” she said, clearing her throat. “I’ve heard of lidaragi before, but what are tau?”

“Highlander tau,” said Damon. “Let’s just hope we don’t encounter them. They don’t normally range this far, at least not in packs.”

“They’re monsters, then?”

“Sort of. They’re human-like. Two arms, two legs, but everything else… wrong. Most people who don’t have experience with the Malagantyan call them frontier trolls, but trust me… they’re tau. Highlander tau.”

Damon shook his head, pushing down the experience of a horrific childhood memory. Malon had saved him from the highlander tau once.

“You… almost seem like you’re scared of them.”

“I’m not scared of them, I just don’t like them,” he said. “For good reason. They’re maneaters. Too vicious to outsmart, but not intelligent enough to be reasoned with.”

Bylia shot him an overdone glare. “I told you not to exaggerate. You aren’t serious.”

“I wish I could say I wasn’t.” He took her hand into his and smiled. “They aren’t common in these parts, though. Ria and I used to range further than we are now when we were younger.”

“I still haven’t met Ria,” said Bylia.

Damon didn’t say anything.

“She beat you in the tournament,” said Bylia. “Vel mentioned it in passing.”

“She did.”

Another moment passed, coupled with a conspicuous silence.

“You don’t seem like you want to talk about her, so I won’t ask,” said Bylia. “You can, though. If you ever want to...”

He knew she meant it. He was suddenly aware of her, aware of how much she cared.

“I… was terrified of hurting her,” he said. “From the very beginning. Before I even considered whether we might be matched up against each other.”

“I can imagine. Why did she even enter?”

Damon smiled on reflex. “Because she’s incredible. She’s a tempester, and she’s also one of the Remenai. She’s the reason why Malon is my aesta, basically. She only took on the role for the sake of adopting Ria and having it be official in the eyes of the Remenai clans who were in the area back then.”

“Will you tell me what happened?”

He wanted to. He couldn’t, at least not really. Not how he should.

“She hurt me,” he said. “I don’t think she wanted to. I don’t even think she was truly expecting to. I was an idiot, and I underestimated her. Not just how much more mature she was than me, but how she played the game. What she valued.”

“I want to meet her eventually,” said Bylia. “You wouldn’t mind, would you?”

“Of course not. I think she’d really like you.”

He hoped Ria would really like her. There was a chance she would despise Bylia. He considered Vel’s reaction to the situation, the tangled emotions she’d revealed to him. There was no simple choice, moving forward. And he might have to make a choice, eventually.

“Well I’ll be damned,” he said. “Wild cress berries.”

He released Bylia’s hand and moved to his find. Cress berries grew in between the highly poisonous thorns of the curling vines. A single prick from a cress thorn was enough to kill on contact in some cases, and would leave a massive, painful welt under even the most benign circumstances.

Damon motioned for Bylia to stand back and carefully began picking the ripest fruits. They were in season, and even though he was gentle with them, he could feel the juice staining his palm. He had a handful within a minute and gave the first one away, holding it out on the tip of his finger for Bylia to take into her mouth.

“True Divine,” she muttered. “They’re so sweet.

“Only when they’re ripe,” said Damon. “Otherwise, they’re poisonous.”

“I… still can’t tell whether you’re being serious or not.”

Damon laughed and pulled her closer. “Good.”

“I’m a songstress!” said Bylia, smiling and glaring at him. “I should know the truth of these sorts of things.”

“There’s a reason why you haven’t ventured deep into the Malagantyan before, Bylia. The truth, within this forest, is constantly in motion.”

“You’re way too cocky.” 

He pushed another berry into her mouth.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
They continued on a northeastern heading for the next few hours. The filling breakfast Malon had cooked for them that morning was enough to let them skip lunch. It wasn’t until late in the afternoon when Damon began to consider looking for a place to set up camp and build a fire.

The fire would force them to move out from the trees. He’d considered a few different ways to use his myrblade to contain a fire, but never felt the urge to attempt any of them. It was more of a task than it seemed.

He could have his weapon’s freezing magic on hand to attempt to put out any stray flames, or even surround the firepit with magically created ice, but it wouldn’t solve the problem of embers being blown up into the branches by the wind. The last thing they needed to add excitement to their adventure was an active wildfire.

He cut eastward, leading Bylia out into one of the many hilly clearings interspersed through the dense foliage. He knew the area, and it wasn’t far from where he’d once chased after Joyell, possessed by the Staff of Departure, and Ria.

Bylia ran up a hill ahead of him with her skirts and hair flowing sideways in the wind. She looked over her shoulder and shot him a broad smile. In that moment, Damon was aware of how lucky he was. The trip had been a great idea. A beautiful adventure with a gorgeous woman. They could go anywhere together, if they decided to.

“There’s a river down below,” said Bylia. “I see a perfect spot to set up camp alongside it. Would we be too conspicuous there?”

Damon joined her at the top of the hill, peering down at the water below. “That’s the Ladaberion River. It’s used for transport of goods by the Merinians in Silke further west, and the Remenai use it for travel to the far north of here. This section is safe.”

“You’re sure?”

“Just about,” he said. “You’d think it would be dangerous with the territory of the natives and colonials overlapping in a way, but in truth, it’s peaceful, much like the area around the tower. Neither side has any interest in provoking an accidental conflict.

The river was wide, at least fifty feet across, but only deep enough to be over Damon’s head at its very center. It was free of rocks and sharp curves, however, and its water flowed with placid grace.

He began setting up their camp. The tent was a simple A-frame with a weathered leather canopy that had served Damon’s family well for over a decade. It only took him a minute to pitch it up, and a smile snuck onto his face as he rolled out the single wide sleeping pad.

There would be no need for them to sneak around. They would simply be young lovers, without any messy complications. Damon felt himself getting hard at just the thought of the moment they retired to bed, stripping their clothes off and falling into each other’s naked arms, into their own little world.

He thought about what Malon had said. He could make the choice to be with Bylia. To stay with her. Nobody could blame him, not Vel or Ria or his aesta. Love was love.

“There’s plenty of driftwood over on the bank,” said Bylia. “Would it work for a fire?”

“If it’s dry, absolutely,” he said. “We’ll need some large ones. I want to take advantage of what we can get from the food we brought.”

They made a few trips back and forth, setting the excess into a small pile near the crude firepit Damon had made on the sand. He opted not to light it immediately, instead joining Bylia where she sat soaking her feet in the fast-flowing water.

“How is it?” he asked.

“Cooler than the lake at your farmstead, but still warm enough to bathe in,” she said, smiling. 

Damon took his boots off and rolled up his trousers. He dipped a toe in, and the sensation of the water was enough to bring an idea to mind.

“You haven’t seen what my new sword can do, have you?” he asked.

“I wanted to ask about that,” said Bylia. “It looks similar to your old wrathblade, but so radiant in color. As though you polished off the layer of obsidian and found silver underneath.”

“She thinks I’m pretty,” whispered Myr.

Damon grinned and slowly unsheathed his myrblade. “That’s due to its new enchantment.”

He held the weapon with the flat of its blade across his open palm and stared down at it meaningfully. 

“You’re such a tease,” said Bylia. “Hurry up and show me.”

He smirked at her and brought the myrblade’s tip down to the water’s surface. Malon’s advice was still fresh in his mind. He focused on his breathing and felt for the enchantment. It still helped to squeeze the weapon’s hilt, but more in a manner that was coupled with his background focus, rather than as a trigger. 

An oval patch of ice formed underneath the myrblade, immediately flowing past them as the river swept it away. Bylia gaped, taking steps after it as though to keep it in her view for as long as possible.

“That’s just the start,” he said. “I had this idea about… well, I suppose it might be easier just to show you.”

He formed another patch of ice, putting more of his will into the enchantment to thicken and widen the effect of the freezing. Before it could float off into the distance, Damon risked a quick hop onto it, standing as though balanced on a floating log for a glorious instant before hopping off.

“Why won’t you let me sing a song about you?” asked Bylia with a smile.

“I, uh…” Damon shrugged. “It just seems like it’s too early for that sort of thing.”

Bylia sighed. “I wish there was some way for me to convince you. Oh well.”

She gave him a coy smile and walked to the edge of the river, undoing the front ties of her dress. Damon couldn’t take his eyes off her as she slowly stripped naked, letting each piece of her outfit fall to the sand, and padded into the river.

He still had to light the fire. He got the tinder set into place and started using the flint fire-starter to coax a flame to life. It was immensely hard to do that and stare at Bylia at the same time.

She had curves that fit a songstress. Her figure reminded Damon more of an attractive and popular serving girl at a tavern, rather than the willowy builds the noblewomen tightened their corsets in pursuit of. She wasn’t out of shape, but she certainly had lots of interesting parts to pay attention to. 

She made a point of facing away from him, but even just staring at her naked body from behind was enough to get him hard. There were faint tan lines that matched the shape of girl shorts and a half shirt. He wondered if she’d found somewhere private to sun herself in Morotai, or if she’d simply found a spot in the open and given the whole village a show.

“Ouch!” Damon snapped his hand back from the fire he’d apparently started. He fed it some more wood shavings, knowing it wouldn’t take much to get it going strong for the rest of the afternoon.

He turned back in time to see Bylia dive forward into the water. Her naked butt rose upward in triumph, in absolute glory, before sinking down after the rest of her. Damon was sorely tempted to leave the fire on its own for a minute to dive in.

The sound of someone whistling from further to the north suddenly stole his attention. He glanced upriver, spotting a flat barge floating with the current in their direction. Three men stood on its ungainly deck. It was hardly more than a long raft with supplies lashed aboard, which gave him pause as he noticed that the men were armed.

“Look at this!” called one of them. “Seems like we found some friendly faces. Ain’t that a welcome surprise!”

Bylia surfaced, saw the approaching vessel, and gave him a worried look. She sank up to her shoulders in the water, hiding as much of herself as she could. One of the men on the barge had secured a line to a tree trunk half sunken into the sand, and the other two had stepped off into the water to push their craft safely to shore.

Damon had been hoping they’d simply wave and continue by. He should have known better. What he’d told Bylia earlier about the area being relatively peaceful in terms of conflict between the Merinians and the Remenai was true, but it was a fact that other people knew, as well. 

“You got yourself a fine-looking camp here,” said the tallest of the men, staring at Bylia in the water as he spoke. “You wouldn’t mind if we set up here for the night, too? It’s dangerous for solo travelers in the wild, ain’t that right, fellas?”

The other two men barked out their agreement. One was bald and heavily pock marked, the other overweight and greasy looking. Damon was almost sure they were poachers. He could see patches of fur sticking to the wood of their barge, and there were several wooden baskets filled with boar tusks, incredibly valuable but illegal to take on their own under Avarician law.

“It is dangerous in the wild.” Damon set his hand on the hilt of his myrblade. “You and your men would be better off looking for somewhere… safer than here.”

His veiled threat wasn’t lost on the man who appeared to be the group’s leader, who let out a loud guffaw and shook his head in response.

“See now, we don’t have to worry so much, at least not for ourselves. My name’s Peynt. This here be Hunter.” He gestured to the bald man. “And this is my boy Seeko.” He waved a hand to the overweight man.

“Well, it’s good to meet you. My name is Damon Al-Kendras.”

He’d been a curious if there might be a chance they’d recognize him by reputation and back off. Giving them his name was a risk, but one he felt a curious urge to take in the moment. 

Peynt watched him. The faint smile on his face shifted into something distinctly harder. “Damon Al-Kendras. How about you go ahead and invite your wifey out of the water and introduce her to us?”

Damon felt the breeze fluttering through his hair and shirt as it picked up, singing through the trees in the distance. He was the one smiling now, and it wasn’t out of mirth. He let his index finger tap against the hilt of his myrblade. Strangely, it felt like he was wielding it with the old enchantment once more, gripping a handle into the depths of his wrath.

He drew his sword slowly, seeing no reason to dance around what was obviously going to happen. Peynt brought an iron warhammer to hand from his belt. Seeko and Hunter both wielded combinations of short swords and daggers.

He appraised their posture and suspected that none of them were sober. Still, it was three against one. The three men were already repositioning themselves to attack him from all sides. Damon could do little about that, but it wasn’t as much of an advantage as they seemed to think.

“Damon!” shouted Bylia from that water.

“It’s fine,” he said. “Everything’s under control. These cowards are—”

The overweight man threw himself forward, swinging a short sword and a curved dagger in a vicious, spinning arc. Damon sidestepped left, slamming his knee into the man’s gut as he missed both strikes.

He cleared his throat. “… not even worth my time. Pick your friend up and get back on your boat.”

Peynt and Seeko hesitated for only a moment before both attempted to rush him at once. He deflected a slash from Hunter’s short sword and ducked under the warhammer. Seeko was straightening back up, which wasn’t ideal.

Damon kicked the overweight man hard in the knee, twisted him down to the ground, and swung his myrblade while gently squeezing the hilt to trigger the enchantment. He didn’t extend the ice thorns, instead focusing his will to only summon the freezing effect.

Seeko’s leggings were soaked with water from when he’d pulled the boat ashore. A single, lingering touch from the side of the sword was enough to coat his lower body in a layer of ice that would keep him from getting up, and possibly from ever having children.

The man screamed and clawed at the ice, but he stayed down, which was all that mattered. Peynt stared at Damon in a state of slack-jawed surprise.

“It’s up to you,” said Damon. “I won’t stop you from throwing your lives away, if that’s your interest.”

He did extend the ice thorns then, turning his myrblade into a sculpture of vicious, razor-sharp points of white and pale blue. It was intimidating to look at, let alone being on the receiving end of a strike.

“Fuck this!” shouted Peynt. “Pull him onto the boat, and let’s go!”

They dragged the half-frozen man, who was still screaming in terror, onto the boat. Damon watched them float off down the river, passing by Bylia, who grinned and gave them a mocking wave.

“Sorry about that,” called Damon. “You can’t reason with or appease those sorts of men.”

“I’ve traveled before, Damon. I know what they were after.”

She strode from the river, water dripping from her body like diamonds in the gleaming sun. Her words echoed in his head. She had traveled before. She’d once explained to him that her reason for staying in Morotai was out of a need to travel with someone she trusted, and he’d never probed deeper or stopped to consider the implication there.

“You have been about, haven’t you?” he said. “If there’s ever… anything you want to talk to me about, I’ll listen, you know.”

“There is one thing…” Bylia padded across the sand, still naked. “What sounds better, the Frozen Swordsman or the Prince of Ice?”

“What?”

“I suppose swordsman would be slightly more accurate, but it might simply end up depending on which one ends up rhyming…”




 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
Out of an overabundant sense of caution, Damon insisted that they pack their tent and move a mile further up the river. He’d scared Peynt and the other poachers off, but in his experience, men tended to find their courage in an angry way when a slight involved their ego and a beautiful woman.

Their new spot was smaller than the old one, but workable. Damon didn’t bother going through the work of rebuilding their fire, and they had a simple dinner of bread and dried meat. Bylia didn’t complain, and they were both tired and satisfied as they slid into bed.

They shared a sleeping pad and a quilt. Bylia slept naked, and it was impossible for Damon to ignore how incredible her body felt against his. Unfortunately, she also fell asleep as soon as her head touched down, and the thought of waking her simply to sate his own desires felt a bit rude, given how their day had ended.

He gently smoothed her hair out, shifted around to get comfortable, and went to sleep.

*** 
“Damon,” whispered Bylia. “Are you awake?”

He let out a soft groan which he hoped was answer enough. Birds chirped from the surrounding area, and ambient sunlight filtered into their tent through the thin canopy.

“I never got a chance to properly thank you for being my loyal defender yesterday.” She ran her hands across his stomach and then slid underneath the quilt. “Shh, just relax and lie back. Let me do all the work.”

She began to fondle his package with her hands. For once, Damon hadn’t woken up with an erection, but Bylia’s soft touch caught him up to speed in what felt like seconds. She didn’t stroke him off in a rush, but softly caressed with patient movements. Damon’s cock grew stiff within her fingers, and she let out a small giggle.

“Does that feel good?” she whispered. “What about this?”

Her hot, wet tongue drew a stripe along the underside of his hard shaft. A few muscles tightened reflexively in response to the sudden, intense pleasure. He was still sleepy, and it made what she was doing feel even more incredible. It was like slipping out of a dream only to realize that the best parts of it were actually happening.

Bylia’s lips wrapped around the tip of his shaft, and with perfect patience, she began to suck him off. She only took an inch or so into her mouth at first, working it lovingly with her mouth and tongue. She paused to pull back and give him a lick, letting out a satisfied sigh.

“How about…” she whispered, kissing his tip. “Each time I make you come, you have to let me add another line to your song?”

Damon tried to mumble that it would be too long for her to sing by the time they were finished, but the words came out sleepy and unintelligible. Bylia got back to kissing his tool, parting her lips to take more of it into her gloriously hot mouth. 

It felt as though she was winning at some invisible game, scoring a victory that Damon couldn’t and wouldn’t keep her from. She bobbed her head lower, and he fluttered his eyelids open. All he could see was the vague shape of her head moving under the quilt, but the sight was only made lewder for the way in which it was hidden from him.

Her tongue snaked out, teasing a point at the very base of his cock. His manhood throbbed in her mouth, hard to the bursting point. She tightened her lips and let out a humming sigh, and that was it for him.

He bucked his hips as he came. Bylia set her hands on his thighs, holding him in place as she swallowed the sticky mess he unloaded into her mouth. The pleasure pulsed through every inch of his body, wavering on the line between waking him up and coaxing him back to sleep.

“That’s the opening line,” whispered Bylia as she slid back up to cuddle with him.

“I never agreed to that.”

“Your silence was your agreement. You didn’t stop me.”

Damon shot her an exaggerated glare and tried to tickle her. She laughed and rolled away from him, scooping up her clothing from where she’d left it folded in the corner of the tent.

He eventually dressed and joined her outside, pulling her into a hug from behind as they stared out across the Ladaberion River.

“We’ll cut southeast today,” he said. “I figure staying on that course will give you a nice glimpse of where the Malagantyan becomes its true self. We’ll slowly curve back to the south, and then head west until we arrive back at the farmstead sometime near the end of the week.”

“And then?” asked Bylia.

Damon shrugged, a bit uncomfortable with the question.

“I’m only teasing,” she said. “I know how devoted you are to your family, Damon. If you have business to attend to back home, I’ll simply continue my songs in Morotai until you’re ready for another trip.”

She smiled, but there was something lacking from the expression.

“I just hadn’t thought about it,” he said, slowly. “If it seems as though Malon and Vel are getting along well enough without me, I suppose we could…”

He trailed off, realizing he had no idea how he should end his sentence. He felt adrift again, as he so often had over the course of the past few months. The greater questions of what he wanted from life and where he was heading in the future seemed too large for him to easily think about, let alone answer.

“Let’s enjoy this adventure,” said Bylia, threading her fingers through his. “We can worry about the specifics of the next one when that time arrives.”

They ate dried apple slices and a mixture of toasted oats flavored with maple sap for breakfast. After striking down their camp and packing everything up, Damon led Bylia south of the river and back into the trees.

The weather was overcast to an almost somber degree, which left them in partial darkness as they entered the shade of the forest canopy. They traveled at a leisurely pace, stopping often to kiss or remark on their surroundings.

It was almost midday when Damon gestured for Bylia to stop. He could smell smoke, and several dark trails rose out of the trees in the distance ahead of them.

“That’s not ideal,” he said. “We’ll have to cut back north again and try to go around.”

Thunder boomed through the sky no more than a few minutes into their direction change. Damon scowled as the rain began to fall. There was a chance it would quench the forest fires which they were trying to avoid, but it was also going to be a pain to hike through. 

He shifted their course back into an eastern direction. The rain began to fall in thick curtains, and the dark clouds overhead combined with what was left of the smoke to make it seem as though night had come early.

Flashes of lightning briefly illuminated their surroundings, each one punctuated by the booming thunder which followed in its wake. Damon held Bylia’s hand as they continued forward. Their pace was slow, even more so as fog began to curl and collect through the underbrush and tree branches.

Bylia suddenly squeezed his hand and came to a stop. “What was that?”

“What?”

She gestured behind them with her free hand. Damon turned around, squinting to make out whatever she’d indicated. He thought he saw something move, but it was hard to see the details of the potential threat.

The hair on the back of his neck stood up as he realized that whatever was there was doing a good job at not being seen. He’d been holding out hope it might have just been Peynt and his boys come back out to play, but he couldn’t shake the creeping suspicion that it was someone or something more dangerous.

“Stay close,” he whispered. “If I draw my sword, press your back to the nearest tree and stay there. I’ll need the space.”

“I can do that.” She squeezed his hand and drew closer to him.

They continued on through the forest. Damon’s attention was pulled in two separate directions. It was hard for him to avoid becoming distracted and borderline disoriented. He resolved to focus on the danger, rather than keeping them on course.

“Damon!” hissed Bylia. “There’s more than one!”

“Can you see them?”

“I… Oh, True Divine! Look out!”

Damon dodged on reflex, pulling Bylia with him as he moved out of the way of a creature leaping at them from behind the curtain of fog. He drew his myrblade, and Bylia did as instructed, pulling flat against a nearby tree to give him space and keep herself safe.

He held his sword level as he watched his enemy rise to its feet. It was one of the highlander tau, a monster in every sense of the word. 

The tau were hairless, naked humanoids, though with proportions that were slightly wrong in each place. The tau’s head was overlarge and narrow, with a wide jaw that could hinge open like the gaping maws of snakes.

It had powerful legs made for jumping and sneak attacks, but a narrow waist and a ribcage that looked almost like a bone cuirass underneath the skin. Its arms were long, reaching almost down to their knees at standstill, with thin, clawed fingers.

The tau opened its mouth and flicked its tongue out, tasting the air. It let out a howl and stared at Damon with its unnerving grey eyes. He let it make the first move, watching it crouch as it prepared to leap at him. 

It was fast, but he was faster. He spun and slashed, slicing across its abdomen with his myrblade. The tau let out a screech as it fell to the dirt, thrashing in pain. Damon’s heart pounded as he heard branches and underbrush being disturbed from other places nearby.

“Come on!” He grabbed Bylia’s hand and pulled her into a run, doing his best to keep an eye out behind them as they moved.

“What do we do?” she hissed.

He shook his head, unsure of himself. The tau always hunted in packs. He doubted he could fight off a group of four or five of them, and a hunting party could be upwards of a dozen in strength. He needed to get Bylia to somewhere he could defend, if not somewhere safe.

It took him longer than it should have to realize they were forcing him along a predetermined path. The tau were monsters, vicious and mindless, but imbued with the instincts of predators. 

Damon could hear and see them through the fog to his left and right and coming upon them from behind. They were being chased into a trap. He was sure of it, but he could do nothing with that realization.

One of the tau grew bolder, striding forward through the fog and making a grab for Bylia. Damon swung his myrblade to the side, triggering the ice thorns and delivering a strike that left a frozen gash across the monster’s chest.

The exchange gave him a burst of confidence. He had his myrblade. Could he take the fight, or at least do enough damage to potentially scare them off? They were vicious, but not entirely without self-preservation instincts.

There was too much rustling, too many places for the tau to attack from. He had to be up against at least a dozen of them. He might be able to win in a straight fight, but he’d never stand a chance while simultaneously defending Bylia.

They kept going in the only direction open to them. Damon felt Bylia trip over a hidden tree root and had to lower his sword to help her back up. Another tau flew out from the veil of the fog. He slammed his foot into its face, knocking it back. It recovered almost instantly and nearly sank its teeth into his ankle.

“Hurry!” he shouted, pushing Bylia ahead. He slashed his myrblade in a downward arc, cleaving into the space between the tau’s neck and shoulder.

“Damon!” cried Bylia. “The river…”

He whirled around, realizing the situation as he attempted to follow her through the trees. The tau had forced them back to the bank of the Ladaberion. The pouring rain was in the early stages of flooding the river, and its current was swift and dangerous.

He let the ice thorns melt off his myrblade and sheathed the sword. He couldn’t fight the tau, which only left them with one option.

“What are you doing?” whispered Bylia. 

Damon had pulled her nearer to him and was quickly undoing one of the straps of her pack.

“Tying us together,” he said. “It’s not a sure thing. The river might snap us loose, but it’s better than nothing.”

“We’re going into the water?”

He never got a chance to answer. A blood curdling cry came from the fog as the tau closed in on them. Damon took Bylia’s hand tightly within his own and pulled her backward into the cold embrace of the churning river. 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
Damon knew that fleeing into the river was a calculated risk. As he felt the freezing water steal the breath from his lungs and nearly shock him senseless, he began wonder if he’d calculated correctly.

He mainly focused on keeping his head above the water and listening. Bylia was coughing, but close enough for him to easily grab and help. The hisses and howls of the tau were receding into the background. If they stayed afloat, they might stay alive.

Damon felt something strike his leg underneath the water. His body was already numb from the cold, and it was hard for him to tell how much pain he was actually in. They were at the complete mercy of the current, which had been strengthened by the rain.

The trick he’d done with their bags helped keep them together, at least, but it also made the mere act of floating into an awkward compromise. Bylia twisted and kicked in her efforts to tread water and keep her head clear. It was a constant tug that he fought the urge to resist.

The sound of the tau grew fainter as they were continuously swept down the river, but it was replaced by something else. Damon could see a flutter of mist across the river ahead of them, coupled with the ambient hiss of crashing water.

He’d seen enough of the Ladaberion River to know what it probably was. They were about to plunge over a waterfall. Even if it wasn’t one of the giant, dramatic drops common downriver, the shift in the water’s direction coupled with the potential of rocks at the top or the bottom would spell their death.

He swam toward the riverbank, pulling Bylia along with him. His arms were cold and slow to obey, but Bylia seemed to realize his intention and added her movements to the effort.

The bank was steep enough to make climbing out of the water into a complicated affair, especially with the river still intent on sweeping them to their doom. Damon caught hold of a tree branch poking out of a patch of mud and dirt. 

He held it tightly enough to arrest their motion through the water, but his strength felt meager against the will of the river. He felt Bylia pulling herself closer to him. She reached one arm by him, taking hold of the same tree and letting out a small grunt at the effort.

“Damon!” cried Myr. “Use me! Freeze the water!”

He almost dismissed the idea as too dangerous before realizing what she meant. Damon shifted to holding the tree root with his left hand and fumbled the sword out. He set the tip into the riverbank and, focusing his will, began to freeze a platform.

The ice was firmly anchored against the edge of the river and immovable. It was also lower than the safety of the riverbank and far easier for them to climb onto. Damon helped Bylia first before wriggling forward across the shockingly cold surface of the magically conjured ice.

They were both shivering to a level that nearly prevented them from doing anything else. He knew they still needed to move. The tau had a fantastic sense of smell. He and Bylia hadn’t escaped, they’d merely given themselves a decent head start.

“Come on!” shouted Bylia. She pulled him forward, leading him along the river. They began climbing down the slope next to the waterfall, and she gave him another pull, this time to the left.

There was a small cave opening hidden amidst the rocks, likely formed from years of erosion along the river’s former path. Damon followed Bylia in and was pleasantly surprised by the size of the space that awaited them.

“Would they find us in here?” asked Bylia.

Damon frowned and shook his head. “They might. If they follow our smell, we could simply be serving ourselves up to them.”

He glanced at the cave opening, wondering if there was any way for them to make it defendable. An idea came to him, and he put it into motion without hesitation. 

“What are you doing?” asked Bylia.

“Sealing us in.”

The cave’s opening was already damp from the constant spray of mist from the nearby waterfall. Damon used his myrblade to freeze and expand the latent condensation, forming a thin pane of ice that completely covered the cave’s opening at an angle which kept it from being visible from outside.

“Will that be enough to stop them?” asked Bylia.

He shook his head. “I doubt it would keep the tau from smashing through if they wanted in badly enough, but it might keep our smell from getting out. If they don’t smell us inside the cave, I doubt they’ll bother searching inside.”

He let out a breath, finally catching up with the state of his shivering body. With numb fingers, he untied their packs and began taking a closer look at the cave.

It was larger than their tent, with nearly enough room to stand up in and plenty of space to stretch out. There were bits of animal bones that suggested some other creature had once resided within, though nothing suggesting a recent occupant. 

Bylia shivered to the point of chattering her teeth. Damon brought out his quilt, but it, along with all of their supplies, was soaking wet. He spread out their sleeping pad instead, and the two of them huddled together across it, clinging together for what little warmth they had to share.

“We’ll be alright,” said Damon. “We’ll eat what we can of our food and wait out the rest of the afternoon and night.”

“Then what?” whispered Bylia. “What’s stopping them from finding us again? It’s not going to be an easy trek back through the forest to safety.”

Damon thought about how to express his own concerns. The active wildfires they’d seen in the distance before encountering the tau stood a real chance of preventing them from even having a straight path back to the farmstead. They were in serious trouble.

“I’ll reach out to my aesta,” he said. “The amulet she gave me was intended for these kinds of circumstances.”

“Will Malon be able to do anything from so far away?”

He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. She mentioned also being able to reach out to Ria. If Ria’s nearby, we might be able to meet up with her. She’s a tempester, and in this kind of weather, she’d be invaluable against the tau.”

Bylia nodded slowly, but even in the dark of the cave, Damon could sense her interest. It was as though he could see the song ideas written on her face as she rubbed her hands together and blew into them for warmth.

He turned his attention toward searching through his pack, eventually finding their lantern and fire-starting gear. The lantern’s interior had, by some miracle, stayed mostly dry, and after a few minutes of effort, Damon managed to get it lit. It didn’t give off much heat, but the warm glow it brought to the dark cave warmed their spirits, if nothing else. 

“I’m so cold,” whispered Bylia.

“It’ll warm up in here eventually. Let’s just stay close and try to rest until it does.”

He took off all of his wet clothing aside from his undershorts, and Bylia followed his example. Putting on the amulet Malon had given him, Damon spread out across the sleeping pad and pulled Bylia into a gentle embrace.

He didn’t have much success at getting to sleep, at least not at first. It wasn’t until he’d stopped shivering enough to feel damp and uncomfortable that he finally managed to slow his breathing. He hugged Bylia tighter and allowed himself to drift off.

 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
Damon’s dream was a shifting collage of experience and memory. The tower featured prominently, along with his experiences as a gladiator. He felt himself weaving in and out of the arena, catching glimpses of moments against faceless opponents. 

He was back in the tent on the road outside Avaricia as he reentered lucidity. It was a scene that he remembered with perfect clarity, and he knew who would be with him even before she’d sat up and looked in his direction.

“Solas,” whispered Malon. “You put the amulet on.”

It was a statement, rather than a question.

“I did,” he said.

He looked over at her as she sat up, pulling an arm across her bare breasts and shifting her legs closed.

“Would you mind explaining to your aesta why you’re dreaming of her naked?” she asked.

He felt his ears burn at the accusation in her voice, gentle as her tone was. He couldn’t stop his reply from being defensive and slightly sharp.

“I would think that a wise, mature woman such as yourself would be able to work that out,” he said.

“Solas!” She shot him a stern glare, but it faded into concern as quickly as it arrived. 

“Sorry,” he muttered. “Is it… truly you?”

“It is,” said Malon. She gave him a smile and repositioned herself, still distracted by the task of covering her nudity. 

“How do I know?” he asked. “Could this simply be a manifestation of my hopes?”

“You’ll be able to tell once the spell ends,” she whispered. “Your dream will continue under your control from where it left off.”

Damon felt a perverted sigh sneak onto his face. “From… exactly where it left off?”

“Solas,” sighed Malon, clearly annoyed. “Never mind. What’s happened? Are you in danger?”

He struggled to answer her question, feeling a gap in his awareness. It was like trying to remember a dream after it ended, grasping for details and trying to work out a sequence of events.

“We were… attacked,” he said.

“By the Remenai?”

He shook his head. “The tau, I think.”

Malon’s concern was clear. She drew closer to him, taking one of his hands into hers. The movement forced her to keep her breasts contained with just one arm, and Damon found it nearly impossible to focus on the situation through the sight of her nudity.

“Keep going, solas,” said Malon.

“They… took us by surprise.” He shifted, realizing only then that he was naked, too. “There was only so much I could do with my sword.”

“Were either you or Bylia injured?” Malon set her hand on his chest, as though feeling for injuries.

Damon shook his head. “We’re alright.”

He let his hand settle on her thigh, noticing the flutter of excitement it sent through her. The idea of their interaction simply being a dream distorted his sense of control, along with his inhibitions.

“I’m… limited in the actions I can take to help you,” she said. “There’s little I can do myself from here in the tower, but I can reach out to Ria.”

Damon let his thumb caress her knee, trying to think through his growing sense of excitement. “Will she be willing to help?”

“Of course!” said Malon. “She loves you. Her concern transcends your recent drama and friction.”

“We’ve had a lot of friction. It’s felt at times like we’re just banging together whenever we have a conflict.”

“She’ll understand,” she whispered. “All of us do.”

Damon nodded, feeling so grateful, not just her, but for Ria and Vel. He let his hand slide further up her thigh. He knew he had an erection as much from the sensation of his hardness as from the expression on Malon’s face and the steadfast manner in which she kept her eyes from glancing toward his crotch. 

“I should let you get back to your dream, if there’s nothing else,” she whispered.

“Sure. This is one of my favorite memories to dream about, you know.”

Malon blushed and turned her gaze away from him. “This is the night we shared a tent in Avaricia after you faced one of your father’s debtors, isn’t it?”

“I dream about what happened between us in that tent often, aesta. I can’t stop myself from dreaming about it.”

“The contents of your dreams aren’t your fault,” she said. “I won’t blame you for the way that night… must have lingered in your mind. I hope you still maintain some boundaries within them, at least.”

“You’re asking about the things I do to you in these dreams?” He tightened his grip on her thigh, taking a firm, possessive hold.

“Your dreams are your business, solas.”

“If you were curious,” he said, slowly. “You could easily find out.”

She stared him, saying nothing, leaving far too much room for him to work with in her hesitation. Damon slid closer, brushing his hand across her cheek. He kissed her, feeling her lips moving eagerly against his.

“I’m using my magic right now, solas,” she whispered. “It’s brazen of you to be so forward when I’m in… this kind of state.”

“I’m often brazen with you in my dreams, aesta.”

He saw her eyes narrow even as her lips shifted into a reluctant, lustful smile. Damon gave her a quick kiss, followed by a longer one, letting his hands run over her body as her defense slowly melted away. He cupped one of her large breasts as his arousal ran away with his thinking. So soft and warm and perfect.

“You forget yourself, solas,” she whispered. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m dreaming. We both are. It’s all just a dream.”

He kissed her again before she could reply, letting himself grow bolder. He guided her down onto their bedroll, ignoring her scowl. Her large, pale breasts fell at lewd, lopsided angles. He planted a kiss on each of them and then one on her lips as he slid himself in between her open thighs.

He knew it was dumb, but he let the head of his cock brush against the folds of her womanhood. The face Malon made was one of the hottest things he’d ever seen in his entire life. Her mouth lulled open, and her eyes seemed caught in between glassing over and opening completely.

“Solas,” she whispered, with a shake of her head. “It’s time for both of us to wake up.”

Her words were like the sunrise and the incessant chirping of early morning birds. He saw her favor him with a slightly guilty smile as the tent and the dream faded away as easily as a sand drawing swept off by rogue wave. 

Damon groaned as he returned to true reality. He was damp, he was exhausted, and unlike when he’d first laid down, he was alone on the bedroll. Bylia sat with her back against the cave wall, watching him with folded arms.

“Damon,” she said, softly. “You… were talking in your sleep.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
It took Damon a moment to realize the importance of what Bylia had just said. He tried to run through all of the words he’d spoken aloud to Malon, but it was hard to remember. The memory of the dream was like the memory of any dream, malleable, spurious, and prone to slipping away the more he tried to hold on to it.

“Well,” he said. “The amulet works. I spoke with my aesta.”

“So I heard.” Bylia had a strange look on her face. “You seemed… very active in your discussion with her.”

“I suppose.”

Her eyes brimmed with questions and accusations. “Damon. You mentioned sharing a tent with her at one point.”

He didn’t say anything. He was so frustrated with how hard it was to remember the dream, despite it having just ended.

“She’s my aesta. We’ve traveled together. We’ve shared tents together. There’s nothing unusual about that.”

“No,” said Bylia. “You said that you dreamed about what happened between the two of you in the tent.”

Again, he said nothing.

“Was it the same tent that we’ve been using?” asked Bylia.

He could see the direction her thoughts were headed. The tent was tiny, barely large enough for two people. Between his lurid mumblings and Bylia’s basic intuition, there was no way she wasn’t on the verge of putting it all together.

Even worse, he felt as though his silence was as damning as any answer could be. He swiped a hand through the air, feeling anger and frustration rising in his throat.

“What does it matter?” he snapped. “You’re trying to make sense of whatever nonsense I said during a dream I can’t even remember.”

“I’ve noticed how you are with her, Damon. It’s been hard for me to explain away some of those little, nagging oddities. You’re so close, and you have this… rapport that I just can’t—”

“What are you even suggesting, Bylia?” He folded his arms, getting defensive and irrational. “This is ridiculous.”

“It isn’t,” she said, shaking her head. “I won’t let you make this seem like an illusion of my emotions. Damon, if you feel anything for me, then you’ll tell me this honestly. Do you love Malon, or are you in love with her?”

He didn’t answer. There was no way he could after Malon’s warning. Even if he could explain it in a way that Bylia might understand, there was no telling what the future might hold. It wasn’t his secret to tell.

At the same time, he couldn’t lie to her. She would see through him in an instant if he made any sort of attempt at deception. He’d be lying through his teeth with callous, cruel words. He cared too much to do that.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. It wasn’t an answer, but at the very least, it wasn’t a lie.

Bylia took a slow breath. She looked so much younger in that moment, more like the Bylia he’d known years before than the confident songstress who’d captured his heart in the Smoke and Stage.

“I’m going to sleep,” she said. “I’d like for you to bring me back to Morotai tomorrow.”

*** 
They didn’t say much to each other when they awoke the next morning. Damon unfroze the cave’s entrance only to discover a comfortable, sunny day awaiting them on the other side. He picked through his damp pack for the food that was the least wet, sharing some fruit and soggy oats with Bylia.

She didn’t thank him or say anything. Damon sensed what she must be feeling, and he felt more culpable for the state of her mood the more he thought about it. 

If she was genuinely assuming that he and Malon were having an illicit affair, to her, it must seem as though she’d been the butt of a joke. As though Damon would go back to the tower and share all the details of their adventure with Malon and perhaps even Vel, passing on Bylia’s secrets while refusing to open up with his.

They traveled west along with edge of the Ladaberion River. Damon was mindful of the threat of the tau, stopping every few hundred feet to listen and watch the edge of the trees. He could still see and smell smoke in the distance and knew it wouldn’t be a straightforward path back to the farmstead even if they did manage to avoid the monsters.

Hours passed. The smoke forced them to meander more so than the fires themselves. Damon was still keen on trying to use his myrblade to freeze a path through the heat if he could, except getting to the point where it would be an option felt impossible. The wind’s direction seemed intent on blowing smoke directly into their faces.

“I saw something!” hissed Bylia. It was late afternoon, and they’d been hiking all day. Bylia had maintained her silence, and her brief words represented the first time she’d spoken to him since the start of the day. Her voice sounded thin and worried. 

Damon drew his myrblade, facing the direction she indicated. They were still by the river, and he searched the dense forest for any sign of movement. A branch shifted a hundred feet in front of them. He stepped forward, setting himself up so the water wasn’t so directly to his back.

“Not here to fight,” called a gruff, but feminine voice. “Reef Diggins, at your service. Scout extraordinaire and a member of the Ocean Crosses.”

Damon lowered his myrblade but made no attempt to sheathe it just yet. “What are you doing out here?”

“I could ask you the same thing, but I suppose there’s no reason not to go first,” said Reef. “My company and I have a contract to secure an outpost in this region of the Malagantyan.”

She stepped out of the forest and into the sun. She was tall, with short reddish-brown hair and freckles. She wore leather armor that was heavily weathered and traveled, and she carried half a dozen daggers in addition to the short bow across her back.

“Is your camp nearby?” asked Bylia. “My traveling companion and I are in need of some help, or at least guidance on how to make it back toward the coast.”

“Aye, they’re nearby, miss…?”

“Bylia Benicia,” she said. “And he’s Damon Al-Kendras.”

Reef raised an eyebrow at that. “Damon Al-Kendras… I feel as though I’ve heard that name before. Ah, no matter. If you’ll follow me, I can show you to the outpost.”

She waved a hand toward the trees and started off. Damon put his myrblade away, but he hesitated before falling into step.

“What’s your sense of her?” he asked Bylia, in a low voice. “It is starting to get late, but we can’t be sure she’s telling the truth, can we?”

Bylia didn’t even bother answering him, instead moving to follow Reef into the forest. Damon scowled and went after her, suppressing a sliver of unease.

Reef chatted amiably with Bylia about everything from flowers, to insect collecting, to shoes as the two women walked side by side. Damon followed behind them, feeling as though he needed to double his caution as they slackened theirs. 

It took them a little over an hour to reach the outpost. It was a stark reminder of how dense and secluded the Malagantyan truly was for Damon and Bylia to have been adventuring so nearby without being alerted to its presence.

A simple wooden palisade ringed a small clearing, each log stake sharpened to a spike point at the top. A pair of guards leaned against the main door, both stirring upright as Damon and the others made their appearance.

“Found some lost travelers,” called Reef. “The captain will want to chat with the man before we let them in.”

“I’ll fetch him,” said one of the guards, slipping through the wooden gate.

Damon exchanged a glance with Bylia that felt unproductive before turning to face Reef.

“Anything we should know about your captain before we meet him?” he asked, his unease deepening.

“He’s pretty reasonable, but he’s also got a hell of a temper,” said Reef. “Be straight with him. And for the love of Rovahn and Leandra, don’t make any jokes about his wife, even if he brings her up first.”

Damon nodded slowly at that. The captain didn’t arrive alone, but in a group of his fellow mercenaries, at least a few more than Damon could handle by himself. The fact that he was outnumbered was secondary to the man’s heavy steel armor, which looked unsettlingly familiar.

“Damon Al-Kendras,” boomed the captain. “How interesting to run into you again here, of all places.”

The man’s voice was what brought the true nature of the situation into focus. They had met before, and it had been in the arena.

“Salmon Ban-Tellmore,” said Damon, feeling his throat go a bit dry.

He’d beaten Salmon in one of his matches in the arena during the Honorshade Tournament. He’d taunted Salmon in exactly the manner which Reef had just specifically warned against, calling him out on his ability to satisfy his wife.

Damon stared into the hulking old man’s face. There was no humor in his expression, nothing but brute consideration and narrowed eyes. The ground seemed to shake as he stepped forward, armor plates shifting and grinding. He wasn’t carrying his maul, but with a dozen armed men waiting on his next command, it hardly mattered.

“What do we think of this man, swimmers?” asked Salmon. “Some of you were with me for the Honorshade Tournament. Some of you saw how he won.”

A few of the men murmured to each other, but even they seemed too intimidated by their captain’s aura to voice their thoughts at a volume that might attract his attention.

“Damon Al-Kendras!” shouted Salmon. “I walk with a limp and bleed into my socks because of you!”

Salmon lifted an arm over his head. It took every ounce of willpower for Damon to keep from drawing his myrblade. There was no way he could take on the entire company, but perhaps he could at least buy enough time for Bylia to escape?

Salmon’s arm came down… into an outstretched offer of a handshake. Damon stared at the other blankly before reaching out and taking his hand with a firm grip.

“Well fought, young gladiator,” said Salmon. “Welcome to my outpost. You certainly are confident, perhaps foolishly so, to be wandering about the Malagantyan with just a sword and a pretty woman on hand.”

Damon grinned as relief flooded over him. “I don’t disagree with that. I grew up on the edge of the Malagantyan. I suppose familiarity can sometimes lead us astray.”

Salmon laughed, and his men laughed, and Damon laughed. He and Bylia walked alongside Reef and the others as they made their way into the camp.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
The outpost was a simple, but rugged collection of tents, supplies, and people. Several mercenaries carried wood to a large fire set up in the center of the camp. A pair of men were butchering and preparing a dead boar for that night’s dinner, one of them sharpening a chef’s knife on a whetstone while the other chopped the animal into more manageable pieces.

“Let’s speak in my tent, Damon,” said Salmon. “I’d like to get your thoughts on a few matters which you might have some knowledge on.”

Damon nodded, but he shot a glance toward Bylia, who’d stayed close to his side ever since they’d stepped into the palisade.

“I’ll keep your wife company,” said Reef, flashing a knowing smile. “Though she’s got nothing to worry about from the men. They can be a handsy bunch in town, but they’d never dream of overstepping themselves around someone who the captain obviously respects.”

“Good to know, but I’m not his wife,” said Bylia, through gritted teeth.

Reef shrugged. Salmon was already walking toward one of the larger tents near the far end of the palisade. Damon fell into step alongside him, feeling as though he had to walk twice as fast to match the old man’s pace. He wondered if the comment he’d made about having a limp had been a bit overstated.

“I take it you traveled in from the southwest?” asked Salmon.

“Yeah. From near the town of Morotai.”

“I passed through there a few days ago with some of my men,” said Salmon. “Nice little hamlet.”

Several wooden stools were arranged within Salmon’s tent around a map of the area that appeared to still be a work in progress. Damon saw the curving Ladaberion River, along with a few markings further north with question marks and scribblings labeling them as potential Remenai outposts.

He let his eyes settle approximately on where the tower would have been. There was a tiny X there, labeled as “tower farmstead”. Accurate, but only a sliver of the whole truth. 

Salmon pulled out a bottle of dark liquor and poured them each a glass. He passed one to Damon, clinking a toast before taking a sip of his own.

“Tell me the truth, Damon,” said Salmon. “What are you doing out here?”

“The truth is simple,” he said. “Bylia and I were in the mood for an adventure. She wanted to see more of the Malagantyan. I wasn’t expecting the forest to be quite so active.”

“Fair enough.” Salmon set his glass down on his knee. “What have you run into? It’s my job to stay abreast of any threats that might need to be handled in the area.”

“Highlander tau. I assume you have some experience with them, if you’re out here. They attacked us in number yesterday.”

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Salmon. “In number? Can you be more specific than that? How many of the blasted things were there?”

“I saw at least a dozen, but I’m aware of how they hunt,” he said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the pack numbers closer to fifty, maybe even a hundred.”

Salmon took a long sip of his liquor. Damon tried his and recoiled. It was insipidly strong stuff.

“Stinger!” barked Salmon. “Marlon! Clownfish!”

Three men hurried into the tent, each offering up a stiff salute.

“I want each of you three to run an extra patrol around the palisade tonight,” said Salmon. “You can come home once it gets dark, but use what’s left of the daylight to ensure that there aren’t any surprises waiting for us nearby.”

“Yes, Captain,” said all three in unison.

They departed from the tent. Salmon strode back over to the liquor bottle and began refilling his cup.

“You know, I wasn’t aware that this outpost existed,” said Damon. “Which is a little strange. As I said, I am familiar with this region of the Malagantyan. You and your men are recent arrivals.”

“You could have guessed that from the recency of our battle in the arena,” pointed out Salmon.

“That doesn’t make me wrong.”

Salmon snorted. He let his fingers tap along the edge of his glass, seeming to take Damon’s measure as he stared at him.

“Are you looking for work, Damon?” he asked.

“I suppose that would depend on what it would entail.”

“Anything from accurate information to an able sword arm,” said Salmon. “Tell me. Do you know what a crest sorcerer is?”

The question caught him completely off guard, but he didn’t let it show on his face. He didn’t know Salmon well enough to feel confident lying to him with words, but he didn’t trust him well enough to be honest. He shook his head.

“A crest sorcerer is an agent of one of the Forsaken,” said Salmon. “My men and I are just a single company of a much larger mercenary army based out of Hearthold. We serve King Antoine, but our contract is with the Godking, and he has taken an interest in the crest sorcerers operating across Veridan’s Curve.”

“He’s hunting them, in other words,” said Damon.

“Not exactly. He just wants information. He seems to think that the Malagantyan may be of interest to the other Forsaken, for whatever reason.”

Damon nodded slowly. The marks on the map within Salmon’s tent seemed far more worrying and ominous to him. Was the “tower farmstead” marked simply for the sake of completion, or did Salmon know about Malon?

“So,” continued the old captain, “if you have any information on these crest sorcerers, Damon, we would be willing to pay you a fair price in silver. It would have to be verifiable, of course, but the offer is real.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Damon, forcing a smile. “In truth, Bylia and I were on our way out of the Malagantyan when we encountered your scout.”

“Ah, but of course,” chuckled Salmon. “She’s quite the looker! Reminds me a bit of my wife. I can send you out with Reef and a couple of my bruisers as an escort tomorrow morning. They’ll get you home safely.”

“I would appreciate that.”

He felt a small flair of paranoia as he considered the generosity of Salmon’s offer against his interest in crest sorcerers. If Salmon did know about Malon and Damon’s connection to her, could the offer be a ruse, a way of having him lead Salmon’s men directly to the tower?

Of course, it was already marked on his map. Reef and a few mercenaries wouldn’t pose much threat, if any, to Malon, especially not with Damon fighting by her side. He finished his glass of liquor with a grimace and shook Salmon’s hand again before leaving the tent.

He found Bylia sitting alone on a log bench situated around the main fire. He was intercepted by Reef and another mercenary on his way over to her. A scrawny man with a broad smile greeted him with a small, but respectful bow.

“I just want to say, I saw your arena fight against the captain,” said the man. “You have my utmost respect.”

“Damon, this is my brother, Coral,” said Reef. “He doesn’t give praise easily, but he’s also a bit of a prat, so it doesn’t mean much.”

“Fuck off, Reef,” said Coral.

Damon nodded, feeling rather endeared to the two mercenaries. “What’s with the names?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re all ocean themed, aren’t you?” he said. “Reef, Coral, Salmon, Clownfish, even.”

“Ah,” said Reef. “It’s a tradition, of sorts. The Captain used to serve with King Antoine, who had a habit of mocking him for his unusual given name. Everyone who joins the Ocean Crosses takes on a nickname to match. No real reason for it anymore, other than for show.”

“What’s your real name, then?” asked Damon.

“You’re really going to hit on my sister when you have a woman like that waiting for you across the grass?” said Coral, laughing. His voice was loud and boisterous, and Damon saw Bylia turning to look at them after overhearing.

“True Divine,” he muttered. “I wasn’t… I mean, it was just a question.”

“Coral, I’m going to be hitting on you if you don’t shut your mouth, and not with words,” snapped Reef. “I’ll be hitting on you with the pommel of my dagger.”

“Yeah, I gathered that much, sis,” muttered Coral.

“Damon, my real name is Yvelna,” said Reef. “Feel free to call me whichever you prefer.”

She flashed him a pretty smile. Damon looked back toward Bylia, who seemed to be on the verge of sulking, and he tried to steer their group in her direction.

As it turned out, Coral hadn’t been the only member of the Ocean Crosses to witness the match between him and Salmon. Damon was pulled into another group of men, one of whom thrusted a mug of beer into his hand and urged him to tell the story from his point of view. He grinned, flattered and a bit swept up in the attention.

“I could tell that Salmon was going to be one of the hardest opponents I ever faced,” he said. “A single glance at his stance was enough to tell me that the only chance I stood at winning was to get creative.”

“He’s a beast!” shouted one of the men. “You should see him on the battlefield. He just moves from one opponent to the next.”

“He’s methodical about it,” offered another man. “He doesn’t have that battle rage, really. It’s more just taking care of business for him. We were sure he’d be taking care of you, just the same.”

“Tell us a story, Damon!” shouted the first man.

The rest of the group soon took up the suggestion as a chant. Damon grinned, shaking his head and sipping his beer. It wasn’t as though he didn’t have a few stories to tell. He was still wary of the mercenaries, as friendly and unassuming as they seemed.

“What about your companion?” asked Reef. “Does she have any stories to tell, or songs to sing?”

Bylia had drawn near enough to overhear the merriment, and she answered for herself. “It just so happens that I’m a songstress.”

A few of the men and women whistled or made otherwise appreciative noises.

“Would you mind if she sang some songs for us, Damon?” asked Reef.

“I can answer for myself,” said Bylia stiffly. She gave an odd, borderline humorless smile. “I would love to sing for your company, if you’d have me.”

 A chorus of cheers went up from the mercenaries. Damon smiled and tried to catch Bylia’s eye. If anything, her voice would only further cement the impression they were leaving on the Ocean Crosses. He wondered if making friends with a mercenary outpost might pay off down the line.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
Damon took a seat on a log next to Reef as Bylia made her way to the center of the encampment. She stood in front of the fire, close enough for the flames to give her a noticeably long shadow, holding the attention of the fifty or so people there, mostly men.

She had the poise and confidence of an experienced performer, which Damon could easily recognize from his time in the ring. Her presence brought the crowd into a state of patient, but expectant, silence. She held her hands in front of her, loosely clasped, with calm, almost coy posture.

The crowd sucked in a collective breath as she began to sing. Damon had forgotten how beautiful her voice was. There was a strength to it, raw power in a very real sense. 

He remembered all the times he’d listened to her sing back when she’d been younger and traveling with his former troupe. He remembered their reunion in the Smoke and Stage, the way she’d intrigued him on that eventful night.

He didn’t have to see the faces of the men nearby, illuminated in the pale green light of the ghost moon, to know that he wasn’t the only one currently lusting over her. Damon had seen how quick men were to leer at Bylia when she performed. 

She’d always shut them down with her playful intelligence. He loved that about her, too. A niggling part of his brain wondered if he’d see her pushing off her various suitors later that night. He wasn’t so naïve to simply assume she’d pass over the opportunity to make him jealous by flirting with some handsome mercenary, or perhaps taking it even further.

Except, Bylia wasn’t, and had never been, that type of woman. The first song she broke into was Antoine’s Charge, a choice almost perfectly suited for a group of Merinian fighting men and women. Bylia tapped out a rhythm with her foot as she sang, and the crowd clapped and stomped along in time.

She was beautiful. The firelight illuminated her brown locks from behind, giving her fair hair a vibrant, haloed quality. She swayed and danced as she sang, skirts fluttering, breasts moving with small, but interesting bounces.

She looked at everyone. Everyone, except for him. Damon knew she intended it as a slight, but it had the opposite effect. It felt as though he was staring directly into her eyes, watching her resist the urge to blush. As though she was the one hyper-aware of his gaze. He wondered if that might have been exactly the case.

The crowd boomed with applause as she ended her song, taking a moment to smile and compose herself before beginning another. The Blacksmith’s Daughter, much like her previous choice, was one that most soldiers and mercenaries had heard enough times to know the lyrics.

Damon could sense the conflict within the crowd between drunkenly bellowing out the words and staying silent to better hear her melody. He knew they could sense her talent. There was no better gauge for the truly talented songstresses than whether they could bring a group of inebriated people to this state, too enthralled to do anything but listen.

Bylia ended her second song, grinning as the crowd gave her an even healthier round of applause. She looked at Damon then, catching him off guard with both her expression and the sudden focus of her attention.

“I have one more for you tonight,” she said. “It’s an original song. I’ve only just begun working on it. It’s a song about…” She hesitated, glancing away. “…the dark side of love. I call it… Sin and Soil.”

Bylia had returned to avoiding his gaze, and she seemed slightly unsettled as she began to sing. The first note wavered, but the second was true.

He didn’t hear the lyrics, at least not at first. When he finally began to listen, to really hear what she was singing, he started shaking his head. His breath caught in his throat, and his stomach seemed to twist and rise and threaten rebellion. 

It was everything Malon had feared, and True Divine, it was beautiful. It was horrifying. It was his story, warts and scars and perversions laid out in perfect harmony and rhyme. 

She didn’t call him or anyone else out by name, but she seemed to know almost everything. She sang about him and Malon, Vel, and even Ria, despite never having met her. She sang about his lusts with such a personal familiarity that it cut twice as deep, if not ten times deeper.

Damon felt as though everyone in the crowd was staring at him. He sagged low on the log, barely breathing and actively losing his composure. Bylia wasn’t the type of woman who’d flirt with someone else to hurt him. No, Bylia would just go ahead and sing his song.

And finally, she looked at him as she did it. Damon wasn’t proud of how angry and hurt his own reaction was as he met her eyes, watching her mock him in front of a crowd. His hot emotion faded into something far more somber as he acknowledged the truth underlying her lyrics. 

Her song was, in fact, a tragedy. She was singing about a man who was doomed by his own emotions. There was a such thing as loving too much, too deeply, and in all the wrong ways. The protagonist of Bylia’s song had done just that. Damon had done just that, multiple times, with multiple women that he cared about.

He closed his eyes, finally feeling himself unfreeze from the spell of her voice. He stood up and moved away from the camp’s main fire, over to a water barrel with a ladle hanging from the side. He could still hear Bylia launching into the last verse. He tried to block it out as he took a cup of water and splashed it onto his face.

He didn’t want to hear it. He couldn’t let himself hear it. In that moment, Damon wondered if anyone had ever done anything crueler to him across his entire life. 

It felt as though Bylia’s song had broken something inside of him. Except, that wasn’t it. He’d already been broken, and maybe now he was just seeing himself through her eyes.

“You look… unwell.”

He turned around to find Reef standing behind him, frowning uncertainly. Damon took a breath and did his best to compose himself.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Just a bit worn out from the journey.”

“Sure.” She smiled and folded her arms. “Our company does a fair amount of traveling. I know how it can be occasionally, when it’s just the same rhythm, the same people, day in and day out.”

He nodded, but he wasn’t really listening to her. “Thanks.”

“Here.” Reef stepped closer, pulling out a small leather drinking flask from within her shirt. “Drink with me.”

“I think I’m good, for now.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “My father used to have this saying about how to approach aimless nights. There’s a time for winking, a time for thinking, and a time for—”

A sharp, panicked scream came from somewhere outside the palisade, resounding with enough volume to interrupt even Bylia’s song. Damon searched for its origin even as he drew his myrblade.

“Monsters!” came another scream. “We’re under attack!”

There was more yelling as Salmon attempted to bring a semblance of order to his company. The tau came over the walls not just in one place, but from many. The attack was approaching from all directions, and as far as Damon could tell, the edge of the camp was already indefensible.

He ran toward where he’d last seen Bylia in front of the fire. Even simply telling friend from foe was a struggle amid the dancing shadows and encroaching darkness. A gurgling snarl came from his left. Damon turned and swung, catching a tau that had been diving forward to sink its teeth into him by the neck with his blade.

He turned back toward the main fire in time to see a man fall under the crush of attacking monsters. Damon knew at a glance that it was already too late for him to help. The sound of the man screaming as the tau sank their teeth into his flesh would haunt his nightmares.

For the next few minutes, he could do nothing beyond defend himself, to the best of his ability. He couldn’t even make use of Myr’s enchantment, pressed on all sides as he was. 

The ice thorns would have been too unwieldy in the chaotic environment, and freezing the tau wasn’t helpful when he was already swinging with enough strength to drop each with one hit.

He never stopped searching for Bylia, but each time he thought he’d spotted her, another tau would attack and force his attention elsewhere. A group of mercenaries had formed a small fighting unit, led by a large man whom Damon could only assume to be Salmon. 

He considered making his way toward them in hopes of finding Bylia, safe and sound. A low, rumbling howl came from across the encampment before he could, however.

One of the tau stood taller than the others by at least a head. Damon would have dismissed the difference as a meaningless physical characteristic if not for the poise with which the giant tau moved. It was slow, methodical, and commanding. In a literal sense, he realized. It was pointing and grunting at the other tau as though directly leading the attack.

Someone darted out from where they’d been hiding within one of the camp’s tents. Damon recognized Bylia from her silhouette, skirts bunched up and hair tossed over her shoulders. She tried to sprint toward the safety of the main fire. The giant tau was upon her in an instant.

“No!” screamed Damon. 

He ran toward her, myrblade ready to strike away the monster as it closed in. Another tau leapt at him, taking advantage of his distracted state and crashing into his shoulder. Damon threw it to the ground and slashed it across the neck, spinning to defend against another of the monsters at it rushed from a different angle.

By the time he looked back toward Bylia, she was already on the ground. Damon’s heart sank, but he noticed something different about her. She hadn’t been bitten or eaten, but tied up. There was another captive next to her, struggling against tight bonds across wrists and ankles.

More tau flooded into the camp, a number that made defeat seem like a foregone conclusion. There were at least a hundred of them, attacking and swarming like hungry locusts. A group of half a dozen pressed toward Damon from all sides. He fended them off with frantic sword swings, fighting for space, rather than kills.

Each time he glanced toward Bylia and the giant tau, she was further away from him. The highlander tau were taking captives. He’d never heard of anything like that before, and he didn’t want to consider what it meant. 

“Bylia!” he shouted. 

He tried to push through the battlefield toward her, but the tau blocked his path in endless numbers. The giant tau and the group of monsters under its command carried the captives, including Bylia, out through the encampment’s gate.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
The battle within the mercenary camp didn’t end so much as shift attackers and defenders. The tau began to pull back after long minutes of savaging the camp. Damon, now fighting alongside Salmon and Coral, tried to push after them.

“They’re outside the gate!” boomed Salmon. “Regroup! Watch the wall for any trying to come back over!”

“They took my sister!” shouted Coral. “We can’t just let them—”

Salmon cuffed the man hard across the side of his head. “That’s an order!”

In truth, Damon was of the same mind. The idea of allowing the tau to make off with Bylia felt like giving her up for dead, and for good reason. He needed to follow them, no matter what. But he also needed to be smart about it.

While Salmon was still organizing what remained of his mercenaries, Damon found his pack and began borrowing the supplies he’d need from the camp. 

He refilled his waterskin. He wiped tau blood off his sword, eliciting an appreciative sigh from Myr. He exchanged some of his damp and ruined food for dry bread and slices of the roasted boar, nearly forgotten over the fire amid the chaos.

He was ready to go within ten minutes. Salmon saw him heading for the gate and called out to him, catching him before he could slip out of the camp unseen.

“Damon,” he said. “I know what you must be feeling in your heart right now. But you need to be reasonable, lad. Think about this.”

“There’s nothing to think about,” said Damon.

Coral had made his way over and nodded in agreement. “He’s right. I can’t just leave Reef. I have to go, too.”

“You can barely stand!” bellowed Salmon. He gave Coral a small push, which illustrated his point as the other man crumpled to one knee. “In case you forgot, you take orders from me!”

“I’ll track them,” said Damon. “You get what’s left of your men together and follow in my wake tomorrow. I’ll leave markings along their path to make sure you don’t lose the trail.”

“This is a fool’s errand,” said Salmon. “If you know anything about the Malagantyan, you know how the highlander tau are. Taking captives… it’s not something I’ve ever heard them to do. As much as we both wish it wasn’t so, it’s likely that the people they took from us are already dead.”

“Shut up!” Coral stumbled to his feet and made an ineffectual attempt at pushing Salmon, who neatly sidestepped.

“Whether you bring your mercenaries after the tau is up to you,” said Damon. “Just as whether I follow them is up to me.”

“It’s suicide by another name,” said Salmon, shaking his head. “I could stop you from doing this. My men would restrain you if I ordered them to.”

Damon still had his myrblade out. He swung it to the side, briefly manifesting the ice thorns for effect. Salmon blinked and raised an eyebrow, but his reaction was otherwise muted.

“I’m heading after Bylia,” said Damon. “I’ll do what I can for Reef, as well. I need to leave now. I’ve already given them too much of a head start.”

Salmon let out a low sigh and gave a reluctant nod. “Coral, fetch him a torch. Along with some of the crimmor bark. Chew it when you start to get tired, lad. It’ll give you a burst of energy.”

With a lit torch in hand, Damon set out from the mercenary camp. He kept his full attention on following the trail of the tau. For the most part, it was easy. Some of the monsters had clearly been wounded, and he might have been able to make his way off the blood trails alone, even ignoring the disturbed undergrowth and broken branches. 

They’d also been kind enough to tread a path for him on their way through. He was confident enough after a few minutes to follow at a jogging pace. The forest was pitch black, with the natural canopy choking out the light of Eldritch and the stars. His torch didn’t cast much light, and he knew it wouldn’t last forever, but it was his lifeline amidst the shadowed trees.

He felt like a complete fool for leading her into the Malagantyan as he had, practically offering her up to the dangers of the New North. He blamed himself, but he made an effort to avoid falling into the trap of self-pity.

Funnily enough, it was her song that he used to distract himself from his worry and uncertainty. He replayed it endlessly in his head, surprised at how well he remembered the words. Despite how raw it had left him when he first heard it, and despite how many of his secrets were anonymously contained within its lyrics, it was actually quite catchy.

There was so much he still needed to say to Bylia. Apologies, explanations, the truth behind his feelings for her and his feelings for others. He refused to let her die, which carried into each step he took, feet pounding against grass and dirt even as his body approached total exhaustion.

The signs he left for Salmon and his men mostly consisted of gouging the ground with his sword, leaving vaguely arrow shaped pointers indicating the direction of the tau. He let his mind wander as the hours slowly dragged on. 

If he did catch up with the tau on his own, could there be an angle of attack that would let him overwhelm them? Could he use his myrblade to freeze through the entire pack and rescue Bylia?

Damon gave pursuit until his torch burned down to the handle. He was too exhausted to attempt to light his lantern or try to do anything else other than lean his back against the trunk of a tree. He pulled on the amethyst dreamspell amulet Malon had given him and closed his eyes.

*** 
Damon was surprised when he awoke early the next morning after a dreamless, Malon-less sleep. He turned the amulet over in his fingers as he rose to his feet on aching legs.

It was possible that he’d simply been too exhausted to dream, or perhaps too worried about Bylia to keep his focus on Malon for long enough to play his part in establishing the connection. There was also a chance that Malon had been reaching out to Ria, given what she’d said about attempting to send her Damon’s way to help.

He needed Ria more than ever, though it pained him to accept it. He imagined her scowling at him in response to being asked to help him rescue another woman that he cared for. A woman who he’d been all but courting, really.

The birds were insipid in their cheerful chirping. The sky was clear, and beams of sunlight snuck through the canopy overhead, glinting off the dew clinging to the thin grass and bushes of the lower forest. There wasn’t even any smoke that he could see on the horizon.

It pained him to consider how differently his and Bylia’s adventure would have gone if they’d managed to avoid the tau for just a day longer than they had. He knew it was a dangerous path to let his thoughts go down, and he focused on eating breakfast, instead.

He set off as soon as he could, still fatigued from the day before. His pursuit settled into a different pace, less frantic and more deliberate than the night before. Damon followed the trail of the tau slowly and methodically.

It was calming in a way he wouldn’t have expected. He felt the forest reward him for using all his senses. He smelled a tree with a dark smear across it, recognizing tau blood. He spotted a misshapen footprint in a patch of mud.

Though he knew he was heading in the right direction, he couldn’t help but feel as though he was too slow in his chase. Damon continued to leave marks for Salmon and his mercenaries to follow, but he wondered if they’d even manage to trek at a fast enough pace to take advantage of them.

If he came upon the tau by himself, would it make sense for him to take the fight? His instincts screamed in warning at the question, but his heart and his fear for Bylia’s safety were resolute in the way they gave him courage.

The early hours of the morning passed uneventfully. The signs of the tau raiding party became fainter, to the point where he would occasionally doubt whether he was still on their trail. He took a break near midday, leaning against a tree and sipping generously from his waterskin.

Something tickled the side of Damon’s neck. He tried to brush it away and recoiled as his fingers brushed what felt like a thick, wriggling snake. 

“Gah!” 

His attempt at getting it off him only further entangled his arm within it. Damon relaxed as he recognized it was actually just a harmless and misleadingly thick vine. He let out a chuckle, acknowledging how his stress was beginning to affect his perception.

The vine wriggled again, and then began tightening around his neck.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
Damon’s hand darted toward his myrblade. A second vine gripped his arm by the wrist before he could pull the sword free from its scabbard. He blinked in disbelief, staring down at his chest, where more vines were firmly wrapping him, and then up into the branches above.

The tree he’d chosen to lean against had a face. A pretty, feminine face, despite seeming old and wizened from the grain of the wood composing it. It almost looked as though it had been carved into the trees bark, and it was slightly larger than a human’s in proportion, along with being much higher up along its thick trunk.

“Rovahn’s balls,” Damon muttered. “You’re… an oakmother?”

He stared in disbelief. He’d dealt with a fair amount of the magical, the strange, and the unexpected, but never in his life had he ever imagined encountering an oakmother. He still remembered them featuring heavy in the rhymes Malon used to sing for him and Vel when they were young. They were the stuff of fantasy and legends, not reality.

The vines lifted him off his feet and twisted him around, holding him at eye level with the oakmother’s serene face. Her eyes burst into a mesmerizing jade green glow, and her mouth began to move, though the sound of her speech seemed to emanate from the rustling leaves overhead. 

“Worry not, little wanderer,” she purred. “Your death will be quick, and your blood will feed my roots.”

“Hold on!” he said quickly. “Mighty oakmother, wait just a moment! I’m sure it’s been a time since you’ve last had a guest, hasn’t it? May we speak for a while, first?”

“My words and knowledge would be wasted on you,” she purred. “You are not long for this world. Would it not be cruel to humor you in such a way?”

“Not at all!” said Damon. “If anything, it would give meaning to the last seconds of my existence.”

He flashed the oakmother a confident smile, desperately trying to recall Malon’s old rhymes and the information hidden within them. Oakmothers were forest spirits, born through an ancient curse that turned a woman who’d been unfaithful to her husband into a tree.

He couldn’t remember anything about their weaknesses or tendencies, but there was one detail that had stuck with him, likely due to its lurid nature. Oakmothers needed human men to reproduce. They had no way of accepting pollen from normal oak trees, and they were an exclusively female magical race.

“I can help you,” said Damon. “Might you be in need of, um, fertilizing an acorn?”

The hold of the vines slackened slightly, and the oakmother’s expression shifted in question. “You… are a male?”

“I am,” he said.

“Are you virile?” asked the oakmother. “Do the women among your towns and villages welcome you into their beds?”

“Sometimes,” he said.

The oakmother frowned.

“Most of the time, I mean!” he said, quickly. “Almost always. I’m virile, and I have lots of stamina and experience.”

“Have you produced children?”

He suspected he knew the answer she wanted to hear. “Several. I have to be careful about fertilizing women freely, given how potent my… uh… pollen, is.”

The oakmother seemed to consider his words. The vines holding him aloft gently began caressing him under the shoulders and along the inside of his thighs. That was probably a good sign.

“I may still need your blood for my growth afterward,” she purred.

“If a wise oakmother such as yourself wills it, then so be it,” he said. “Wise and beautiful. You have such full, comely lips, oakmother, and your eyes are breathtaking!”

“I… have a body,” she said. “I have taken virile men before, young wanderer. Do not think that your compliments will make my leaves fall into the wind.”

“I have something else that just might,” said Damon.

“Is that so?” she whispered. “You are bold for a human.”

“Show me your body, oakmother. Let me see what I’ll be fertilizing.”

Her eyes narrowed, but a tiny smile danced across her lips. Leaves rustled as a body formed from wood shifted into place across the front of the tree, just underneath her face. Two matching knots with small, oak bud nipples served as breasts. 

Carefully twisted branches formed her limbs and hips, complete with small, youthful twigs for fingers. Young branches thick with leaves framed her face, forming hair. A small, smooth opening in between her thighs dripped with amber colored sap. She was positioned as though holding her legs open, despite the intensity of her intimidating facial expression. 

It was a strangely arousing sight. Had she been a woman, she would have been gorgeous. But she wasn’t, not in any sense of the word. If Damon had stumbled across the lewd twisting of leaves and branches without knowing the truth behind it, the last thing he would have ever considered doing was sticking his cock in it.

Desperate times called for desperate measures.

“Well?” purred the oakmother. “Do you find this to your liking, young wanderer?”

“Absolutely,” he said, surprised by his genuine enthusiasm. “Would you release my arms to allow me to free my manhood, oakmother?”

She did it for him, deftly pulling down his trousers with her reaching vines. His cock was harder than he realized. He wondered if he was imagining the change in her expression as he showed it to her, or the way her branch thighs seemed to pull even further open.

“Come to me, then,” she whispered. “Fertilize my acorn, if you’re able.”

 She drew him in closer with the vines, but then released him, at least partially. He had his arms free to reach out and take hold of the oakmother’s body. It felt a little like climbing a tree, though there was a subtle softness to the wood.

He pressed the tip of his cock against her strange, sappy womanhood, easing forward. His first thought was that there was simply no way it would ever fit, and as he began to make the attempt, his suspicion was all but confirmed.

The oakmother let out a low, leaf fluttering groan as he continued tapping his tool against the entrance of her tight cunt. Some of the sap oozed out onto him, which was pleasantly warm and incredibly sticky. Otherwise, nothing much else was happening.

“You’re… a little too tight for me, oakmother,” said Damon, trying not to sound worried.

“Why are you so big, young wanderer?” she cooed. “Here. Try again.”

More sap dripped from her curious opening. The detail was impeccable, but it was still a stationary hole of wood. Damon considered all the choices he’d made in life to lead him up to that point. If he’d somehow encountered the oakmother with Bylia still in tow, this was undoubtedly what her song would have featured. 

He took a firm hold of the oakmother’s shoulders and decided to go for it a second time, praying the inviting sap would do enough to protect him from potential splinters. Lining his cock up with her tight, sticky hole, he slowly, but insistently began to thrust forward.

“True Divine,” he muttered, finally making it inside. “I mean… whoa.”

Her womanhood wasn’t actually solid wood beyond the outer skin, but something far more flexible, fleshy, and pliable. Damon sucked in the kind of breaths he was used to taking during intense sex after long dry spells. 

He was still all but hanging from her shoulders, partially suspended by the vines. He let his hips swing back and forth, pumping into her with a bit more intention. There was a brusque contrast between her soft, sticky opening and the hard, wooden exterior. He cupped one of her wooden tree breasts, feeling ridiculous, but too horny to care.

Despite the oakmother’s soft, encouraging moans, it still felt a little like a one-man show. Her wooden body hardly moved. There was no warmth coming from most of it. Damon’s objective of finishing inside of her was the only thing which continuously spurred him on.

He recognized the lewd audacity of it. He was hanging from a tree, suspended as though climbing it, with his cock three quarters deep into her sappy womanhood. He thrust deeper, again surprised by the warmth and oozing stickiness. He kept thrusting, unable to stop himself as his pleasure pushed him into a full charge.

“Young wanderer!” moaned the oakmother.

“That’s it, oakmother,” he whispered. “Take it!”

He heard the leaves rustling wildly overhead as he surged beyond his limit. His seed felt as though it was being sucked out of him as he came, which might have actually been the case, he conceded. 

The pleasure was both intoxicating and alerting. Slowly, Damon caught his breath and pulled his prick loose from the confines of the… tree. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh or take a long, hot bath.

“You may continue, young wanderer,” said the oakmother. “Come visit me again soon.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
Damon struggled to locate and follow the trail of the tau in the wake of his encounter with the oakmother. He found what he thought were the markings of their passage, except heading in different directions, as though the group had split in two.

The thought of flipping a coin on a decision that could cost Bylia her life unsettled him. Eventually, Damon opted for the path that seemed slightly more trodden. He assumed that the tau would keep their captives with the larger group and put his doubts out of mind.

He ate a quick lunch from his pack as he considered the situation. How deep would the tau lead him into the Malagantyan? Even the dangers he’d faced so far were nothing compared to the rumors he’d heard of the situation toward the forest’s northern and eastern edges.

There was also no guarantee that the tau weren’t planning on traveling further than that. He knew little about the monsters, be it their preferred resting grounds or their hunting range. He was chasing them blind, in a sense.

A rustling noise came from the underbrush to his left. Damon froze, his hand settling on the hilt of his myrblade. The tau were monsters, but they weren’t without good instincts. It was entirely possible they’d thought to leave rear scouts to watch their flank. 

He waited until the sound came again before bursting into movement, drawing and swinging his weapon in a single, fluid arc. Metal chimed against metal as his stalker revealed herself from her place within the brush.

Ria looked well. She’d blocked his sword strike using the throwing dagger Damon had given her weeks earlier, though she still carried her spear across her back, along with her traveling pack.

She wore a tunic made from a leaf-based Rem fabric, pale green in color with tie strings across a gap along her chest that perfectly displayed her cleavage. Her dark hair hung to shoulder length, with the single stripe of silver tucked back behind one of her pointed ears.

“You are always of such extreme greetings,” she said. “There is a line between caution and paranoia, young Damon.”

“How was I supposed to know it was you?” he asked, pulling back.

“You are undone by your own point. It could have been anyone. An innocent traveler, or someone who you might not wish to make an enemy of.”

“Whatever. Point taken.” He sheathed his sword and shook his head.

He felt the weight of Ria’s attention as she looked at him, and then around the nearby area. She frowned, sliding her throwing knife into her belt and folding her arms.

“Malon contacted me through the dreamspell amulet,” she said.

“I figured as much. How did you find me?”

“She gave me details of your general location to work through,” said Ria. “You left quite the trail in your wake.”

“That’s intentional. Ria… My friend and I were attacked by tau. We eventually fled to a mercenary camp, but they attacked again and took her captive. I’m following their trail to the best of my ability and leaving signs for the mercenaries to follow.”

“Your friend,” said Ria. “Malon told me of your songstress lover, Damon. Please do not try to obscure your relationship.”

She used a voice he remembered from when they’d been young, the one she’d so often used to talk down to him with. Damon did his best to keep from glaring or sounding irritated as he gave his reply.

“I’m not obscuring anything. We weren’t on the best terms before the last tau attack. Not that it makes a difference. I have to rescue her.”

Ria let out a lengthy sigh. “I was anticipating an easy task when Malon requested my help. My commitment was to simply lead you and the songstress out of the Malagantyan, not take on a tau raiding party.”

“Then go!” he snapped. “If you don’t want to be here, I don’t want you here.”

She fixed him with a glare and jabbed a finger into his chest. “Watch your tone, young Damon. If you disrespect me, I will not be of patience.”

He glared back at her for a moment that felt uncertain and dangerous before finally looking away. “Fine. Sorry. I would still appreciate your help, if you’re willing to give it.”

“Much better,” said Ria. “Are you certain that the monsters you fought were tau?”

“Absolutely certain.”

She exhaled through her teeth. “That is unfortunate. Tau are unpredictable and vicious.”

“I couldn’t agree more. I still don’t understand their motivation for taking her hostage. They also took one of the mercenaries. I can’t fathom what their plan is.”

“As I said, the tau are unpredictable.” Ria strode past him, running her hands along a tree with a small patch of disturbed bark. 

She seemed to pick up on the trail Damon had been following within seconds and wordlessly began walking along it. He followed her, feeling much more reassured by her presence than he would admit out loud.

“How’s your quest been going?” he asked.

“Well enough.”

“I take it you’ve returned to being vague and secretive with me about your activities, then?”

Ria didn’t answer him, which hurt more than he would have expected. That door really had shut between them. He didn’t want to push her for answers, not when she was already risking her life to help him. To help him save another woman, no less.

“You are satisfied with getting no reply on this?” asked Ria.

“I’m not sure satisfied is the word I’d use, but I won’t stop you from keeping your secrets,” he said. “It’s not as though I can hold you down and pry them out of you.”

“There was a time when you seemed to think that you could,” she said stiffly.

“But we aren’t in that time anymore, are we, Ria?”

She ignored the question. They continued through the Malagantyan without saying much to one another, beyond what words they needed to exchange to confirm the trail they were tracking. It wasn’t a comfortable silence, but it wasn’t intolerable, either, despite the lingering tension and many unspoken feelings Damon still harbored.

He smelled the fires before he saw them in the distance. The trail they followed led in a direction that would bring them between two obvious plumes of smoke. The danger they posed was amplified by how close together they were. Under any other circumstances, Damon would have veered onto a different course without hesitation.

“We have to keep going,” he said. “I do, at least. I have to follow this trail before the wildfires erase it.”

“This is foolishness.” Ria’s eyes and expression were severe and disapproving.

“I’m not going to force you to come with me, but I have to keep going.”

“I will not abandon you, young Damon. If we must take this approach, let us proceed more quickly.”

They took off at a loping run, only stopping when they were in doubt in their tracking of the signs of the tau’s passage. Damon was reminded of the first time he encountered Ria after returning to the farmstead, when they’d snuck out during the night to face Shank alone.

They made quite the team when they were getting along. He wasn’t sure if that was entirely the case at the moment, but they were at least being civil to one another. It was a start, at least.

The smoke grew thicker as they continued forward, and the air began to taste dry and hot. Damon had to slow down after breaking into a fit of coughs. Ria waited for him, letting out an irritated hiss as she peered ahead of them.

“We cannot stay on this course,” she said. “The smoke will be too thick for us to even see the signs we are looking for.”

Damon swore under his breath. She was right, though admitting it felt a little like giving up on Bylia. He wouldn’t give up. The tau had stayed on an even bearing for the last few miles. If they looped around, it wasn’t unlikely that they might be able to find trace of them if they continued on that assumption.

“Fine,” he said. “But I’m simply going around the fires. I refuse to turn back.”

“This is an awful idea.”

“Then feel free to go your own way.”

She set her hands on her hips and glared at him, though she fell back into step as Damon continued forward. For a time, it did seem as though there might be another way around the main cluster of wildfires.

But only for a time. The smoke thickened ahead of the direction their new course led them in. The orange glow of the blazing fires didn’t just block their way forward, but cut them off from turning left or right, as well.

“The animals,” said Ria. “They have a sense for danger. We can follow them to safety.”

She gestured to a small red fox as it skittered by, heading in a direction which did look mostly clear of flames. Damon and Ria lumbered after it, holding it in sight for long enough to see it jump into a flaming bush and emerge with its tail on fire.

“Brilliant idea, Ria,” he said. 

“As though you are of limitless wisdom,” she snapped. “We have to double back. This is senseless.”

“Not quite.” Damon drew his myrblade and began stepping toward the wall of flames that cut across the trees ahead. “Stay close to me.”

Ria hissed out her frustration, but she did as instructed and followed behind him. Sweat coated Damon’s palm as he considered his approach. For once, the innate cold of Myr’s enchantment was a relief, rather than a hindrance.

He focused his will and manifested the myrblade’s ice thorns. With a casual swing, he brought the sword through the flames, sending up a plume of humid steam and dousing the fire with surprising effectiveness. The forest on the other side was still untouched by the wildfire. Damon led Ria forward, and they began moving with speed.

He continued to rely on the enchantment each time the fire blocked their way, which seemed to happen every few feet as they pushed further and further forward. Damon eventually heard Myr let out a gasp, and then a groan.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Myr. “I’m running out of strength. I can’t keep manifesting my enchantment with so much power.”

He could feel her essence using the method Malon had helped him with. He’d known it was true even before she told him, but he’d been holding out hope that they would eventually emerge into the safety of a clearing, or stumble upon an offshoot river.

“The fires are behind us now, as well,” said Ria. “Damon… This is less than ideal.”

“This is a deathtrap,” he muttered. “I have one more trick up my sleeve. Myr, do you have enough to manage what I have in mind?”

He primed his intention into the sword, feeling her sense and respond to it.

“I think I should,” said Myr. 

“We have no time,” said Ria. “What is your plan of escape?”

“We aren’t going to escape. We’re going to stay right here.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
Ria seemed less than thrilled by Damon’s suggestion. She folded her arms, looking more irritated with him than afraid of the fast-approaching flames. The smoke was thick to the point where there was a good chance it would render them unconscious first. He knew he needed to move quickly.

“Step in closer to me,” he said. “As close as you can get.”

“What are you planning, Damon?”

He would have explained it to her, except he was still in the process of envisioning the exact details for himself. His accident with his myrblade a few days earlier had left him with ideas. It was possible to form the enchanted ice into specific shapes. It was, in fact, ideally suited to protect them from the encroaching wildfires if he could manage it correctly.

“Closer,” he said to Ria. He took her hand and pulled her until their bodies were in contact. “Also, try not to move.”

“If this does not work, I have a suspicion that we both will die.”

“Probably,” he said. “Seriously, though… don’t move.”

He stabbed his myrblade into the dirt, dropping down on one knee to better concentrate. He inched forward a little more and did his best to act like his nose wasn’t nearly nestled against Ria’s butt.

The fires completely surrounded them now, and the speed at which the flames spread through the underbrush was both fascinating and disconcerting. Damon focused his will, manifesting the ice outward through the sword’s tip, and then up.

It was a slower process than he’d expected, though he wondered if that was just due to how unfamiliar it was to him. Damon’s objective was to form a cocoon of ice around them, both to shield them from the flames and the thickening smoke.

The ice rose even with the level of Ria’s waist, which was over Damon’s head, as he was still down on one knee. He felt her step backward, pushing her butt briefly into his face, as the ice shell continued to rise and constrict their space.

“I cannot to decide whether this is ambitious, or patently ridiculous,” she said.

“It’ll work,” he replied.

He formed the rest of the cocoon, closing the top just as the sound of the fire crackling through the wood seemed to threaten to sweep over them. It was surprisingly bright within the contained shell. The flames gave off a significant amount of illumination which leached through the pale, partially translucent ice.

Damon stood up slowly, wriggling to fit himself in what little space remained in the top half of the cocoon. There was hardly an inch of space left in between his and Ria’s bodies. He pressed into her from behind, acutely aware of the contrast between her softness and warmth, and the cold touch of the shell.

“Hmph,” she muttered, a bit testily.

“What?” he snapped. “If you’ve got something to say, Ria, then come out with it.”

“I was just considering how badly you must have wanted this sort of power during your match against me in the tournament.”

Damon scowled, reflexively putting his hands on her hips. Ria wriggled as though to pull away, but of course, there was nowhere to pull away to.

“Leandra’s bush, Ria. You certainly do enjoy rubbing it in.”

“You are the one who demanded to know my thoughts, Damon. Perhaps you should keep your questions to yourself if you do not have composure toward the answers.”

“Do you really want to have this argument?” he snapped. “I don’t care about our fight anymore. I never wanted to fight you to begin with!”

“Do you have a point?”

“Quit treating me like I’m your rival.”

Ria snorted, shifting against him. His emotions were all over the place, and they seemed to feed into a strange, unwelcome sense of arousal. He was getting hard, despite the danger they were in, despite the fact that his cock would press right against Ria like an unsheathed dagger.

“You truly think this is how I treat my rivals?” She shoved her arm back, elbowing him in the ribs. “You fool.”

“This fool just saved both our lives.” He gripped her elbow, unconsciously thrusting his hips forward. “But please, don’t let that get in the way of your condescension.”

“When I condescend to you, young Damon, it is solely because of your own inability to understand what should be obvious.”

“What’s obvious, Ria?” he said, speaking into her ear. “I’m such a young child. I must need you to explain it to me, right?”

“You are pathetic,” she said through gritted teeth. She rolled out her shoulder, her body flexing against his. “You are without a single thought, sometimes. You are a young, respected, Merinian male. You feel aggrieved because you have a penchant for taking what you want without thinking and expecting it to work out. You understand nothing about what matters to me.”

Damon’s erection was fully realized. It fed into his anger and irritation. It was unfair and pointless, similar in so many ways to the recent developments in his relationship with Ria.

“Why do you have to be like this?” he asked. “I know how much the tournament meant to you. Not just to you, personally… but to your people. I get it, Ria. It’s the same with the quest you’re on for Kastet to reach out to the other Remenai clans. I understand how—”

Ria interrupted him with a mocking laugh. “Jad’s pity. You are such a complete and utter fool. You think that is what I was just talking about? My pride for my people?”

Damon hesitated, feeling suddenly unsure.

“You made a mistake, Damon, and you cannot even acknowledge it,” she said. “You cannot even see it. On the night after our match… where were you?”

“What does that have to do with… anything?” he asked. He realized the answer for himself even as the question left his mouth.

“I waited up for you,” she said softly. “I wanted to talk. To undo the damage that we both had inflicted on each other. To try to prove Malon’s ominous warnings to be misguided. I was up until the dawn waiting, and where were you?”

“I was—”

“With Velanor,” said Ria. “I am aware.”

Damon felt his focus flutter in response to the sudden shift of emotions within him. The ice shell melted, dowsing them both in near freezing cold water. The fires had come and gone, leaving their surroundings scorched, but temperate.

There was nothing for him to deny, nor to confirm. He’d never thought of their tournament fight like that, from Ria’s perspective. He’d been so quick to make himself into the victim, which he supposed he’d easily justified by the fact that he’d lost.

He’d fought with Ria, and then followed Vel to her room to fuck her that same night. What had he been expecting? 

Ria seemed to have nothing else to say to him. Damon folded his arms, knowing she wouldn’t hear an apology from him as surely as he knew that he wouldn’t be able to give a satisfying one. He still loved Ria. How could he not? But he loved Vel, too. He doubted there was anything he could say about the situation that wouldn’t cut her.

“You did not freeze my pack within the ice shell,” said Ria testily. She prodded the charred and ashen ruin of what once had been her traveling bag with one foot. 

“You should have kept it closer to you,” he countered. “We were in the middle of a wildfire, Ria.”

“The chainmail Princess Kastet gave me was in there,” she said.

Damon shrugged. “If you really cared about it, you would have been wearing it, instead.”

Ria scowled at him, and their argument continued for a while longer. Damon was fine with that. He would take bickering over lingering on heavy emotions.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
The ash bloom was, in Damon’s personal opinion, a thing of beauty. All of the nearby trees had been scorched down to the bark in places, with oak and maple bearing the scars of the damage, while blackwood and crimmor looked young and rejuvenated, suited for the fires as they were.

Ash, pollen, and fluffy seeds blew through the air. Ash and various strains of fire moss covered the ground to a layer nearly reminiscent of an early winter snow. The fires had passed by, but there was still an intense, ambient heat.

Damon and Ria traveled northeast, keeping as much of their original direction as they’d managed to preserve across the transformed landscape. The animals always fled during the Malagantyan wildfires, which left the charred forest strangely silent. No birds chirped. No squirrels or field mice scampered.

“Do you remember when we used to play in the ash, as children?” asked Damon.

He and Ria had said little to each other over the past hour. He could feel the tension slowly ebbing upward, and he wanted to at least attempt to bring it back under control.

“Aesta used to threaten to throw us in the lake if we got our clothes dirty,” he continued, in the face of her silence.

“That was long ago,” she said.

He let the memory drop. They continued pushing forward, leaving two obvious sets of footprints through the ash. It was frustrating for Damon to consider that, if the tau had been slightly slower, or if he and Ria had been slightly faster, they might still have a trail to follow.

A line of heavily scorched trees stood ahead of them like a half-finished fence. As Damon and Ria pushed through it, they entered an open clearing that had seemingly been spared from the fires outside of its edges.

At the clearing’s center, Damon could see a collection of ancient, Rem stone buildings, most of them far too ruined to ever be restored and inhabited. A larger, though equally ruined structure the size of a palace was visible in the far back, crumbled halfway down to its foundation.

“What is this?” muttered Damon.

“Kelos-Manyr,” said Ria. “It’s an ancient, long since abandoned, outpost village.”

“This was an outpost village?” asked Damon. “Everything’s built from Rem stone.”

“Does that surprise you?” Ria gestured to the small fires they could still see in places along the edge of the clearing. “The Remenai who live within the Malagantyan have little choice in what they use to build their permanent structures from.”

There was confidence in Ria’s voice, along with an undercurrent of pride. Damon let his intrigue prime another question.

“What was life like for the people here?”

Ria shrugged. “It is impossible to know for sure, but I can make a few guesses. Under the eyes of Jad, it was seen as a privilege to live in a place of material abundance like the Malagantyan. The villagers would likely follow the old way, with the men hunting for food, the women foraging, and decisions being determined through a communal vote.”

Damon was already drawing closer to the ruins, and he noticed the way Ria lagged slightly behind. He spotted something that made him draw in a quick breath as he reached the first ancient, crumbling building.

A scrap of colored fabric had been pinned underneath a rock in a manner which made it immediately stand out from the surrounding ground. Damon pulled it loose, recognizing it as a piece torn from one of Bylia’s skirts.

“They came through here,” he said. “Come on. We have to follow this!”

“Hold a moment,” said Ria. “I… did not mention the reputation this place has gained in recent years. It is said by many familiar with this area that several beings of wild magic have taken up residence within these ruins.”

“Bylia wouldn’t leave a sign like this by accident. The tau could very well be camped behind one of those ruined buildings. I have to search for her here.”

Ria scowled, but she followed him as he started to make his way forward. The ancient village was beautiful, despite obvious signs of decay and animal habitation. 

Damon could see the craftsmanship that had gone into each building and its architecture. They passed by an ancient statue on its side, small flecks of paint suggesting its original color.

He kept his hand on the hilt of his myrblade, wary from Ria’s warning. Nothing jumped out to attack or curse them. There were, however, traces of footsteps where it was obvious that the ground had recently been disturbed. It matched with the trail they’d been following before the wildfire.

“There,” said Ria.

“Do you see them?”

“No,” she said, smiling. “An old fountain. It looks as though there’s still water within.”

She led him over to where the fountain sat in front of the majestic, palatial building which rose above the others. It was still active, and the water looked crystal clear. Damon was impressed, though not overly surprised, given how full he knew the aquifers underneath the region tended to be.

He glanced over at Ria, who’d already begun undoing the ties of her tunic.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Taking advantage of clean water where we find it.”

“We have more pressing priorities right now, Ria.”

“I do not,” she said. “Your failure to protect my pack has left me with only a single, ash-stained set of clothing. I am not going to pass up a chance to get clean.”

Damon sighed. “Fine. But be quick about it.”

Ria stared at him expectantly.

“What?” he asked.

“You are no longer of the people who have permission to watch me undress.”

He glowered at her. “I wasn’t going to… True Divine, you’re insufferable, sometimes.”

He made his way around to the other side of the fountain. The statue rising from the center of the water was a crumbling, unidentifiable ruin, but enough remained of it to at least block line of sight between them.

He decided that it made sense for him to bathe, as well, given he’d be waiting for Ria, regardless. He stripped his clothing off and slowly lowered himself into the cool water of the fountain. 

It was far deeper than he’d first realized, with the water flowing in from an aqueduct on one side and exiting through a drain in the bottom with a broken grate. Damon shivered and sucked in a slow breath as the water reached his waist and partially shriveled a few body parts in that region.

He started scrubbing himself off and was nearly overcome by the urge to look over at Ria. When was the last time he’d seen her naked? They’d had sex during their trip to Avaricia, days before their match, but that had been in the dark and in secret.

He dunked his head, feeling a rush at the contrast between the cool water and the warm weather as he returned to the surface. A tiny whirlpool formed in front of him from the stirring of his movements through the water.

At least, that’s what he thought it was from. A gasp came from the other side of the fountain, just loud enough to be concerning.

“Damon,” called Ria. “We are not—”

She cut off abruptly, which was all the excuse Damon needed to hurry around to the other side. He made it around in time to see Ria wrapped in an embrace by a pale blue woman with webbed fingers and fin-shaped ears.

She was naked and voluptuous, with dark blue hair and nipples. As far as Damon could tell, the woman was a water nymph, a type of monster which he’d heard of in stories and seen in paintings, but never encountered in person.

Ria didn’t seem to enjoy being the object of the water nymph’s affection. The water nymph was kissing her, but from Ria’s open, terrified eyes, it wasn’t a pleasant experience. She tried to push the monster away only to have her hands ineffectually slide off slick shoulders.

He rushed toward them, prying his arms between their bodies and attempting to lever them apart. The water nymph held tight to Ria. Her mouth was like a sucker, and Damon was close enough to hear Ria’s muffled scream underneath the cover of the monster’s lips. 

He remembered his myrblade and considered whether he could grab it quickly enough to make use of it. The water nymph twisted, wrestling Ria down into the fountain. What little resistance Ria had been managing to put up disappeared almost instantly as the monster began swimming downward with incredible finesse and speed.

Damon followed, diving after them with hurried movements. The water was eerily silent, though he could see plumes of panicked bubbles escaping Ria’s mouth. The nymph dragged her toward the drainage opening with the broken gate, which Damon assumed was where she’d arrived from to begin with.

Ria grabbed at the grate as the water nymph attempted to pull her through, hanging on for dear life, naked and nearly out of hope. Damon reached his arm out right as her grip faltered, grabbing her by the wrist.

He didn’t let go. He committed every ounce of grip strength he had to pulling Ria back toward the surface. Letting go simply wasn’t an option, and even as Damon felt his lungs began to burn, he squeezed as tightly as he could.

The stone bottom of the fountain was near his feet. Damon pushed off as though jumping upward, yanking Ria with him. She came loose from the water nymph’s grasp, and they both flailed in a desperate bid to get up before running out of breath.

Damon gasped as he finally broke the surface. Ria clung tight to him, her naked body pale and clammy, despite its natural tan. They sucked in greedy breaths and pulled themselves over the fountain’s side. The water seemed to weigh him down as he rose shakily to his feet.

The nymph came after them, surfacing near the center of the fountain and moving to stand in the shallower section along the edge. Damon started toward his clothing and sword belt, but the monster was quicker.

It attacked him this time, leaping like a cat committing to a pounce. The nymph tackled him around the chest and crashed backward onto the ground. He remembered how it had attacked Ria and did his utmost to keep his mouth away from hers.

He rolled, trying to wrestle her underneath him. Ria attacked from behind, grabbing at the water nymph’s hair and trying to pull her backward. It only seemed to put Damon in a more compromised position, stretched out on his back with the naked monster straddling his bare crotch.

“Ria!” he shouted. “My myrblade!”

He tried to push the water nymph back as she aggressively leaned forward, seeking his mouth with her lips. His hands groped her breasts more by accident then by attention. In truth, aside from her being so keen on killing him, she felt rather nice sitting where she was.

He imagined what Ria would say if she saw him getting an erection while fending for his life and tried to shake the arousal from his body. The water nymph racked back and forth, rubbing her slippery thighs along his length. Her body was cool to the touch, but silky soft.

Ria ran for his sword, tanned and lithe and bouncing in places. The water nymph leaned forward in an attempt to pry his lips open with her fingers. As she came back down, Damon felt an all too familiar wet, welcoming squeeze.

He groaned. Two monsters in one day. Whether he was unfortunate or lucky was less in the eyes of the beholder, and more in whether he managed to survive the current encounter. 

The water nymph tried to give him another drowning kiss. Damon turned his face to the side, shielding himself with his cheek. He felt her hips begin moving and would have left, if he hadn’t suspected it would leave him vulnerable.

“Damon!” shouted Ria. “Keep your head and body down!”

He stayed flat. An instant later, the point of his myrblade thrust through the water nymph’s chest, right between her full breasts. A fair amount of water splashed out onto his face, but nothing else of consequence seemed to happen.

“The enchantment!” he shouted. “Don’t just, ah, stick it in her. Use the enchantment!”

“Jad’s folly!” swore Ria. “How? I do not understand of where the trigger is.”

He had to actively move his head to stay clear of the nymph’s searching lips. She was riding him faster now, apparently an entity with a generous appreciation for multitasking. Ria twisted the hilt of his myrblade, trying to widen the wound she’d inflicted, but it still seemed to make no difference.

“Like this!” he snapped. 

He reached around, almost drawing even with the water nymph as he managed to set his hands over Ria’s on the hilt of the sword. The water nymph finally found her deadly kiss, but it was in the same instant Damon pushed his will into the myrblade.

Water flooded into his mouth, down his throat, and up his nose. In the same instant, the myrblade’s ice enchantment began freezing the monster from the inside out. The nymph thrashed, throwing herself sideways and taking the weapon with her.

She was frozen solid by the time she struck the ground. Her body broke into chunks of ice that were so uniform and flawless that they were impossible to discern from the kind of ice they might have found across the surface of the lake in the winter.

Damon coughed up water, slowly catching his breath in the moments that followed. He stretched out on his back, aware and rather embarrassed by the fact that he had an erection that would be impossible to hide.

“That was… closer than it should have been,” said Ria.

She was still just as naked as he was. Damon couldn’t stop himself from staring at her as he rose to his feet. Ria was tall and tanned and beautiful, but most of all, she was sure of herself. Even now, she could meet his gaze with that raw intensity that made him know he’d be the one to look away first.

“Twice in one day,” he said.

“What?”

“There was… an oakmother, earlier,” he said. “I managed to fend her off, but she had a similar sort of interest in me.”

“You are too much, Damon,” she said. “Come. I see little reason for us to stick around here, no?”

She raised an eyebrow as she asked that question, still naked and hardly making an effort to cover herself. Had she been anyone else, he might have answered playfully. But it was Ria he was dealing with, and he wasn’t interested in testing her mood.

“No,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
They continued through the ruins of Kelos-Manyr without further incident. Damon’s relief was immeasurable when they managed to once again locate the trail of the tau leading back into the forest on the other side.

He and Ria followed it until the sun had set and travel through the trees became cumbersome and plodding. She suggested they take advantage of a spot to camp for the night, and Damon agreed, despite still feeling an urgency to go after Bylia.

He passed Ria the food supplies while he set up his tent and bedroll. They weren’t exactly flush with food, and Damon considered if they might need to take a detour into foraging if they still hadn’t overtaken the tau raiding party by the end of the next day.

“We are not sharing a bedroll tonight, Damon,” said Ria.

“I didn’t assume we would be,” he replied. “You don’t have to announce it with that kind of tone.”

“I have no tone in my voice,” growled Ria.

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Damon.

“I have already come near to dying to be of help to you on this journey. You have no right to be questioning my tone.”

“You almost died because you wanted to bathe in the mysterious, nymph cursed fountain!” Damon folded his arms and glared at her. “You aren’t always right about everything, Ria. You have a bad habit of accusing me to deflect from your own guilt.”

“Are you trying to pick a fight with me?”

It was a valid question. Damon exhaled through his nostrils and shook his head.

“I’m not picking a fight, I just… have things I need to say to you, too. I tried to warn you before our match in the tournament about how we might hurt each other in unexpected ways, which we clearly did, in the end. You brushed off my concern like we were already opponents.”

“You should have fought harder then, if you were so worried about being hurt.”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about!” he snapped. “You act like you’re so mature and wise, but really, you’re just arrogant and headstrong.”

He glared at her, and she jutted her chin out toward him, getting into his face.

“You are a barking dog,” she said. “You expect me to react to every pitiful whine and snarl you have toward the cruelty of the world?”

“You don’t care about anyone but yourself, Ria,” he said, nearly shouting. “You really think I’m the only one who’s noticed it?”

“Cry harder about that which you cannot change.”

“I don’t want to change you, Ria. I just want you to shut up so we can make it through the night.”

She gave him a triumphant and goading smirk. “The truth is too much for your ears, then?”

“There’s a difference between true words and poisonous ones.”

“You speak like a coward.”

His anger boiled over, and he shouldered her out of the way as he passed. “This coward is going to be sleeping on a soft bedroll in a warm tent tonight. You can sleep on the grass.”

He wriggled into his tent, aware that he was far from tired under the weight of his heated emotions.

“That tent belongs to Malon, not to you,” snapped Ria. “You have no more right to it than I do!”

She tried to follow him in. Damon kicked her in the shoulder lightly, though it took an effort to hold back. She caught his ankle and pulled herself deeper into the tent, shoving him as their bodies came into close contact. 

“Get out of my tent!” he shouted.

He couldn’t remember being so angry with her before. He seized her by the shoulders and tried to lever her toward the tent’s opening. He was heavier and physically stronger than she was, but Ria was determined not to go without a fight.

“This is how you thank me for helping you in your time of need?” she demanded.

Damon felt her attempt to knee him in the crotch. Her aim wasn’t true, thankfully, but it still sent a stab of pain through the inside of his thigh. He snarled and took a fistful of Ria’s hair, not yanking on it, but pulling hard enough to make the threat clear.

“You want me to thank you, Ria?” he asked. “Is that it? You want me to grovel and plead for your help?”

“Perhaps you should. Clearly, you are unworthy of it.”

“Fine!” he said. “Thank you, Ria, for being such a complete and utter bitch in an already strained situation.”

He saw the look on her face and went in for the kill. Tightening his fingers in her hair, he pulled her face to his and kissed her. It only lasted for an instant, and he let go of her immediately after, confident it would be enough to send her out of the tent in a fury.

“You would dare to kiss me?” she hissed. She made no move to leave the tent, instead glaring at him as though she thought it would be enough to make him back down.

“It’s my tent,” he said, reaching for her hair again. “I do what I want in it.”

Ria shifted her head out of his reach. “It is not your tent, you foolish ass!”

She grabbed him by the scruff of his shirt. Damon grabbed her by the hips. He kissed her again, though it seemed she was the one searching for it, this time. She bit his lower lip hard as it ended.

“You are an entitled Merinian bastard,” she said.

“And you’re an arrogant Remenai tramp,” he said. “You want to insult me, Ria? I’ll insult you right back!”

“Give it back to me then, you child.”

“Take it back, you stupid—”

She pulled his hair, which caught him off guard, and then kissed him, almost matching what he’d done earlier, move for move. Damon was still fuming, but his anger was undergoing a strange transformation. He wanted to put Ria in her place… badly.

He started tugging at her clothing, yanking near hard enough to cause tears. It was petty and dumb, driven more by an urge to exert his dominance. To demean her within the moment as retaliation for all the hurtful things she’d said to him.

She beat him to it, pulling his tunic up and over his head so roughly that her fingernails scratched his back. Damon swore under his breath and roughly tugged her leggings down, scoring a double prize as her girlshorts slid down, too. He slapped her hard on the bare ass.

“You are insufferable!” She retaliated, scratching him nearly hard enough to draw blood across his shoulder.

“Ow!” cried Damon.

He caught her wrist and shifted to pin it against the bedroll. Ria glared at him. He kissed her again, feeling her greedily kissing him back and biting his lip again. She needed a lesson, and he didn’t care anymore. He was going to make sure she got it. 

He pulled his hard cock out and pressed it between her legs without giving himself time to think or her time to react. He expected it to be a rough, dry entry into her womanhood, but she was wet, easily as aroused as he was, if not more so.

“Ah!” cried Ria. “You…”

“That’s right, Ria!” He smiled, showing his teeth as he groped her breasts and started thrusting. “You wanted it? Here it is!”

“You… dirty Merinian lecher!” she said, voice lacking strength.

“I can feel how wet you are,” he said. “You can call me all the names you want while you take my cock.”

He kissed her neck and thumped into her, pounding her body into the bedroll with each hard, punishing thrust. Ria gasped, glaring at him with increasingly glazed over eyes.

“You… think I… want your…” She shuddered and slapped a hand down on the ground, fingers splayed. “…pathetic…mmm.”

“You want it bad, Ria,” he whispered into her ear, slowing down. “So bad.”

She twisted her head, letting her teeth gently bit the side of his neck before kissing him there. Their mouths met, and there was a glorious instant of peace between them as they kissed and responded honestly to each other’s sexual hunger.

“Horny pervert,” whispered Ria.

“Forest tramp.”

She dug her fingers into his back and tried to twist sideways. Damon kept thrusting, but the aggression came back into their movements. It was as much wrestling as sex, each caress paired with a power struggle or push.

Ria gained the advantage after he let his guard down in an attempt to free her breasts from her tunic. She twisted, pinning him on his back on the bedroll, and took hold of his cock with one hand, holding it as though threatening to snap it in half.

He reached for her head, intent on getting his member into her mouth. Ria slapped his hand away and slid forward, straddling him and positioning his manhood between her thighs. She slid downward, taking him back inside her lane, and began to ride with rough, rocking movements.

“That’s it,” he said. “Who’s the horny—”

Ria clamped her hand down over his mouth. “Not another word. You aren’t the only one who can… mmm… take control.”

He would have mentioned that he was letting her have that control, but it seemed pointless. He wondered if it mattered. She was riding him. It felt incredible, and it brought back so many memories of their secret, illicit romance. But even still, she had a smug smile on her face he couldn’t simply ignore.

He surprised her as she started to get into it, yanking one of her legs sideways and flipping her back underneath him. Ria let out a hiss and rolled onto her stomach, but he was fine with that. He seized her by the hips, pulling her up on all fours and entering her from behind.

“Oh!” cried Ria. “Jad’s… mercy.”

“No mercy for you today, Ria,” he whispered. “You asked for this!”

He heard her attempt to babble a reply, but it was lost in between lusty moans. Damon rode her hard, spearing his cock forward and taking full advantage of the cushion of her butt. Ria could be such a pain, so obnoxious and irritating and arrogant.

She cried out in sharp pleasure as a shudder ran through her. Damon spanked her ass and fucked her harder, working up a sweat as he pounded out a rhythm body against her body.

“Yeah,” he whispered. “Take my cock, Ria. You’re so tight… such a nice… mmm.”

He felt himself approaching his limit. His hips moved on their own, deep in the eternal loop of sexual pleasure. He only barely managed to remember the situation in time to keep from making a mistake.

He pulled out and grunted, spraying his seed between and underneath Ria’s thighs, rather than into her hot womanhood. He was sweaty and spent, and he gently caressed her hair at the back of her neck, feeling a little ridiculous for how intense he’d let himself get.

“I was wondering if you would remember Malon’s rule,” whispered Ria. “I almost thought you would break it this time.”

“I almost thought I was going to,” said Damon.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
Damon frowned at the state of his bedroll, which he’d soiled with his sticky seed. He and Ria shifted off it to flip it over, though it was only really a temporary solution. He’d have to wash it once they got back. The thought made him consider Bylia, along with Malon and Vel. The complications seemed endless.

“This changes little between us, Damon,” said Ria as they lay down next to one another.

“I’m aware,” he said.

In truth, he could already feel a change that seemed to contradict her at least partially. A huge portion of the lingering tension between them had dissolved. He felt as though he could speak to her again, perhaps not in the same way they did during their previous romance, but still more openly than they had been.

“After our match in the tournament, I thought you were… done with me,” he said. “I got this idea in my head that you respected my strength, and that when you won, you were disappointed by my weakness.”

Ria snorted. “I have always known that I was stronger than you, Damon.”

“When it’s raining, maybe.”

“You mistake my point.” She rose onto her side, resting her head on a propped-up elbow. “I never doubted I would win that match. But being in combat with you, and seeing how determined you were to win. Realizing how much pain I needed to inflict on you, as well. It was very…”

She trailed off, as though unable to find an appropriate word choice.

“It was awful on both sides, I can assure you of that,” he said.

“I am sorry,” she whispered. “Causing you pain hurt me as well. I thought afterward that showing you pity or even concern might cause pain in its own way. I knew you were right about what a bad idea fighting each other at full strength had been, as well. But I did not accept it. I could not admit it then.”

“It’s alright,” he said. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for what happened with Vel.”

Ria quirked her mouth sideways. “It is not the essence of you bedding her that bothers me, more so the timing.”

“Really?”

“Answer me this. Who do you love more? Me, or Velanor?”

Damon shook his head. “What kind of question is that? I love you both equally, just in different ways, and for different things.”

“Exactly,” said Ria. “That is the only answer I would ever accept from you on that question.”

He stared at her, wondering if she even realized how much hearing her say that meant to him. He leaned forward, brushing a strand of hair out of her face and seeking a kiss.

She turned her head, giving him her cheek in place of her lips. “You misunderstand me, Damon. I have learned from the time we spent together as lovers. Malon was correct in her warnings to us.”

“She… wasn’t completely wrong,” he said. “But maybe this time around it might be different.”

“Even your own words lack conviction,” said Ria. “No. We will not be as we were, though I am still glad we shared this moment. We needed this to clear the air, if nothing else.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “Any chance the air might need more cleaning come morning?”

She flashed him a humorless smile. “Are you not on a quest to rescue another woman you care for right now?”

The mention of Bylia sobered his passion. She was right, though in truth, it was a hard to feel guilty for having sex with Ria after the way Bylia had used her song to strike at him. He decided to worry about settling matters with her after saving her.

“I do appreciate your help, Ria,” he said. “Here’s to hoping it rains tomorrow.”

She let out a tired groan of agreement and snuggled up against him. Damon started to pull her into an embrace, but her eyes flicked open and narrowed.

“As I said, we are not sharing a bedroll tonight, young Damon,” she whispered.

“Seriously?”

“One of us needs to keep watch. Wake me in a few hours, and we will switch off.”

It was annoying, but he knew she was right. Damon found his trousers and slid out form the tent, posting himself up against a nearby tree to keep an eye out for a tau ambush.

*** 
They set out shortly after sunrise the next morning. The tau trail was more obvious than it had been during the early sections of the journey, and the going was straightforward. He and Ria were comfortable around each other again, and she made for an alert and agreeable traveling companion. 

The tau had remained on the same general bearing since they’d first raided the mercenary camp. Damon knew they were beginning to draw close as he saw signs of multiple passages by the monsters through the forest, recent, but older paths and cleared branches, as well.

“Damon,” said Ria, setting a hand on his shoulder. “We are getting close. I hope you are… prepared, for how this might go.”

“I’m prepared for a fight,” he said.

“That is not what I mean.” She frowned and glanced away. “You know of how the tau are. I was surprised to hear that they took prisoners in the first place. It is not unlikely that your lover may be—”

“She’s alive,” he said, cutting her off. “She has to be.”

It was midday when Ria gestured for him to slow to a stop instead of pushing out of the tree cover at the top of a hilly clearing. They sank down on all fours and peered out at the sight which awaited them further ahead.

The tau were camped in the clearing in number. There were at least fifty of them, a significant portion of the ones who’d attacked the mercenary encampment. Damon’s heart nearly burst with relief when he caught sight of both Bylia and Reef, arms and legs tied with vine rope, but otherwise unharmed.

They were under direct guard, which made sense. The clump of tau representing the majority of their group toward the other edge of the clearing weren’t doing anything to them, at least not at a glance.

They were statue still, but in a disorderly grouping, like wood carvings set across a table. Damon’s brow furrowed as he continued watching them and saw almost no sign of life or activity.

“Is that normal tau behavior in between their hunts?” he whispered.

Ria shook her head. “It is rather strange. Perhaps we can take advantage of it.”

“How should we approach?”

She gave him a humble smile. “You are the powerful one today, young Damon. Tell me how best to support your strengths, and I will follow.”

He nodded, appreciating Ria’s vote of confidence, but also wishing the weather could have been more suited for her tempesting magic. The larger portion of the fighting would fall to him, without it. 

“I’ll drop in on them from there,” he said, gesturing. “You move in to cover my flank once I’ve done the initial damage. Be mindful of where you approach from. I’m not entirely accustomed to the length of my myrblade with the ice thorns manifested.”

“I will stay at least a spear length off,” said Ria, pulling her weapon loose from where it hung across her back.

Damon nodded. He smiled at her, tempted to go for a kiss. It felt as though it would be a little too much, even after the previous night. He set his pack down next to where Ria had left hers and gently touched her hand as he passed by, instead, following the edge of the forest around to where the trees encroached on the tau’s encampment.

Damon’s plan was, quite literally, to drop in on the tau. A tall tree with several long, overhanging branches gave him the perfect point of entry. He climbed slowly, aware how easily an accidental fall or snapped twig might give his position away.

Most of the tau still seemed blissfully unaware to their surroundings. It would be ideal for his rescue if they stayed that way when he launched his ambush. Even if they were only a few seconds slow to react, he was fairly certain he could inflict massive damage with his myrblade, given the opportunity.

“You ready for this?” he whispered to Myr.

“Rested and ready,” she replied. “I won’t fail you.”

He began moving out over the branch. It would let him drop into the center of the strangely still group of tau. His plan was high risk, high reward. He was counting on being able to get at least a few swings in before being mobbed. If the tau did surge to attack him immediately, he was done.

He spotted Ria lying in wait. She gave him a tiny nod. Damon made sure his grip on his myrblade was true and leapt off the branch, dropping a good fifteen feet before landing in motion.

Manifesting the ice thorns along and around his sword took only the slightest attention of will. His myrblade became twice its normal length and several times wider, with each of the curling, tusk-like thorns adding an extra, razor sharp and cold, enchanted point.

The tau around him made a noise of surprise in eerie unison. Damon swung his myrblade in a circular arc, cleaving through the five tau nearest to where he’d landed in under a second. The result was overwhelming. The ice thorns didn’t just do damage but froze whatever they made contact with. 

Arms and heads sheered from bodies like sheep’s wool in harvest. Even the slashes that didn’t sever body parts left long, icy slashes that dropped the monsters to the ground.

The tau had begun to react, though in a slow, rather uncertain manner. Damon heard Ria’s footfalls rushing into the fight from their original point of approach. He spun, slamming his myrblade into a tau in the middle of a leaping attack. It took the monster full in the abdomen, shattering it into tiny bits of ice only barely resembling a once living creature.

There was a lot of chaos and a lot of snarling as he and Ria began to fight back to back. Reaching Bylia and Reef would likely mean slaying all of the tau, or at least forcing them off. Damon shot a look in the direction of the two Merinian women to confirm that they were still safe.

The giant tau who he’d first seen during the attack on the mercenary camp had apparently come out from wherever it had been hiding. It was a dangerous looking specimen, taller than both Damon and Ria, with blazing eyes and a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth.

Damon cut down another two of the nearby tau, noticing something as he turned his attention back toward the giant. Its tongue was wrong, not in shape, but in color. It was glowing, and he didn’t need to know much about tau anatomy to know that their tongues were not supposed to glow.

“Jad’s teeth,” hissed Ria. “The oversized one has a crest on its tongue.”

Damon didn’t have time to think about the implications of that before more of the monsters were upon him. The stiffly postured tau had organized themselves into a singular fighting force. The change in their behavior and tactics was stark.

He and Ria fought side by side, turning and stepping in a manner that kept the tau from surrounding them. The giant loomed over the others as it made its way across the grass. 

It seemed to be engaged in what the tightly packed group of tau was doing, as though he was directly in control of them. The way the crest mark on the giant’s tongue pulsed in time with their movements made Damon think that it was no coincidence.

He swung his myrblade in a side slash, aiming for the core of the group of tau. His strikes against the monsters earlier had been obvious, almost lazy, and no less effective because of it. This time, the tau dodged with a shocking amount of coordination, some dropping low while others hopped back to put themselves out of range.

Ria deflected a leaping tau with her spear, spinning to thrust the tip through its chest. Damon severed the arm of another, though the way the limb shattered kept it from being a disabling blow. 

Three of the monsters attacked him at once, one head on and the other two from either side. Damon slashed at the one on the left, only realizing the trap after he’d committed to the attack. The other two lunged forward, seizing on the opening.

“Look out!” Ria threw herself to defend him, slamming one of the tau away with the butt of her spear. The second found her with its mouth, sinking its teeth into her forearm. She let out a furious, hissing cry. 

It wasn’t a major injury, judging from the amount of blood, but Ria began to waver on her feet within seconds of it being inflicted. Damon cleaved through a few of the tau moving in tandem, forcing the group back.

He could see Bylia and Reef across the encampment. Bylia was screaming, and both women were in the arms of the tau, being carried off into the forest and whatever fate the monsters had in store for them.

Damon let out a furious, wordless shout as he stared at the giant tau from where it conducted the battle at range. The main group of monsters he’d been doing battle with was retreating, though not with urgency. He was being watched, evaluated by his opponent, on what he’d do next.

Ria was down on one knee beside him. Her breathing was unsteady, and a single glance into her dilated pupils was enough to confirm that she’d taken a dose of poison from the tau’s bite. Damon had heard of that before in passing, though most people with firsthand experience of being bitten by tau didn’t live to tell the story.

He had a choice to make. He could go after the tau and save Bylia and Reef, or he could get Ria to safety. It was no real choice at all, and Damon could only wonder if he should feel a certain amount of shame over that fact.

He sheathed his sword as he saw the last of the nearby tau pulling out of range, and then picked Ria up in his arms and headed for cover.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
Damon carried Ria on his back, moving slowly and carefully, but aware of how close the tau still were. If the giant tau had any sense, the monster would send out a few stalkers to watch them, if not seek an ambush. Damon stopped to listen every few minutes, only continuing when he was satisfied by the forest’s relative silence.

Ria was unconscious and clearly in a bad state. She was foaming at the mouth, and bits of slobber soaked through the shoulder of Damon’s tunic. He was terrified that by the time he found somewhere for them to rest, he’d set her down to find she was already dead.

A fallen tree across an old creek bed was the best he could find for them on such short notice. Damon only bothered to take his bedroll out before lying her down across it. He wiped her face, dressed her injury with a bandage, and gently tried to wake her.

“Ria,” he whispered. “Hey. Hang in there.”

Her eyes flickered open, but she didn’t seem to see him. She groaned, and a shiver ran through her. Damon felt her forehead, frowning at how hot she was.

He needed Malon’s help. She knew more about treating poisons than anyone. Damon pulled on the dreamspell amulet she’d given him and tried to get comfortable against the fallen tree trunk.

The reality of how difficult falling asleep under pressure could be wasn’t lost on him. It almost felt as though trying and making the effort to slow his breathing was counterproductive. The sun hadn’t even set. His body wasn’t ready to fall asleep, and his mind was anything but relaxed.

He didn’t have time for this. He clenched his teeth in frustration, wondering if perhaps he could knock himself out somehow, induce unconsciousness through means other than natural sleep. The answer came to him almost instantly when he began to consider the situation from that perspective.

He patted Ria down, finding the second dreamspell amulet that Malon had given her and putting it around her neck. Ria would know that she was in danger. She would think of Malon, if not in an attempt to reach out to her, then out of the normal reflex of a seta seeking comfort from her aesta.

 He shifted her head into his lap and gently stroked her hair. She was still drooling. He wiped some of that away with his thumb, suppressing his helplessness and worry. She’d gone so far out of her way to help him, even with them being on such bad terms. It was impossible to understate just how much she loved him.

“Mmm…” groaned Ria. “Forage… herbs.”

“I’m listening,” Damon whispered. “Which herbs, Ria?”

He spoke quietly, not wanting to accidentally wake her and spoil Malon’s advice. Ria’s lips began moving a few seconds before she actually started to speak true words.

“Glisterwort,” she whispered. “Parshbloom… scrum berry… saskin root.”

He’d heard of most of them, and he recognized the specific medicinal properties of scrum berry. Malon used its juice as a salve for rashbane sores. He wondered if Malon knew exactly what the remedy for tau poison was, or if she’d just given him a list of likely candidates.

“I can recognize most of those, but what’s saskin root?” he whispered. “How do I find it?”

Ria stirred and then relaxed again. Damon waited for more than a minute, long enough to start worrying that the connection to Malon had been lost.

“Green… stem,” whispered Ria. “Curly head.”

He didn’t waste time. As much as he hated leaving Ria alone in such a vulnerable state, he had no choice. The sun was fading fast, and he doubted she’d survive the night without treatment.

He carefully shifted her down onto the bedroll and began searching the nearby forest. Foraging for herbs under pressure, with the life of a loved one on the line, was about as stressful as anything could be. 

He found himself cursing his preparations and wishing he’d thought to bring some of Malon’s alchemy tonics along with him. Though, he had to acknowledge that it would have been impossible to predict this outcome days earlier.

His task was made even harder by the recent wildfires. There wasn’t much common plant life in general, let alone the specific types he was looking for. The parshbloom and scrum berry were the first two he found, growing side by side in quantities enough to make gathering them easy.

The shadows were approaching long and oppressive levels by the time he found the glisterwort, pulling the tiny, flowering nubs loose from the earthen patch. He began searching for the saskin root, frantically pulling up a few potential candidates that didn’t quite fit Ria’s description.

When he found it, the distinctive, spiraling green flower made it obvious that he had the right plant. He carefully extracted the roots and hurried back to where he’d left Ria. There was no time to attempt to query Malon about what the preparation involved. 

He simply crushed everything up and mixed it well with a portion of water in his travel bowl. After that, he held the concoction to Ria’s lips and hoped she could do the rest.

“Drink,” he whispered. “This probably isn’t going to taste good, but you have to drink it. Please, Ria.”

He gently worked her mouth open and started pouring the remedy in. He stopped as she spit some of it up, not wanting to waste even a single drop. Her face still felt hot, and her brow was damp with sweat.

“Swallow it, Ria. It might not taste good, but it’ll help.”

She let out a quiet groan, but she opened her mouth a little further. Her neck muscles moved as she forced herself to swallow. He brought her some water as soon as the tonic was down, slowly feeding her single sips until she sighed and turned her head to the side.

She seemed to begin to fair better within a period of two or three minutes. Damon suspected it might be simple projection on his part, recognizing how much giving Ria the potion had soothed his own anxiety.

Though in truth, his nerves were still far from settled. He’d gone to a dark place while desperately searching for the herbs. He’d made the mistake of picturing Malon and Vel’s faces if he came back after letting her die.

It would be the end of anything resembling peace and happiness. It would be the end of their family. Damon couldn’t imagine him and Malon and Vel ever being able to get over Ria’s death. The thought left him feeling vulnerable, but also lucky, in a strange sort of way.

His life was flush with people whom he loved and cared about. People who brought joy to his very existence. People whom he felt the need to make an effort for and show up at his best. The trouble always seemed to come from what it took to keep them safe.

Ria’s head was still in his lap. He could feel her sleepy, steady breathing. He gently stroked her hear, touching her ears a bit. The points fascinated him as much as an adult as they had back when they were young, though he was far less willing to admit it to anyone. It just sounded weird to say out loud.

“Thank… you,” muttered Ria.

He smiled, feeling the deep affection in her words. “Don’t mention it. I was acting on aesta’s advice. Remember when she used to play healer for all our sunburns and scraped knees? It was so much simpler back then.”

She didn’t say anything. Damon ran his thumb over a lock of her hair. She smelled faintly of flowers, ash, and sweat.

They did share the bedroll that night. He carefully shifted Ria down and then, in reverse of the usual order, set up the tent over her. The wistful clouds obscuring the stars and ghost moon didn’t promise rain, but they did open the door for it. He lay next to Ria, holding her against him in a protective embrace. 

He just wanted her to be alright. He wanted to take care of her, to the best of his ability. It was a relatively recent impulse, but one born from old feelings. Damon felt as though he was growing into a part of himself as a man, an aspect of his being that was close to his core.

He still held Ria as he fell asleep.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
“Inside, solas,” said Malon. “I told you to play in the shade, if you could help it. You aren’t so tan as to be immune to sunburns.”

Damon rolled his eyes. “It’s not that bad.”

Malon sighed and poked a finger into his shoulder, which was enough to elicit a wince and a hiss of pain from him. He knew she meant well, but he was almost thirteen, past the point of having his aesta baby him over a sunburn.

“Lay down on your bed, and I’ll put the salve on you,” she said.

“I can put it on myself.”

“And I would let you, if I trusted that you actually would,” she said sternly. “Next time, try taking my advice more seriously from the start.”

He scowled but didn’t let her see it. Vel was absorbed in one of the charcoal tracings she’d taken to doing over the back patterns of seashells, humming a familiar song as she scribbled away on her parchment. Ria was probably off in the forest again, getting into her own trouble.

He stretched out across his stomach on his bed, listening for his aesta’s footsteps as she entered his room. She sat down next to where he was lying and set about warming the salve between her hands before pressing her fingers gently across his sunburned flesh.

“There,” she said. “That’s not so bad, is it.”

He didn’t answer her, feeling strangely annoyed and embarrassed, for reasons he couldn’t quite place. He’d heard some of the older boys and younger men in Morotai his age talk about how pretty Malon was. It irritated him to consider whether some of them would have jumped at a chance to have his aesta rubbing ointment salve on them.

“You’ve been so distant lately, solas,” she said. Her hands moved over his shoulders, gliding downward as she spread the salve across his upper back.

“I’ve… just been thinking,” he said.

“About what?”

It wasn’t as though he could just come out and tell her. Life on the farmstead was so slow and routine, borderline stifling for someone his age. He’d heard some of the other teenage boys in Morotai talking about leaving town, heading into the cities along the coast in search of adventure and work.

“You can tell me anything, solas,” she whispered. “Or nothing. It’s up to you. I won’t force you.”

She was guilting him, and Damon almost succumbed to it. He took a breath, feeling her hands slide lower, moving across the sides of his abdomen. She let her thumbs trace over the muscles of his back, and a few were much sorer than he’d realized.

“It’s as I said,” he muttered. “I’ve simply being thinking a lot. About the farmstead and… my future.”

“Ah.” Malon’s hands froze for a moment before she continued rubbing in the salve. “That’s… perfectly normal, solas.”

He felt as though the silence belonged to him as she continued her slow massage, but he had nothing else to say. It wasn’t as though he’d worked out every detail of what the future would hold, just the fact that it would lead him away from his home, and away from his aesta.

Her fingers slid lower, briefly touching the top edge of his trousers. She let her fingertips slide into the waistband ever so slightly, which sent an odd flutter through him. Damon wanted to be honest with her so badly, but he was afraid of how she’d react if he told her he planned on leaving.

“I’ve dreamed of this day, too, you know,” she whispered. “It was one of the last times we truly spoke before you left.”

Her words echoed in his mind for a long moment before finally making sense to him.

“I’m dreaming,” he said. “I also forgot to take the amulet off.”

“The situation has settled down, then?” asked Malon. “Is Ria out of danger?”

“She seems to be,” said Damon. “The antidote you helped me brew greatly reduced her symptoms.”

“I’m so relieved,” said Malon, with a sigh.

She kept massaging him. Damon felt no shift in his body, but he was aware that he’d returned to his adult form within the dream as soon as he’d become lucid. He felt more than a little silly, as he was still lying in his childhood bed, with the colorful quilt and his old cotton-stuffed troll doll.

“I regret not being honest with you back then,” he said. “Before I first left home.”

Malon was quiet for a moment, though she continued to press her thumbs into the muscles of his back. “I felt such a range of different emotions when I realized that you’d run away, solas. I was worried, of course, but also angry. I kept imagining how I’d yell at you and the punishment I’d dole out once I finally… brought you back.”

“Aesta…” He was still turned onto his front and was glad that she couldn’t see his frown.

“It neared obsession, for a while. I was checking for you in Morotai almost every day and sending Ria out to search the forest. I did find you after a few weeks, once I expanded my search out into Veridan’s Curve.”

“You did?”

“I did,” she said, smiling. “I saw how well you’d fallen in with your troupe, and it made me feel as though perhaps… I’d played my role already. That it might be time to let you go. I still hoped you’d come back, but I wanted it to be a choice of your own, rather than at the demand or guilting of your aesta.”

“And I did come back,” he said. “Eventually.”

He rolled over, setting his hand atop Malon’s. He brought her knuckles to his lips and kissed them.

“I never stopped expecting my sweet little boy,” she whispered. “But you came back as a man, solas.”

“My humblest apologies. I should have eaten less to stunt my growth.”

She flicked her finger against his bare chest, suppressing an obvious smile. “A cheeky man.”

“Is it too late to ask if you’ll finish putting that ointment on me?”

“Solas, you’re too much,” she said.

She leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. Damon made sure she found his lips instead. He cupped her cheek, holding them both within a disordered moment in time. He could tell how tender and meaningful the dream must be for Malon. 

He wanted to be well behaved, but his lower body seemed to have ideas of its own. He kissed Malon again, feeling his cock stiffening as he noticed how thin the robe she had on was. It was one of her older ones, from a time before she’d ever felt the need to dress modestly around him.

“Do you truly want me to keep going?” asked Malon. She cleared her throat. “That is to say, to finish the massage for you?”

“If you’re comfortable with it,” said Damon. “I’m a lot bigger now than I was back then.”

Her eyes flitted over him, only lingering on the obvious bulge against his undershorts for a passing second. She dabbed more of the ointment into her palm, rubbed her hands together, and began softly caressing the hard muscles of his chest and stomach.

“We’re both different people than we were back then,” she said softly. “But we’re still the same to one another, solas.”

Her hands went lower, and she began teasing his waistband again. Having her do it against the front of his body was a beautiful, tickling sort of torture. His cock throbbed as Malon seemed to actively play with the idea of pulling his undershorts down.

“Aesta,” he said. “My dreams of you are not the same as they were back then.”

He didn’t look at her as he said it, and he found her avoiding his gaze in equal measure when he did shift his eyes over.

“A young man’s dreams can be unpredictable,” she whispered. “It’s best not to search them too deeply for truth or meaning. They are what they are. Simply dreams, and nothing more.”

“Will you help me have a good dream tonight, aesta?”

She didn’t answer him with words. Her fingers slid along the edge of his undershorts for what must have been the tenth or twentieth time. Damon reached his hand out, drawing her face in for another kiss. He felt Malon’s hand cross the line as their mouths and tongues met.

She slid her fingers all the way to the base of his cock, and then wrapped them around it. There wasn’t much room for her to move with his undershorts still in the way, but she gently worked his tool with gentle, almost hesitant movements.

The pleasure was raw and undeniable, as it always was whenever Malon touched him. Damon tried to keep his face from looking as perverted and horny as he knew it did as he sank into the emotional conflict that always accompanied their encounters. She was his aesta. Was he being cruel, perhaps even manipulative, by asking this of her?

Malon’s face was a lewd match for his own. She bit her lower lip and took shaky, labored breaths. Her hand pumped up and down, straining against the fabric until it grew too bothersome. She pulled his undershorts down completely, freeing his cock.

They stared at each other for a silent moment. Malon picked up the bottle of ointment and poured more into her hand. 

“Well then, solas,” she whispered. “Shall I finish your massage?”

Damon nodded dumbly. He watched his aesta wrap her soft, lubricated fingers around his member and continue stroking. Her free hand rubbed his chest and stomach, as though gently urging him to lay back and relax.

He was at her complete mercy, but not without ideas. Malon’s focus was entirely on her pumping hand, and she didn’t stop him when he reached out and eased her robe further open. She wasn’t wearing a half shirt underneath, and Damon nearly groaned at the sight of large, pale breasts.

“Aesta…” he said, inebriated by the pleasure. “I love you.”

“I love you too, solas.” She flashed a bright, honest smile at him. Her hand moved faster, squeezing and gliding with a tenderness that underscored her words.

He was going to have all of her, one day. He wanted all of her, then and there, but he knew she’d stop him. The memory of his previous failed attempts only fed into his guilt and shame. She was his aesta. There was probably something wrong with him.

“Tell me when you’re close,” she cooed.

“I’m always close when you’re touching me.”

She grinned and shook her head. “You have such a way with words. I’m trying to control your mess, you young, horny boy. Tell me when.”

She brought her head in close to his tool, blushing and blinking her eyes as her lips neared the tip. Damon started to nod before realizing the pointlessness of it.

“It’s a dream,” he said. “There won’t be a mess.”

“Exactly,” she whispered. “It’s a dream. Just a dream.”

Her lips closed around his tool, tongue swirling over the throbbing head. Damon was caught completely off guard by the pleasure, despite being ready and primed for it. He blew his load into her mouth, twitching against the bed from the unreal rush of pleasure and contentment that came with it.

Malon let out a small cough, breaking the seal of her lips and letting some of his seed dribble down her chin. “It’s rather bitter.”

“Uh, sorry.”

“The ointment, I mean,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting the taste.”

“Oh. Right.”

They stared at each other, as though neither could actually believe how far their relationship had veered off the beaten path. Malon pulled his undershorts back up for him and returned to sitting next to him on the bed. Damon set a hand on her leg, affectionately rubbing her knee.

“I wonder if I should start wearing the amulet to bed every night,” he said with a cocky smile.

“If you try to, you’ll find your dreams become nightmares,” said Malon. “This was spur of the moment horseplay, solas. Not a thing for you to become accustomed to.”

“Well, I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

“It shouldn’t be hard, this time,” said Malon. “This is a dream, after all. One of doubtless many dirty dreams I’m sure a young man like you has had, to be forgotten within the first few minutes after waking.”

Damon smiled and shook his head. This dream, he suspected, he would not be forgetting.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
Damon was encouraged by the state of Ria’s recovery the next morning. She was up before he was, rifling through his pack for whatever she could find for breakfast. It was cloudy, so much so that the sky lent darkness to the early hour.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Tired, though not of as much weakness as I was yesterday,” she said.

“Calling it weakness is an understatement. You were poisoned, Ria.”

“I remember.” She took a bite from a travel biscuit, chewing slowly and shifting her gaze downward. “Thank you, Damon. Without your quick thinking, the situation might have led to my death.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said. “Is that the last biscuit, or are there any others…”

He trailed off, noticing the way Ria’s gaze snapped toward the forest to their left. She crouched down, moving to attempt to hide behind the log they’d camped near. Damon followed her example, but he sensed that it was a useless effort as he recognized the direction of the approaching footsteps.

“The tau?” mouthed Ria.

Damon shook his head as he risked a glance. He let his hand relax from the hilt of his myrblade as he recognized one of the men at the front of the group.

“Coral,” he called. “You managed to keep up, after all.”

Coral seemed to go through a similar process of recognition and lowering his guard upon spotting him. The tall, relatively young mercenary looked disheveled and sleep deprived. Next to him stood two others, and Damon marked Salmon’s silhouette along with the main body of mercenaries further back into the forest.

 “The guiding marks you left were helpful,” said Coral. “Have to thank you for that. Certainly easier to keep hope when we at least have a path to follow.”

“We nearly overtook them yesterday,” said Damon. “Bylia and Reef are still alive, and no more than a day ahead of us.”

Coral nodded, but a change came over his expression as he caught sight of Ria. Salmon pushed his way past a branch blocking his way and came over to join the scouts and Damon. The old mercenary captain’s eyes narrowed into a similarly offended scowl.

“It’s good to see you still well, Damon Al-Kendras, but you’re in poor company.” Salmon spat on the ground and flexed the fingers of his metal gauntlets. “She’s the one from the tournament. The Witch of the Badlands.”

“You know nothing of me,” said Ria.

“Is that right?” Salmon took a step forward. “I know you’ve been busy in the Malagantyan these past few days, you miserable heathen!”

Damon stepped in between them, shooting a warning glare over his shoulder at Ria before staring Salmon down. “Watch your tone. She’s with me.”

“I can see that,” said Salmon. “The question, as it stands, is whether you’re with her. Better if you let us handle this without the next few minutes getting too complicated.”

“That’s no question at all, Salmon.” Damon drew his sword. Several of Salmon’s men immediately unsheathed their own weapons. Coral stopped a man who’d begun to lift a battle axe into position, frowning with worry.

“One of our scouts went missing a few days earlier,” said Salmon. “She was seen plotting with the Rem clan who he’d been keeping an eye on. She isn’t just some pretty, pointed eared waif, Damon. She’s a killer. Why would you side with her against your own?”

“Because she’s my sister,” he said. There was nothing to lose by admitting it, though he could already tell from the looks the mercenaries gave each other that they weren’t taking the claim at face value. 

“Is this some kind of joke?” asked Salmon. “There’s no way you could expect me to believe that.”

“We were raised under the same aesta. Do I need to remind you what that means? Are you truly that ignorant of the native culture of the Remenai?”

“I know far more than I’d like to. She isn’t your sister, lad. You can flap your lips about their tribal ways, but it’s primitive, meaningless nonsense.”

For an instant, Damon wished that he could think in the same way. The reflex made him feel a stab of shame, which seemed to rebound off itself as he considered the truth. Ria was his sister, in his mind and in reality. He had other valid and lurid reasons to feel such emotions.

“We can come to a reasonable state of agreement, or you can go your own way,” he said. “It’s up to you, Salmon Ban-Tellmore.”

“She’s coming with us,” said Salmon. “We have questions to ask her. Justice needs to be served. Damon, you must understand the situation. This needs to happen.”

Damon tightened his grip on his myrblade, his breath cooling as he began feeling for the weapon’s power. He met Salmon’s gaze and could see the hesitation in his eyes. 

“I have no more desire for bloodshed than you do,” said Damon. “I fought you and beat you once in the tournament. I’ll have no trouble doing it here, with or without your men.”

Salmon let out a disappointed sigh. “Sorry about this, lad. Archers… On my command.”

“Coward.”

Anger flickered across the older man’s face. He remembered their fight in the tournament and how he’d exploited Salmon’s fiery temper. The current situation was even more ideal for such goading. The old man was in front of his men. He was on the job, and his job was violence.

It almost worked. Salmon smiled, but it wasn’t a smile that he liked.

“You are so blissfully fucking stupid,” said Salmon. “I wish I could say that I envy you, but in truth, I really don’t. Lad, you’ve got an idea of what power is stuck up in your head that’s wrong from the bottom up.”

Salmon strode forward, ignoring the sword in Damon’s hands and coming near enough to emphasize how much the height difference was in his favor.

“Power in Avaricia is having some coin in your pocket, a strong reputation, maybe an enviable job,” said Salmon. “Power out here, in the Malagantyan, isn’t a man to man thing. My swimmers will kill you and your sister on my command, Damon Al-Kendras. That’s power.”

“I told you once already Salmon,” said Damon. He furrowed his brow and leaned his face close enough to the other man for it to be near uncomfortable. “I didn’t grow up in the city. I grew up here.”

He exhaled a breath of frozen air directly into Salmon’s face, cold enough to make his teeth hurt and his throat sore. The larger man gasped and wiped at his eyes, as much blinded as intimidated. The trick was one Damon had stumbled upon by accident, useless in the context of normal fighting, given the limited range of his breath.

He manifested his myrblade’s ice thorns, drawing an instant reaction from the rest of the mercenaries. He half expected for the shaft of an arrow to take him through the shoulder, but Salmon’s men seemed unwilling to make the first move.

“How many of your people are you willing to throw into the grinder for the sake of indulging in your prejudice, Salmon?” asked Damon.

“Prejudice? Bah! I’ve seen the ugly truth of what the Rem are. Their nature is inherently savage.”

“Interesting how it’s always the blind ones who claim to see the truth,” said Damon.

Salmon wiped his eyes again. “You played your cards, you little shit. Now it’s time to die.”

Thunder rumbled overhead with excellent timing. It wasn’t unexpected, given the clouds which had greeted Damon and Ria that morning and the occasional booms which had accompanied them. He had, in fact, been counting on it.

“I will strike down anyone who pulls back an arrow or lifts a sword,” said Ria, in a quiet voice. “Your death will be quick and pointless.”

“Nobody needs to die!” said Coral, in a pleading voice. “Look, let’s take another second to cool off and simply talk about this. We both have a common foe. We’re both trying to save our people.”

He spoke to Damon, but his attention was directed toward Salmon. It seemed as much a matter of pride as it did logic for the hotheaded old man. 

“I’m open to a truce if you are, Salmon,” said Damon. “Wouldn’t you rather have Ria and I on your side against the tau, rather than fighting the same battle with half your current fighting force?” 

He was being generous. With Ria’s tempesting magic in play, he suspected that they stood a fair chance at coming out on top in a brawl against the mercenaries, especially if she could deal with the archers quickly. But the violence of it would be pointless, and the risk was far too high.

“I’ll accept your truce,” said Salmon. “For now.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
The tension was still thick in the air as Damon and Ria struck down their camp. Salmon and his mercenaries had gone ahead to follow the trail of the tau, and Damon had a moment alone with Ria as he shouldered his pack and started off.

“Do you have much trust for this man?” asked Ria.

“Not in the slightest,” he admitted. “I wouldn’t hold it past him to already be plotting ways to double cross us. But we might need his help and his mercenaries to pull this rescue off.”

“We must be careful,” said Ria. “Men are not as predictable as tau.”

He was tempted to point out how unpredictable the tau they’d been chasing had been thus far, but he understood her point. He reached out and held her hand as they walked, a bit surprised that she allowed him the minor, intimate gesture.

“If we see a chance to rescue Bylia and quit the fight midway, we’re taking it,” he said. “Saving her is our only condition for victory. I couldn’t care less about the existence of monsters within the Malagantyan, of all places.”

Ria nodded sagely. Ahead of them, Salmon and his men plodded their way along. They were slow trackers, over cautious given how conspicuous they were, as a group. They disturbed branches and undergrowth, and many of them wore armor that clanked and groaned with every movement.

Their approach was flush with numbers, but lacking in stealth. Damon was tempted to offer to run ahead with Ria as scouts, but he didn’t like the idea of letting Salmon and his mercenaries out of his field of view in such a way.

They stopped for lunch after a few hours. Damon and Ria were running low on food, given how they’d both been sharing what he had left for the past few days. It was a welcome surprise when Coral made his way over to them with bread and cured sausage to share.

“I care about saving my sister,” said the young mercenary. “I’m not daft. I know the two of you likely have plans of your own, but if you see a chance to help her… I would be forever in your debt.”

“We aren’t heartless, Coral,” said Damon. “We’ll help to the best of our ability.”

Ria sighed, but she held her opinion until Coral rejoined the rest of his company.

“I do not doubt for a second that he would have followed his leader’s order to kill us,” she said.

“Probably, but it’s a little hard to hold that against his sister,” he replied. “If she’s near Bylia when we attempt this rescue, and it’s convenient, we’ll get her out with us.”

“You are naïve and easily manipulated,” said Ria, with an endeared smile.

“Well, you would know better than most about that.”

They continued following the trail of the tau. It was sunset when they finally arrived at their apparent destination. The forest came to an abrupt end, revealing a rolling valley along the side of a jutting mountain.

“The Vescabull Mountains,” said Ria. “I had not realized we had progressed so far east.”

“Since when do the tau live in the mountains?” muttered Damon.

“Since when do they live in a fortress, you mean,” boomed Salmon. He pointed a gauntleted hand upward, and Damon took in the sight of something that would make the rescue much more complicated.

The tau had apparently built a series of wooden structures along the side of the craggy mountain, some of which were connected by long, pliable rope bridges. There were enough of the stout buildings to imply that the party of tau they’d originally encountered had been a mere fraction of their whole strength. 

“Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Coral. “How the hell are we supposed to get up there?”

“We aren’t,” said Salmon. “We bring them down here, to us! A direct show of strength in the valley below will serve as a call to battle. We’ll fight the monsters like men once they come down.”

“Um…” Coral scratched his head. “Those look like murder holes in a few of those structures.”

“Murder holes!” bellowed Salmon. “The tau don’t have archers! The stench of the Remenai is thick over this place.”

Damon narrowed his eyes. “Watch it.”

Salmon jutted out his chin. “Or what?”

“Or you find out what happens in a fight against me when there aren’t tournament organizers around to call an end to it.”

He could feel the tension and potential for violence building, though he was a bit annoyed with himself for picking the fight. Coral cleared his throat and stepped in between them

“How about we try to find a way up?” he suggested. “Those bridges look narrow. It might be ideal for us to take the fight in a place where we can control the space more effectively.”

“That’s… a fair point,” admitted Salmon.

“There.” Ria nudged him with her elbow, pointing at a small cave opening against the mountain’s face a short distance to the west. “Look at the dirt in front of that cave. There is no grass, but it looks more as though it has been trodden down, rather than spoiled of growth.”

“It’s possible it could lead upward,” said Damon. “Even if it doesn’t, it might be an ideal place to hide an ambush. It’ll give us more cover than being in the trees.”

Salmon considered the idea for a moment before frowning. “What if they’re already inside the same cave, waiting for us?”

“Then you’ll get the bloodbath you seem so keen on,” said Damon. 

Nobody seemed to have any better ideas, and there were no objections voiced against investigating the cave. They waited for night and the cover of dark. The thick clouds overhead blocked out even the stars and the Eldritch moon, further obscuring their approach.

The cave’s entrance was high and narrow, necessitating them to walk in a single file line. Damon led the way with Ria and Coral behind him. He had to stop after a few feet, however, to wait for Coral to pass up a lit torch from further down the line.

The cave seemed to be a natural tunnel, and though it was hard for Damon to spot any additional signs of frequent tau passage, his suspicion grew. It immediately began to wane a bit as the tunnel narrowed and snaked back and forth.

After a few minutes, he reached a low and craggy opening that he had to stoop low to make through. His claustrophobia threatened to spike upward as he felt Ria entering behind him before he’d reached the other side, or even verified that the low tunnel led anywhere.

But it did lead somewhere. Damon exited out into a spacious, open cavern, so open he couldn’t see to the other side, at first. His eyes began to adjust as Ria joined him, slowly followed by each of the mercenaries as they made their way through.

The cavern was so large that a small city could have fit within. It was illuminated by spurious patches of glow moss growing along the rock walls, which reminded Damon of stars across a night sky.

Strange grey spores floated through the air, and he made an effort to breathe through his nose to avoid discovering what would happen if he ingested one. Odd croaking noises sounded from deeper within the darkness, deeper and more distorted than a frog or toad.

It took a while for all of the mercenaries to make it through the small opening. Salmon was the last, and his armor caught on a section of rock, forcing him to wriggle on his stomach to clear the final pinch.

“Curse this armor!” muttered Salmon.

“The armor,” said Damon, with an exaggerated nod. “Sure. Maybe go a bit lighter on the sweet cake before your next expedition.”

Ria laughed, but the jibe earned him a number of annoyed glares from the other mercenaries. Eventually, Salmon made it through. Damon stood with him and a few other men, discussing how best to proceed.

“The torches are working to our detriment, I think,” said Salmon. “There’s enough moss light for us to see by. We’ll save them for later and dim the lanterns a reasonable amount so our eyes can better adjust to this area.”

“Sounds reasonable enough,” said Damon.

They waited for another minute after putting out the bright torch flames. Sure enough, more of the cavern came into view, and it was quite the sight.

There was a lake at the cavern’s center with an underground river feeding into it from the cavern’s edge. Even in the relative darkness of the cave, the water looked crystal clear and pristine. Damon made a note to fill up his waterskin on their way by.

“I see an opening on the far side of the cavern,” said Coral. “It’s a ways up the wall, but… I think there’s a path leading up.”

“Let’s head that way, then,” said Damon. 

Salmon nodded, and the party set off. Every movement they made seemed to echo through the darkened cavern. The glow moss didn’t provide uniform illumination, and as they walked down the slope which led to the cavern’s main floor, they were forced to navigate by the light of the remaining lanterns.

“This feels like too large of a space for us to be alone within,” said Coral.

“Quit trying to feed into the fears of the men,” barked Salmon. “We’re on guard. We have our weapons at the ready. There’s nothing for us to—”

“I saw something!” hissed another mercenary.

The group came to an abrupt stop. The relative silence within the cavern was unnerving and made more so due to their collective effort to listen for the new potential threat.

“I see it,” whispered one of the archers.

Salmon simply nodded and pointed to the man. Damon heard an arrow being drawn, followed by the familiar twang of a bowstring snapping taut.

The arrow struck its intended target, judging from the flutter of movement in the darkness ahead of them. Salmon took one of the men’s lanterns and strode forward, casting illumination across the scene.

“Well, it seems as though we handled the danger!” The mercenary captain stepped aside, revealing a giant slug with an arrow sticking out of it. He let out a booming laugh as he pulled the shaft free and watched the thing slither off.

His men began join in, laughing and joking with one another. A sudden, yelping scream came from the edge of the group, going unnoticed until more shouts came from the other men nearby.

“Tau!” boomed Salmon. “Weapons at the ready! Light the torches!”

Damon had his myrblade out in under a second, though he couldn’t help but wonder whether it would be much use. Aside from Ria and the few men near him, he couldn’t make out more than silhouettes of the rest of their party. 

Panic spread through the mercenaries, fed by the screams of the first man who’d been attacked and dragged off. Damon made sure Ria was still at his side before turning to scan the darkness. He thought he saw a shape rush by in front of him. He brought his sword up defensively.

“Hold the edge!” shouted Salmon. “Pull the wounded man toward the center.”

“He’s already dead,” shouted another man. “He—”

A hissing screech cut him off, followed by another scream as someone else went down. Damon swung his sword on reflex, slashing back at a tau leaping outward from the darkness. He moved toward Ria, feeling her turn to press her back against his.

“Watch the mercenaries, too,” she whispered. “I would not be surprised for one to attempt to stab us in the chaos.”

It was an unsettling thought, but her concern was valid. The mercenaries had managed to hack through the tau who’d attacked the first man to fall. There was a brief interlude amid the battle as they fell back into line. Everyone was silent, eyes searching the darkness, torchlight flickering and pushing back the encroaching darkness.

“We need to keep moving,” said Damon. “It’s too open in this cavern. Let’s get to the other side.”

“Agreed,” said Salmon.

Their pace was far slower, as they needed to watch for tau on all sides. Nobody said a word, but the silence was more unnerving than reassuring. The tau were clearly familiar with the terrain of the cave. They could approach from anywhere, and their footsteps were near impossible to hear.

They passed by the lake, keeping their backs to the water as they traveled along its shore. The water was crystal-clear, with an eerie blue color from the nature of the mineral deposits lining its bottom. It lent a deceptive peace to the moment, which was broken almost as soon as it arrived.

Several hissing tau leapt from the darkness, grasping with their claws and gnashing their razor-sharp teeth. One of the archers went down. The man next to him panicked and stabbed his spear through both the tau and his companion’s chest.

The horror of the moment was raw and infectious. Several mercenaries began swinging their weapons wildly into the dark. Archers fired arrows at vague shapes just outside the glow of the torchlight. Damon spun as one of the tau attacked from his left, angling for Ria, rather than him.

He moved out of position to strike it down, manifesting his myrblade’s freezing enchantment. The tau crumbled to ice. He heard Ria shout and realized that he’d moved too far forward.

Something struck him hard in the side of the head. Reality seemed to darken and skip a second or two forward. One of the tau had a grip on his leg, and another had its arms tightly wrapped around his waist. He cringed and tried to thrash loose, to no avail.

He let out a snarl, expecting teeth to sink into his flesh at any second. Ria was still with Salmon and the other mercenaries, and the entire group of them was moving away from him, defending against a scrum of tau which had flooded in to fill the gap.

“Damon!” screamed Ria.

He tried to swing himself loose from the monsters as another tau grappled onto him, wrapping an arm around his neck. A hard blow struck him across the side of the head, once, then twice.

The third blow was enough. He blacked out.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
Damon woke up with a pounding headache and bound limbs. He was alive, a fact which seemed outrageous, given what he could remember of his last few moments in the cave.

He hung from a rope harness with his arms outstretched and pulled toward the ceiling of the room he was currently in. The floor and two of the walls were smooth rock, similar to the cavern, while the other two walls seemed formed from wooden partitions, each of which held a solid door of polished oak. 

A faint hissing sound came from somewhere nearby, similar to running water. There was a bucket in the corner of the room, and a small table with chairs tucked underneath. He spotted his myrblade atop the table, which wasn’t unexpected, but contributed to his confusion.

Why would the tau need a table? Moreover, why had they taken him alive? He’d seen several of Salmon’s men go down during the monster attack, and the tau had been eager to devour them.

A few minutes went by, and then one of the doors creaked open. Several figures entered the room, a few of the tau Damon had been expecting, but others, as well. An imperious looking Remenai man with a dangerous intensity to his gaze was at the forefront of the group.

Damon didn’t know enough about the clan tattoos to recognize the markings on his face, but he didn’t appear to be an exile, which was worrying. He was on the verge of assuming the man was the one in control of the tau when a short, hooded figure moved to the front of the pack.

“How dangerous are you, Damon Al-Kendras?” 

The voice that emanated from within the hood was feminine, but raspy and unnerving. It took him a moment to process the question separately from his own racing thoughts about how to escape.

“Do you mean right now, or in general?” he asked.

A high pitched, tittering laugh came from underneath the hood. The shrouded woman waved a hand at the others in the room. “Leave us. I’ll only get snark from him if he feels actively threatened.”

The tau and the Remenai man left without a word of objection. Damon tested the integrity of his bindings, only discovering what he already knew. The knots were good, and he was held tight.

“Would you like to play a game?” asked the woman.

“Heavily depends on what it would involve.”

“I want you to guess who I am,” said the woman. “I’ll give you clues. I’m good at giving clues. It’s like crumbling bits of bread to lead the mice. Follow along until you’re ready to guess.”

“It would be easier for me to follow along if I wasn’t tied up.”

The woman let out another tittering, half-crazed sounding laugh. “Excellent! Now, shall we get started?”

She didn’t wait for his answer before pulling back her hood. From the way she’d suggesting the guessing game, Damon half expected to recognize some aspect of her appearance, or see an immediate clue hidden by her cloak.

What he saw instead was a petite woman of Merinian descent with gaunt features and sickly colored skin. She was somewhere in between green or grey, with beady black eyes and a sunken face contoured by visible cheekbones. 

Her hair was red, but uneven and splotchy, as though she cut it herself and was truly abysmal at it, or as though different sections grew at different speeds. Her baggy cloak seemed to have been chosen for the small amount of extra volume it gave her body. Damon could see now from looking at her hands that she was rail-thin underneath.

“Pretty, aren’t I?” The woman flashed a smile, revealing a large set of teeth with oversized, razor point canines.

“Everyone is, to the right person,” he managed.

“You’re sweet. I like that about you.”

The woman strode around him, ducking underneath the ropes that bound his arms out to the side. Damon did his best to keep from tensing as she moved directly behind him, out of his view.

“They didn’t know what to do with me when I was born,” said the woman. “They said my mother was raped by a monster.”

“People can be cruel.”

She gave another laugh like shattering glass. “They said that because it’s what happened! My sweet mother was taken by a monster in an ungainly way. No, not a tau, though I see why you might jump to that assumption. A hedge goblin. I was born on Wintercrest Island, and the goblins are quite a menace up there.”

Damon nodded slowly. None of what she said stirred anything resembling a guess of who she might be. 

“The townsfolk there thought I was strange,” said the woman. “Wintercrest Island is a stronghold of Merinian culture. Like Merinians, the people of my homeland were good at prejudice, at finding what’s scary about what’s different.

“I don’t think I would have had an easy time of life even if I hadn’t looked so much like a monster. I was awkward and bad at talking. I felt stupid, and that was partially the case, back then. I was also fat, which may sound like a small thing, but for a woman, a monster half-breed, I assure you it is not.”

Damon shook his head and spoke in his most polite voice. “I’m sorry that happened to you, but I’m lost. I don’t understand why you’re telling me this.”

“We’re playing a game, remember?” whispered the woman, drawing close behind him again. “Now, I used to hate being fat. I used to rotate between simply not eating and finding ways to make the food come back up after it was inside me. I was a foolish little girl, and I thought if I could just be thin, the boys wouldn’t notice my skin, or my eyes… or my teeth.

“I got good at not eating, but I didn’t understand. My hunger has a certain… depth to it. I become obsessed with that next bite, and when I finally took it, it wasn’t out of a steak, or a roasted pheasant.”

Her mouth was mere inches from Damon’s neck. He swallowed, forcing himself to stay calm and still.

“People taste wonderful, Damon, and you should really stop silently judging like I know you’re doing,” snapped the woman. “Now, are you ready to fucking guess yet, or am I really going to have to take a chunk out of your shoulder?”

“Famine.”

It was a shot in the dark, but it fit. Damon had been cautious about assuming that the crest he’d seen on the giant tau meant that he was dealing with one of the Forsaken, but after her story, there was hardly any doubt in his mind.

“Wonderful!” Famine let out a cackling laugh and came back around to the front. “You’re awfully smart. Bylia loves that about you.”

Damon pulled against his bindings, baring his teeth. “What did you do with her?”

“She’s still alive,” said Famine. “Though I did feast… upon her memories. She’s lived a positively delectable life. To be like her, so young and pretty. Constantly lusted over. Mmmm… I’ve never tasted a life like hers, before.”

Damon gritted his teeth, trying to slide one of his hands free against the coarse rope, to no avail.

“Now, there are a few things I need to know from you, Damon,” said Famine. “I came to this region for the same reason my brothers and sisters have also been drawn here. Events are in motion. There is war on the horizon. I need to get a better picture of its landscape. Tell me of your master’s activities. What has Wrath been up to?”

“Wrath isn’t my master.”

“Bylia seems to think otherwise.” Famine reached a hand out and touched the side of Damon’s face. “She’s so much more perceptive than I think you realize. Oh, mercy me! Even just thinking about her life makes me shiver. Did she ever tell you how many men she’s been with, Damon? I could tell you that, if you were so interested.”

He felt rage beyond anything he’d ever experienced. The idea of Bylia being at the mercy of one of the Forsaken made him sick to his stomach. He resolved to act in her interests, regardless of what it took. Maybe he could use what little information he knew about Wrath to bargain for her safety.

“If you can eat or read memories or whatever, why even bother with this?” he asked. It was a question he couldn’t help but ask, despite fearing the answer.

“I hate the taste of the men’s memories,” hissed Famine. “They always make me feel ugly.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “I can be reasonable. If you agree to let Bylia go, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

“That’s extremely reasonable!” said Famine. “Bylia loves that about you, as well. You’re a very practical man. Tell me, Damon. Where is Wrath’s base within Veridan’s Curve?”

He licked his lips. “I’m not entirely sure. She has a boat, and she… spent a few days in Avaricia.”

“That’s useless. If you can’t tell me where her base is, then at least tell me who she’s allied with.”

“She has a crest sorcerer named Shank, a Remenai exile who—”

Famine slapped him hard across the face. Damon tasted blood as he licked his lips.

“You stupid, stupid fucking man!” she hissed. “I don’t care about that! Which of my siblings is she working with? How have the factions shifted?”

“She fought against Avarice,” he said. “They aren’t allies.”

“Of course, she’s not allied with…” Famine massaged her temples, muttering something else under her breath. “You’re stupid. Actually, you might be the stupidest, most awful fucking man in existence! Bylia thought things like that about you, too! Now I see where she was coming from…”

Famine moved to the ropes holding his left arm. She began undoing them without saying a word. Damon stared at her, almost too stunned to take advantage of the moment.

As his hand came free, he tried to punch her. Famine moved with unreal speed, dodging the blow and cuffing him so hard across the head that he felt the call of unconsciousness linger for an instant. He hung limply from the rope still attached to his left hand as Famine began untying it as well.

“I had this room built to exacting specifications,” said Famine. “Let’s play another game! Damon, can you guess where this second door leads?” 

Famine seized him by the neck, digging her fingers in deep enough to make it clear that she could easily crush his windpipe if she chose to. She used her free hand to open the door, revealing a black void. The sound of rushing water emanated from the darkness.

“It’s too bad this didn’t work out,” said Famine. “I would keep you and see if you taste good, but I’m not all that hungry and, well… I just like pushing people out of this door. It’s a game onto itself.”

He flailed outward with his arms as Famine began thrusting him through the open doorframe. His fingers caught the edge of his sword belt, and he pulled the weapon to him just as the hand on his neck gave him a shove.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
Damon plunged into the pitch dark. The only light he could see came from the door he’d just fallen through. He screamed, unable to do much else in the face of his terror.

His priorities immediately shifted as he hit the surging, freezing cold water. The air was stolen from his lungs as he gasped from the intensity of the chill. He flailed his arms, still holding onto his myrblade in one hand for dear life as the underground river began to sweep him along toward certain death.

The glow moss had found purchase on sections of the rock wall further down from where Damon had first fallen in. The illumination was only a minor relief, as it revealed the dangers previously hidden by the darkness.

His head took a glancing blow against the edge of the tunnel as the river whipped him around a sharp corner. He missed a jutting pillar of rock by less than an inch, aware of how easily it would have broken his bones, given the speed of the river.

The rushing water forced him back and forth against the walls of the underground tunnel, bruising his body and tearing at his skin. Damon struggled to find each breath, bobbing in the churning spray, swimming for his life.

He surged around a bend, banging onto a small rock shelf high enough to be clear of the river. He dug in with his fingers, only just managing to arrest his motion against the rushing water and pull himself onto it.

Coughing up water, Damon did what little he could to recover his strength. He was soaking wet and exhausted. His equipment consisted of his myrblade and nothing else. The small respite he’d found atop the rock shelf was no more than a temporary hiatus from the river’s intensity. There was no other way forward beyond dropping back into the water and hoping it swept him to escape. 

The situation was every bit as dire it seemed. He had no guarantee that the river would take him anywhere resembling a place he wanted to go. It could smash him against rocks or send him careening over a waterfall, and even if it didn’t, simply managing to swim high enough to take breath was a challenge unto itself.

Damon knew he needed to do something, and only a single idea seemed to hold any chance at changing his circumstances. A single stupidly bold idea, more audacious than inspired.

 “Still with me, Myr?” he whispered.

“Always,” she replied. “I think I know what you have in mind.”

Damon nodded slowly. “If it works, I might just make it through this. Any last minute tips?”

Myr made a sound close to a sigh. “Nothing I haven’t told you before. Go fast and try to move lightly.”

He took another look at the river’s furious, flooded waters. He would only have one chance to get it right. The consequences of failure were markedly higher than they’d been during his practice on the lake.

He held his myrblade in one hand, thinking for a moment. Reversing his grip, Damon tried out a couple of different stances, eventually settling on a crouching pose with his sword stabbed downward, almost as though he was leaning on it like a cane.

“Here we go,” he muttered.

He took a leading step, building up a small amount of forward momentum, and then leapt onto the water while holding his practiced position. He thrust the tip of his myrblade through the river’s surface, exhaling white as he manifested the enchantment with his will.

A patch of smooth ice burst into existence underneath him. Unlike his attempts on the lake, it felt balanced, and it began gliding forward along the river even as Damon’s weight settled onto it. 

He was moving faster than the ice, sliding across its slick surface and continuously freezing more as he traveled forward. The ice behind him dissolved just as quickly, and there was a beautiful elegance to the motion that made him want to yell in triumph.

Ahead of him, the river banked around a sharp corner. Damon leaned into it, briefly gliding up and along the edge of the stone wall. There was enough moisture for him to still create a thin layer of ice there, though his feet splashed as he came back down to the water.

“True Divine!” he shouted. 

“Look out!” shouted Myr.

He ducked under a hanging stalactite that would have otherwise taken his head off. The river banked again, and he let out a nervous laugh as he picked up speed and nearly tripped over himself as he went around the corner at an insane speed.

It was faster than he’d ever moved before in his life, faster than the fastest horse he’d ever ridden. If he could find a way to use the technique across normal water, be it a lake or perhaps even the sea, the possibilities we’re near endless. He felt larger than life, unstoppable, legendary.

Without warning, the river dropped downward at a sharp angle. Damon continued forward for moment longer, and the ice underneath him gave way to open air. He could barely hear himself screaming as he plunged into the darkness, ears full of the sound of the crashing behind and below him.

He hit the surface of the water feet first, not daring to try applying the myrblade’s enchantment as he landed. Water surged down on him from overhead, but he was already moving forward again, swept along with the river.

The pace was more manageable than it had previously been. He sheathed his sword and put his full attention into treading water and going with the flow. The river pushed him through a narrow opening, and he blinked in surprise as he emerged out onto the other side.

He was back in the massive, open cavern, exactly where he’d first been taken from during the tau attack. The river exited out into the crystal-clear lake he’d found so beautiful. If not for his ice gliding, he would have surely spoiled the pristine pool with his corpse.

He heard voices coming from the ledge above him as he pulled himself onto the rocky shore. Salmon’s men, he assumed, recognizing at least one familiar accent. Damon caught his breath and was about to shout out to them when he caught a few words of what they were saying.

“We can’t trust her with us!” shouted one of the men. “Let’s finish her and head after the others. There’s nothing left for us here.”

“I’m not leaving without my sister!” shouted Coral. “We need to—”

The sound of a rough slap cut the young mercenary off.

“The captain had the sense to pull out with the rest of the men,” said the first man. “The way is clear. After we deal with this Rem bitch, we’re getting to safety.”

“Bastards!” hissed Ria. “Touch me again and I’ll…”

Her words were muffled, as though someone had clamped a hand over her mouth.

“Her witch powers don’t work down here,” said another man. “Let’s put her to use before we kill her. She’s got a nice ass for one of the Rem, and some damn pretty eyes.”

Several of the other men laughed. Damon had heard enough. He moved quickly and silently, following the path up through the rocks. Signs of the earlier battle littered the ground, including the bodies of both fallen tau and defeated mercenaries.

The men were grouped around Ria, with one of them holding a lantern and pressing his boot down on Coral’s back. Damon drew his myrblade, letting the weapon ring as it came loose from its scabbard.  

“Get your hands off her,” he said. “Now.”

The men turned to face him, hesitating as they seemed to consider their position. There were four of them, and it seemed like quite the numbers advantage, but they’d also seen some of what he could do.

“I suppose we’ll have to kill you, too, then,” said one of them. “Maybe we take that sword of yours once we do, eh?”

Damon sighed. “I wish I could say that I wanted this to go differently, but I really didn’t.”

*** 
He killed one of the men and froze the arm of another, rendering him unconscious from shock. Ria strangled one of them to death, and the fourth man fled into the deeper depths of the cavern. 

“Are you alright?” he asked, pulling Ria into a hug.

“I am annoyed, but unharmed,” she said. “The situation turned ugly when the tau attacked. I tried to follow those that grabbed you, but they were too fast.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“The mercenary company split into several different groups during the chaos,” said Ria. “I am not of certainty about what happened to their leader and the others. These four lecherous fools thought to capture me for their own purposes after surprising me and taking my weapons.”

She picked her throwing dagger and spear up. Damon turned his attention toward Coral, who was still on the ground, clearly unsure of what his fate might be.

“What about him?” asked Damon.

“Please don’t kill me!” shouted Coral. “I tried to stop them!”

“It is true,” said Ria. “He made a stand against them. It was… not the most effective stand, but he held to his principles.”

Damon nodded, though he still felt a bit skeptical. “Weren’t they your friends?”

“The only person I cared about within Salmon’s company was my sister, and the men you just fought had no intention of helping me save her. Please. I know you want to save the songstress. Let me go with you. I can fight!”

Damon shared a knowing glance with Ria. She sighed and gave a half shrug.

“As long as he stays out of the way,” she said.

“We could use the extra help,” said Damon. “Ria, we’re up against more than just tau. The reason why they’ve seemed so intelligent so far is because they’re being directed by one of the Forsaken.”

Ria looked toward the passageway, as though expecting their enemy to come imminently charging toward them. “You are sure?”

“Absolutely. It’s Famine. You should also know that… she has some of your people working with her. I’ve no idea if they’re willing accomplices or under the same spell as the tau, but they’ll be a part of this fight.”

“Exiles, I assume?” she asked.

Damon shook his head and saw her scowl deepen.

“Regardless,” she said. “We must continue forward.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
Ria had recovered Damon’s traveling pack after the first fight against the tau in the cavern, and he took a few long, grateful sips from his waterskin. They continued along the ledge, eventually reaching the passageway that they’d spotted at hours earlier.

The tunnel it led to felt far more deliberate than the sprawling caves which had come before. Its walls were even and almost smooth, and it spiraled upward in a predictable direction. 

The few tau they encountered along the way were dealt with quickly and efficiently. Damon wiped monster blood off his sword, helping Ria roll each corpse out of view.

When they finally came to the tunnel’s exit, they found their destination waiting for them. The visible portion of Famine’s mountain fortress sprawled across the rocky cliffside. The wooden structures and towers were haphazardly placed, but of surprisingly high build quality. Rope bridges connected the paths between them in places where the slopes were too steep to traverse.

It was deep into the night, and more importantly, it was raining. Damon looked at Ria as they stood in the shadows of the tunnel. He couldn’t see her face, but her posture was proud and confident. She was primed to raise chaos, and it was all on his behalf, all in the name of saving a woman whom she’d still never met.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You’re welcome!” said Coral, with oblivious enthusiasm. “I haven’t done anything yet, but I promise! I’ll do my best! I won’t let you down!”

“Right…” said Damon. “Coral, I think your role during this is going to be keeping your eyes open for Bylia and Reef. Search each building we pass by. Only take the fights that you know you can win.”

“I already do that,” said Coral. “It’s why I don’t fight all that much.”

“You’ll do great,” said Damon. He looked toward Ria again. “Ready?”

“I am,” she said. “The more appropriate question would be if they are.”

Damon grinned. “True Divine. With what we’re about to bring down on them, I sincerely doubt it.”

He and Ria strode forward, with Coral following a safe distance behind. Damon had his myrblade out, and Ria carried her throwing dagger, keen on having a hand free to better direct her tempesting.

The rain was cold, whipping up with the wind as much as falling down, creating sudden bursts of mist and spray from the sides and below. Visibility was next to non-existent, but that made little difference to them. They didn’t need to see their enemies clearly to kill them.

 He took on a defensive role as Ria began to use her magic. A pair of tau stood watch in the nearest of the wooden towers. She thrust her hand forward, fingers splayed, and summoned thunder.

The sound was loud and deep, seeming to shake the air itself. The flash of brilliant white left glowing orange embers in its wake, which burst into small flames far more quickly than Damon would have ever anticipated. He couldn’t see what happened to the tau, which undoubtedly meant they were disabled or dead.

The nature of Ria’s tempesting magic allowed them to go unnoticed for long enough to give them a clear, unfair advantage. The tau, along with the Remenai interspersed among them, simply thought they were unlucky, rather than under attack.

It wasn’t until Ria struck down upon them twice more with her powers that they became alerted to the danger. Damon stepped to the front of the nearest rope bridge, content to serve as Ria’s guardian. If he could simply hold the tau back from her, the sheer strength of her magic would let them glide to an easy victory.

He cut down a trio of charging tau, decapitating the first and slashing the other two while manifesting his myrblade’s enchantment. The rain lent strength to the freezing effect, letting it crawl along the dampness the weather provided. The tau fell sideways, encased in ice nearly as completely as he’d been during his misadventure back at the tower.

Ria brought down more lightning, taking out a group of tau who’d begun to rush their way. They crossed the first rope bridge, stopping to check the structure on the other side.

“Empty!” called Coral.

Another pack of furious tau burst from the shadows ahead of them. Damon manifested the ice thorns along his myrblade, extending the length and thickness of the weapon until it was an impressive, frozen great sword. He cleaved into the monsters at full strength, slashing open abdomens and sheering off legs at the knee.

They ran across the next rope bridge. A taller figure stepped out in front of them, and Damon recognized it as a Remenai warrior as they drew nearer. Ria pushed by him, shouting in Konokai as she gestured.

“Look out!” snapped Damon.

He drew her sideways with one arm just as the man attempted to stab her with a spear. Damon punched the warrior with the closed fist of his sword hand and then swept his legs out from underneath him.

Ria let out a hiss and plunged her dagger downward into the man’s chest. She seemed shaken as she rose back to her feet, but the battle was still underway, and soon she was casting again.

A deep, resounding roar came from across the next bridge. Damon swatted away a tau who’d managed to attack from the side and turned to find the giant tau with Famine’s crest on its tongue watching them with cold eyes.

“Get back!” he shouted.

She moved quickly, falling into place behind him and reaching for her spear. Damon swung his ice great sword in a wide arc, clearing the space in front of them in case the massive tau decided to charge.

He couldn’t help but wonder how the monster had first ended up with the crest, to begin with. The question seemed more of a concern for later. The giant tau had begun rallying its fellow monsters, and the help they offered in response was… bizarre. 

Half a dozen much smaller tau emerged from nearby structures to glom onto the giant tau. They hung from its shoulders and back, clinging to the massive monster like sailors gripping the rigging of a boat.

It would have made little sense to Damon had he not seen the power the giant tau had to direct its fellows. It was using them like extensions of itself, and it seemed to have taken that idea to its natural conclusion.

“You can all perish together, then!” shouted Ria.

She waved a hand, summoning another lightning strike. It hit the grouping of tau, but only seemed to stun them, rather than kill or maim. The rain was slackening off, and her power along with it.

Damon stepped forward, considering the situation. The tau watched him from the other side of the bridge, smart enough to realize that if it charged forward, he’d have the option of simply cutting the ropes.

Naturally, the same was true in reverse. Crossing the bridge would be dangerous, and they were the ones with an objective. There was an element of time pressure to their quest to save Bylia and Reef. Damon couldn’t simply remain in a standoff with the giant tau until more monsters arrived as reinforcements.

“Ria,” he said quietly. “Fight from a distance. If the rain picks back up, I’ll give you room to use your magic. Otherwise, look for an opening to throw your spear, along with your dagger, if you miss the first time.”

“Jad’s patience,” she whispered. “There is danger here, Damon. Perhaps too much.”

He brought his myrblade up, staring the giant tau down from across the expanse of the bridge. “I’m ready for it.”

Which was true, though more in a general sense. As Damon started across the bridge, the purpose of the smaller tau hanging off the larger one became abundantly clear.

The giant tau began spinning in a contained circle, building up speed. He took one of the other tau into his hands and, with a movement too coordinated to be understood completely by Damon’s eyes, hurled the smaller monster into the air.

As far as distractions went, Damon found the scene to be top tier. Two more normal sized tau charged across the bridge with conventional steps. The combination of being attacked by three monsters at once, one of them flying overhead to land behind him, demanded his full attention.

He didn’t bother trying to take the fight as he saw the giant tau leaning over to work its razor-sharp teeth against the rope bridge’s key knot. It had committed the lives of three of its fellows into a pointless, suicidal attack without a moment’s hesitation. Damon wished he could feel the full breadth of his outrage, but there was no time.

He leapt upward an instant before the bridge dropped out underneath him, angling the path of his jump to clear the two tau in front of him as they began to fall. The distance was simply too far. He knew he wouldn’t make it, even as his legs and mind demanded he must.

From behind, he heard Ria scream something. Damon had only a single idea, and he tried it more out of reflex than expectation of success. He swung his myrblade in a low arc, manifesting its enchantment as it passed through a lingering fog of mist, moisture droplets, and dripping water.

He wanted to freeze a new bridge of ice, and what he ended up with was almost that. He’d already fallen a few feet, and the angle was abysmal. It began cracking almost as soon as it took his weight, but for an instant, it was enough. For a few more steps, it was enough.

Damon shouted as he ran across the slick, flimsy, actively shattering ice. It gave out completely before he reached the other side, and he fell into the cliff’s edge on his chest and stomach. The giant tau was waiting for him, and it roared as it tightened its fist, ready to club down on his head. 

He fought for purchase with his legs, managing to kick off something hard enough to push himself forward. His myrblade had saved him once. It could do it again. He slashed downward, freezing a patch of ice directly between the giant tau’s feet. In truth, he’d wanted to freeze the monster’s feet, but there wasn’t enough water and he didn’t have the angle of attack.

The slick ice was enough, and Damon slid forward with no resistance, passing through the monster’s wide stance and dodging the savage punch as it came down. He rolled over one shoulder, coming to his feet as his enemy began to turn around.

He was reminded of his battles against trained monsters during his time with the Gleaming Scythe. Though of course, the fight felt innately different when there was no command to make his opponent stop.

The giant tau approached with violent posture, dark intelligence glittering in its beady black eyes. It shrugged off the smaller monsters still clinging to it, each of which scampered out of the way. Damon felt like that was a bad sign.

He manifested the ice thorns along his myrblade again, turning it into a frozen, magical great sword. His fingers were numb, but he was starting to grow used to fighting through the intense cold.

He swung at the giant as it approached, more to test its reflexes than anything. It ducked under the weapon with terrifying ease, charging forward with its shoulder lowered like a battering ram.

Damon rolled to the side, dodging, but not completely. The tau clipped him as it charged past, but the force of the contact was dispersed into a spin, rather than knocking him down.

He let the ice melt off his sword, realizing he would need speed, rather than range. It was a tradeoff, however. The giant tau was… a giant tau. It could easily out distance him with its arms if it decided to.

The fight went back and forth, with both of them moving with obvious respect for the other. Damon was well aware of how easily a single hard slap or lucky snap of the teeth might spell his doom. The giant seemed to have no interest in trying the edge of his blade, either.

Eventually, Damon scored a hit. He overcommitted to it, hoping he could end the fight by quickly manifesting the myrblade’s enchantment. The giant tau had a chance to counter, and it took it. Its hand caught Damon across the side of the head, stunning him and knocking him sideways.

His numb fingers twitched, and he realized in a moment of horror that he’d dropped his myrblade. The giant tau didn’t give him time to search out the weapon. Thick, powerful fingers closed around Damon’s neck, lifting him into the air, slowly tightening.

He felt blood pounding against his ears and behind his eyes. The world began to flicker and fade. For an instant, he was back in the arena. What was the command to make Jorgan stop, again?

“Damon!” shouted Ria. 

The tau’s grip on his neck slackened for an instant. Damon sucked in a breath and blinked. The haft of a blackwood spear jutted out of the giant’s chest. Damon seized it like a lifeline and began to shift it around as though churning butter.

The tau roared and fell to the ground, still keeping one hand around Damon’s neck. The monster fell atop him, committing them both to a mutual embrace of death. Damon tried to snarl through his squeezed windpipe as he used the last of his strength to shake the spear through the monster’s insides.

A sudden thunk sounded, like a butcher’s knife against a thick cut of meat. Ria’s throwing dagger jutted out from the side of the monster’s head, evidence of what must have been a truly remarkable throw. Damon bared his teeth into a grin and tried to suck in a breath as reality proceeded to darken around the edge of his vision.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
Damon never passed out, but the next few moments were sluggish and disorienting. He knew he needed to find a way to help Ria cross the gap. The answer came in the form of an extra rope from the bridge which he cast over to her and had her tie to the bridge’s original base poles.

She made the climb easily. Coral struggled more with it, but also managed the distance. Damon found his myrblade while waiting for them and surveyed the new area they had access to. One of the structures stood apart from the others, though it seemed the tau intended to guard it had already committed themselves to the fight elsewhere.

“That’s the one,” he said. “Be ready for anything. Coral, if you see a chance to sneak off and get inside the building…”

He trailed off as the situation began to shift in front of his eyes. The building’s door opened, and Bylia stepped out. She looked confused and scared. Famine stood directly behind her, threatening her life with the point of a dagger pressed to her neck.

“I’ve impressed you’ve made it so far,” said Famine. “You killed some of my favorite pets.”

“Is that really necessary?” asked Damon, gesturing to her and Bylia. “Threatening to take the life of a hostage seems beneath one of the mighty Forsaken.”

He was goading her, but his question was serious. From what he’d seen of Wrath and Avarice, the Forsaken were every bit as powerful as portrayed in the ancient legends. Famine had barely been strong enough to toss him into the river when he’d been her captive, but perhaps the core of her strength lay in her secondary abilities.

“I would rather threaten to take a life than bother to take a chance,” said Famine. “Throw your weapons off the cliff, or I will kill this woman.”

Bylia shut her eyes tightly, shuddering against the grip of her captor. Damon swore under his breath. He looked toward Ria, who simply shrugged, and then Coral, who… wasn’t there. Damon tried to keep his surprise at that from showing on his face, wondering if he might be in a position to mount an ambush.

“Do it!” snapped Famine. “I won’t hesitate. This is your last chance.”

The idea of throwing Myr off a cliff and likely losing the weapon forever made him sick to his stomach. He gritted his teeth, squeezing the sword’s hilt.

“The cliff is still slick with water, Damon,” whispered Myr. “You know what to do.”

He glanced at Ria, noting that she had both hands on her spear, and her throwing dagger nowhere visible on her body. She’d tucked it somewhere sly, no doubt.

“Fine.”

Damon tossed his myrblade sideways, triggering the enchantment with a subtle focus of his will. He had no idea whether it would work, let alone hold long enough for him to recover the weapon, but Myr seemed confident.

He heard the weapon clatter once against the rocky cliffside, and then nothing. Ria similarly tossed her spear over the side of the mountain.

“There,” said Damon. “Now let her go.”

Famine let out a pleased cackle. “Your demands mean nothing to me. On your knees. Both of you.”

She pressed the dagger against Bylia’s neck harder, drawing a small bead of blood. Damon slowly dropped down to a kneeling position. He tried to stay confident while simultaneously avoiding looking around for Coral. He was their only chance, and it would do no good for Damon’s attention to lead to him being discovered.

“Most excellent,” said Famine. “Now tell the man who you sent around in ambush to hold off on doing anything.”

Damon let out a long, tired sigh. “Don’t attack, Coral. Just wait. For now.”

“I appreciate that,” said Famine. “Let’s talk, shall we? You may have a slightly distorted view of this situation, given how recently I tried to kill you, and the hostage I’ve taken, and… well, my fucking appearance likely doesn’t help. Would you listen, for a moment?”

“I’m listening now.”

“You’ve taken a significant number of my servants from me, including Momo. She was the big one who so impressed me that I even gave her my crest. I don’t like you, Damon Al-Kendras. It would please me to murder you and your friends, but it would also go against my current interests.”

“If you could kill us, and if you want to, then why bother with threats and hostages?”

“I get so very hungry when I fight,” whispered Famine. “I can’t afford to feast right now, not with so much in play. I am one of the Forsaken, Damon Al-Kendras. I hope you have no illusions about the fact that I could snuff you and your friends out like embers in the cold.”

Her teeth seemed to bulge out of her mouth as she smiled. It was far more intimidating to him than it should have been, and he was forced to admit to himself that she probably wasn’t lying or exaggerating.

“You can go,” said Famine. “You can leave here with your friends. There’s even a convenient path with hidden ladders down the side of the cliff you can take. This is no trick, but there is a condition. A small, but necessary one.”

“If you think I’m going to make a deal with—”

“Shut. Your mouth. And fucking listen. Can you do that?”

Damon glared at her, but he held his tongue.

“The world isn’t as orderly as you seem to think it is,” said Famine. “You look at me, and you see a monster among monsters. One of the Forsaken, or Venmalese, or whatever you currently call us.

“You think in terms of good and evil, of allies and enemies. You have the simple perspective of a mortal man, which is fine, but the sooner you realize the truth, the sooner you can be free. We, my siblings and I, aren’t innately hellbent on destruction or war. We’re just engaged in a jealous, rather domestic dispute which has gone on for too long. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Damon nodded slowly.

“The condition I ask for, Damon Al-Kendras, is simple,” said Famine. “I want you to tell Wrath that I’m open to an alliance with her.”

“That’s it?”

Famine let out a hideous cackle. “That’s it, he says! Oh, you are something else! If you were a woman and a little older, I might consider offering you my crest.”

“I would have to pass on that.”

“Yes, well, I don’t really fucking care. There is more, though it’s a task cut from the same silk. I want you to also bring a message to Avarice, or one of his intermediaries. Tell him… that I haven’t forgotten.”

“You haven’t forgotten what?”

“None of your business. Are you willing to do this for me, Damon? Yes or no.”

He took a second, trying to make it seem as though it was a harder choice for him than it was. “Release Bylia and Reef and let us leave here without any treachery, and I’ll do it.”

She let go of Bylia and pushed her toward Damon. Turning around, Famine cleared her throat and crossed her arms, looking expectedly at the doorway of the building she’d emerged from. Coral and Reef slinked out, tightly holding each other’s hands and looking like mice under the gaze of a cat as they hurried by.

“If you follow that path, it will lead you to the ladders,” said Famine. “If you don’t mind, I think we’ve both caused each other enough fucking trouble for a single day, don’t you? I’ll be watching you just as closely to make sure you don’t try anything as you go.”

Damon nodded slowly. He picked up his myrblade from where he’d frozen it to the edge of the cliff, noticing the way Famine’s smile twitched in response to the trick.

The moment felt unfinished, anticlimactic. He expected a sudden attack, a surprise betrayal, something more from the Forsaken as they hurried toward their escape. 

It never came, and he was left wondering if perhaps he was seeing the situation through a mortal’s perspective.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
The group was silent as they found the first rope ladder. The back route out of Famine’s fortress was hidden, with each ladder rolled up and inaccessible from the ground. Damon helped Coral, Reef, and Bylia down before sharing a look with Ria.

“They could make it on their own from here,” she said. “Should we not at least consider going back and slaying the Venmalese?”

Damon thought about it for a moment before shaking his head. “We don’t have to take every fight, Ria. Even if we did kill her, she would respawn in a new body. Twenty years from now, who’s to say she wouldn’t come looking to pay down that debt of pain?”

Ria shrugged. “She may seek us out sooner than that if we let her live.”

Damon tapped his thumb on his myrblade’s pommel. “If that happens, it happens. It isn’t raining anymore, and even if it was and we had your magic… I’m not sure we’d stand a chance. She may have acted as though she was weak during that exchange for her own reasons. She’s smart. She has a plan, though I can’t fathom what it is.”

“So be it,” said Ria. “I trust your judgment.”

They continued down the cliffside, unrolling more ladders and traversing rocky, narrow ledges. It took them almost an hour to reach the clearing. Damon again found himself expecting an ambush, some hidden trap Famine might have carefully manipulated them into, but nothing came.

 The clearing was still dark, and they only took the time to find a place to camp that seemed to be a safe distance from the fortress before quickly setting up to rest for the night. Ria still had Damon’s pack, and Coral still had his supplies, which left them with two tents across the five of them.

“Um, Damon…” It was Reef who approached him, and her expression was furrowed with concern. “Have you spoken to Bylia yet?”

He frowned at that, glancing toward where Bylia sat nearby. She hadn’t reacted to the sound of her own name. Damon felt a sudden, ominous premonition.

“You should know that Famine… did something to her,” said Reef. “She was normal when we were first captured, and fine until we reached the fortress. I was in the room a few times when Famine did whatever it was she did. It was like she was touching her head, draining her of her mind.”

The ground felt like it was sinking out from beneath Damon’s feet. Famine had spoken of tasting memories, and the way she’d mentioned Bylia had suggested that she’d experienced a part of her life, at least.

“She was frightened after the last time,” said Reef. “She’s lost a lot. I didn’t want to scare her by trying to question her about how much.”

He nodded slowly. Bylia sat within one of the tents, hugging her knees. He walked over and took a seat next to her, unsure of what to say, of how to start.

“Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

She shrugged. “Confused. More than I’ve ever been in my life… I think?”

“How bad is it?” he asked. “How much do you remember?”

He set his hand over hers, and the small flinch she gave in response gave him a part of his answer.

“You were so brave and so kind,” she said, lowering her gaze. “I didn’t want to impose on you while we were escaping by saying something foolish. I know Reef, and she’s been kind to me, and she said we needed to go. She told me my name is Bylia, but it doesn’t… sound right.”

Damon felt a heavy, lurching sensation in his chest, like his heart had been yanked sideways. “Yeah. Bylia Benicia.”

“Reef said her brother was coming to save her,” said Bylia. “I hope this question doesn’t sound foolish, but are you my brother?”

Damon shook his head. He felt numb to the core, but also as though something had been stolen, from her and from the both of them. It tore at him to consider the sheer magnitude of what she’d lost.

“I was your friend…” he said, forcing the words out across a dry throat. “Your… close friend.”

“Oh,” said Bylia. “I thought maybe you might be my husband, or something.”

She stared at him expectantly. How was he supposed to explain it to her in a way that was fair, in a way that made sense for them both? 

Should he tell her that no, he wasn’t her husband, but they’d often had sex, regardless? It felt savagely cruel, borderline manipulative, to make it out to be so simple given how angry she’d been at him over his hidden relationships with Malon and Vel and Ria.

“I may have misspoken.” Damon took a breath, choosing his words carefully, ignoring how bitter they tasted. “I was like a brother to you, Bylia. We were close, and I cared about you, and you can trust me now to make sure you stay safe.”

His face burned as he said it. There was a dark irony to telling her that, an irony made of justifiable shame and illicit, uncomfortable truths.

“What’s going to happen to me?”

“I’m going to bring you home, and I’m going to help you get your memory back,” he said. “Best not to worry or try to decide anything until that happens. You’re going to be alright.”

He reached out and squeezed her hand in his. She seemed uncomfortable, so he let go.

“Your name is Damon, right?” she asked.

He nodded, chuckling as though it might let him find her forgetting his name funny. “Yeah. Damon Al-Kendras.”

*** 
Reef, Bylia, and Ria shared one tent, while Damon and Coral took the other. The arrangement necessitated a fair amount of bed swapping to sleep comfortably, and Damon felt less than well rested when dawn arrived.

They struck down their camp and set out. The recent rains had mostly tamed the wildfires, and they were able to make directly for the tower, which would be about a two-day journey. 

Damon and Ria spoke to each other often without saying much of anything, discussing the weather, the terrain, never Bylia. It was as though she could sense what his pain needed. There was nothing Damon could do for Bylia, and taking the time to consider his lack of options only made the situation that much more frustrating.

Midway through the second day, Ria signaled for them to stop at the edge of a clearing. They listened, and Damon could hear men talking and arguing. The noise was uphill from them, and they were already working out a plan to go around and avoid contact when Reef spoke.

“I recognize that laugh,” she said. “It’s our company! The Ocean Crosses!”  

That fact didn’t dampen Damon’s concerns, but Reef and Coral started off to join with their people before he could convince them otherwise. Damon, Ria, and Bylia had no real choice but to follow them and face the situation head on.

Salmon looked tired and a fair bit older than he had the last time Damon had seen him. His company was down in men by a third, and the seriousness the remaining mercenaries held their weapons with told him that they weren’t keen on the idea of losing more.

“It looks as though you succeeded where I failed, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Salmon. 

“You should have just kept going,” said Damon. “What happened? Did your men get scared after the first attack in the cavern?”

“There’s a difference between bravery and having a death wish,” said Salmon. “I won’t be goaded by you. If you think this evens the balance between us, you’re mistaken. Not while you travel with her.”

He jutted his chin out at Ria.

“You should take your own advice, Salmon,” said Damon, letting his hand settle on his myrblade. “Don’t pick a fight you can’t win.”

He stared down the mercenary captain. Eventually, Salmon let out a grunt and gestured to his men. They started off into the forest in the opposite direction than Damon, Ria, and Bylia would be traveling.

“Thanks again for your help, Damon,” said Coral. “The captain appreciates what you did, even if he won’t admit it.”

“As do I.” Reef stepped forward, hesitating for only an instant before planting a kiss on his cheek. “I hope we meet again, someday.”

The two left at a run to catch up with the rest of the Ocean Crosses. Damon nodded to Ria and Bylia, and the three of them continued on their way.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
It was late in the afternoon of the same day when they arrived back at the tower. The sight of it brought a wave of relief to Damon. Malon would be able to help Bylia. He was sure of it. She would have a potion or a spell, something to help restore her memory and undo the results of Famine’s dark magic.

Vel was outside reading a book on the porch. She jumped to her feet and started sprinting over, pulling up the skirt of her deep green dress. She slowed down as she drew close enough to see Damon’s face and get a sense of the group’s mood.

“What’s happened?” she asked as she pulled him into a hug.

“Damon,” said Bylia. “Is this your wife?”

He winced. “No, she’s my… ah, it’s a bit complicated. Bylia, this is Velanor. The two of you have met before.”

“She… doesn’t remember?” asked Vel.

“It’s complicated,” he said again.

Ria began explaining the situation to Vel while Damon took Bylia inside. Malon was wearing her pink apron over a shirt and dark leggings, tending to the stew pot over the fire. She smiled when she saw him and Bylia, but like Vel, her expression faded as she caught sight of his face.

“Solas,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m glad to see you back safe, but what’s the matter?”

He saw Bylia furrowing her brow at the term of endearment. He ran a hand through his hair, considering where to begin in recounting the past few days to his aesta.

“Ria and I encountered one of the Forsaken.”

“Is seta alright?”

He nodded. “We were able to fight off her crest sorcerer, and she was willing to be reasonable afterward.”

Malon looked concerned, though not surprised. “It was Famine, was it not?”

“Yes... She’s built a fortress within the Malagantyan. She’s a woman, a half-goblin, apparently, with the power to steal people’s memories.”

Malon looked concerned, though not overly surprised. “Oh, no. Oh solas, I… am so sorry.”

“Please,” he said, looking at Bylia. “She doesn’t remember anything. I brought her here as soon as I could. There must be something you can do, aesta? Right?”

He wasn’t proud of the wavering desperation in his voice. He saw Malon frown and close her eyes, considering carefully for a few quiet moments.

“Perhaps there may be,” she finally said. “Give me the dreamspell amulet I left with you when you first departed the tower.”

Damon all but tore it out of his pocket. He offered it to Malon, who shook her head and gestured to Bylia.

“Will this help me?” asked Bylia as she put it on.”

“It might,” said Malon. “It will at least allow me to get a sense of what’s happened to your mind. Your memories may still be present, but simply out of reach. If that’s the case, I might be able to undo whatever blockage is stopping you from accessing them.”

“You can trust her,” said Damon. “She knows what she’s doing.”

“You’ll need to fall asleep for me to get started,” said Malon. “You can have my bed, Bylia. Come with me.”

She led Bylia into her room and closed the door. Damon sat down at the common room table, feeling the accumulated exhaustion of the past week catch up with him. 

Ria and Vel joined him a few minutes later. Vel took over where Malon had left off with the stew, while Ria found a bottle of wine and started pouring glasses.

“I’m sure aesta will be able to help her, Damon,” said Vel. “If anyone can, it’s her.”

He nodded, though the part that wanted to agree with her sentiment wasn’t enough to put his doubts to rest.

“How was your adventure, Ria?” asked Vel. “Did you make much progress?”

“Some.” Ria took a sip of her wine and twisted the glass back and forth on the table in front of her. “It will take time, I think. Many of the clans have longstanding feuds with one another.”

“I’m so relieved that you were near enough to help Damon,” said Vel. “Did you the two of you… get along, for the most part?”

Damon exchanged an interesting look with Ria, and he noticed the way her mouth scrunched up a bit.

“For the most part,” he said.

“Did you have a chance to meet Bylia, um, you know…” Vel shrugged. “Before the incident?”

“I am afraid I did not,” said Ria.

“That’s a shame,” said Vel. “She’s a wonderful person. Sweet and intelligent, and… very much infatuated with Damon. Aesta even suggested that the two of them might make a good match for, well… the future.”

Where was Vel going with this? Damon took a long sip of his wine, setting the glass down more heavily than he needed to. He didn’t want to think about the future, about possibilities that once existed that might now never be.

“Is that true?” asked Ria. “Were you considering marriage? Making her… your wife.”

She placed a slight emphasis on the word. Damon remembered the intense, initial period of his and Ria’s romance, when they’d jokingly and endearingly begun calling each other husband and wife.

“I don’t know,” he said, sighing. “Does it really even matter now? This isn’t something I feel like talking about.”

“I’m sorry for bringing it up, Damon,” whispered Vel. “I just… thought a lot about my feelings when you were gone. I was so jealous of her. I found myself hoping for such awful things, and when aesta told me what happened, I felt so petty and terrible.”

“It was nothing related to what you did or thought, Vel,” he said. “What happened to Bylia is my fault. I didn’t protect her like I should have.”

Ria and Vel reached their hands out to comfort him in near unison, both of them rubbing his arms and trying to reassure him.

“The tau and Famine are responsible for her condition, not you,” said Ria.

“She wouldn’t have been out there if not for me.”

“She would not have been rescued if not for you, either,” said Ria. “None of us are of clear sight when it comes to the future.”

She pulled closer to him, and so did Vel on his other side. Damon couldn’t explain how much he appreciated their comfort.

Vel brought the stew over once it was finished, ladling them each out a portion. It was thick and heavily seasoned, with carrots, potatoes, and slices of dense sausage. Damon and Ria ate their portions and immediately went back for seconds. Vel checked on Malon and Bylia, returning and shaking her head as she sat down at the table.

“They’re both asleep,” she said.

“Aesta must be interacting with Bylia in her dream,” said Damon. “We likely won’t know if she’s been successful at restoring her memory until morning.”

“Will you be alright, Damon?” asked Ria.

He nodded. “I’ll be fine. The adventure’s over. I’ll get some sleep. I need rest as much as anyone else.”

He did just that once they were finished eating. Vel and Ria each gave him kisses goodnight. He could sense their concern for him, but he genuinely wanted to be alone. He finished what remained of the bottle of wine and then headed to his room, climbing into bed.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
Damon waited in the tower the next morning, watching the door to Malon’s room with poorly restrained anticipation. When she did finally emerge, a single look at her face was enough to tell him her attempt had been unsuccessful.

“I tried everything I could think of, solas,” she said.

He gave her a pained smile and nodded. “I know.”

“It doesn’t seem as though her memories are simply blocked off,” said Malon. “It’s more as though they just aren’t there. She’s suffered a great loss.”

She came over to the table, wearing the same outfit she’d had on the night before. Damon stood and pulled her into a hug, as much for his own support as to show how much he appreciated her efforts. He held Malon tight, feeling a pain in his chest as he thought again of Bylia and how he’d failed to protect her.

“You could still be with her,” whispered Malon. “I hope you know that. I’ve seen love surmount greater obstacles than this.”

“It wouldn’t be fair to her. Aesta… Bylia sang a new song. The one which you warned about.”

He saw Malon’s eyes widen as her lips pulled downward into a frown. Damon let his hand rest on his shoulder, reassuring her a bit.

“It was just to a crowd of drunken mercenaries, and she didn’t name me specifically,” he continued. “It was still enough to make me realize something. This is the life I want to live right now, here at the tower. Bylia… I think she was done with me as a lover when she put my story to words. For me to seize this chance to try to romance her again… It wouldn’t be right. It would be taking advantage of her, and I won’t do that.”

Malon listened to his words as though they were a confession. Perhaps they were. She gave him a soft, understanding smile as she gently stroked her cheek with his hand.

“Take her back to Morotai, solas,” she said. “Aside from you, Jonna is probably the next closest person in her life. She may know how to reach out to Bylia’s family, if she has any.”

“She has a sister,” said Damon. “That’s a good idea. I’ll set out with her as soon as she wakes.”

*** 
Bylia was polite, but relatively restrained with her goodbyes. Vel gushed over her, clearly trying to keep her own emotions in check. Ria was polite and respectful. Malon told her she would always be welcome.

Damon walked at her side as they made their way along the well-trodden path that led from the tower to the village. Even the outskirts of the forest felt unpredictable after his harrowing experience deeper within the Malagantyan. It was only a half day’s walk, however, and Bylia had been eager to do it on foot.

“This area is so peaceful,” she said. “I see what I must have liked about it.”

“You complained a fair amount about how small the local crowds were for your performances, but aside from that, you did seem happy here,” he said.

“My performances?” She gave him a blank look.

“You… were a songstress, Bylia,” he said.

“Oh. Hmm. I suppose I could see that, though I don’t really feel like one.”

They continued without saying anything for another few minutes, listening to the birds and the soft fluttering of the breeze.

“Your family was so kind to me,” said Bylia. “You must be so close with them, with all of you living together in that tower apart from the rest of the world.”

“We are,” he said.

Bylia looked at him expectantly. Damon was quiet for as long as he could be, but he knew she desired some kind of explanation.

“I was away from home for close to a decade,” he said. “I came back recently because I was worried about them. I love them, and I want to help and protect them to the best of my ability.”

“Did we meet recently, too?”

“We’ve known each other for a while longer,” he said. “I used to be a gladiator, and you traveled with my company for a time, as a songstress.”

Their discussion continued along that route for the next hour or two as Bylia continued to ask questions and Damon provided the best answers he could. Oftentimes, his words only seemed to stir her confusion. How could they not? She was seeing her own life through a stranger’s eyes.

Morotai drew into view as they rounded the last bend and entered the clearing on the Malagantyan’s northwest side. It was a humble, harmonious village, with the wooden Merinian townhouses feeling at home among the ancient restored Remenai architecture.

Jonna’s two youngest children, Joss and Jase, were sword fighting with sticks outside the town’s inn. They ran over when they saw Damon and Bylia approaching, both of them showing off for her with cartwheels and high jumps.

“Are you going to sing tonight, Bylia?” shouted Joss. “It’s so boring without you around!”

Bylia gave them an uncertain smile. “Um… I’m not feeling at my best… just yet.”

Damon felt a twinge in his heart as he considered how much harder it was going to be for Bylia to return to a semblance of normality than he’d realized. She was navigating blind through a life she’d previously lived with such confidence. The situation was so unfair for her. He wondered what he could do to help.

He brought her inside the inn, which was nearly empty so early in the day. Nobody was behind the counter, but Jonna was at the hearth, adding some vegetables to one of her slow cooked stews for the evening crowd.

She grinned when she saw Damon and Bylia approaching, but the look faded into a much more concerned and bewildered expression as she sensed something wrong between them. She approached slowly, shaking her head.

“Bylia,” said Jonna. “My sweet girl. What is it?”

Damon did his best to help explain the situation, along with assuring Bylia that if she could trust anyone, it was Jonna. The plump older woman teared up several times during their conversation, assuring Bylia that she could stay at the inn for no charge until things settled down.

“You wrote your sister often,” said Jonna. “I can help you get a missive to her as soon as you’re ready to write it. She’ll want to know, and she may be able to help in ways that we can’t.”

“I’d appreciate that,” said Bylia. “Would you… happen to know what her name was?”

Jonna winced and covered her mouth, tearing up again.

“Brienne,” said Damon. “Come on, Bylia. Why don’t we head up to your room and get you settled?”

“I can bring dinner up for you,” said Jonna. “For tonight, it might be best if you take it outside the common room. The townsfolk can be a bit expectant of your performances. I wouldn’t want that pressure weighing on you, on top of having to explain your illness.”

“Thank you,” said Bylia.

He led her upstairs and into her rented room. It was a little messy, with clothes scattered across the floor in places, a towering stack of books, and her precious chime chord in its case in one corner. Bylia furrowed her brow as she took it all in. She slowly made her way over to her bed and sat down.

“It’s a little exhausting not remembering who you are,” she said, with a sigh.

“I can imagine,” he said. “I wish… there was more I could do for you.”

“You already saved my life and escorted me home,” said Bylia. “That’s more than I could have asked for. You’ve done more for me than anyone has in a long time, as far as I can remember.”

She smirked, and he couldn’t help but laugh.

“At least your sense of humor is still intact,” he said.

“There is… one thing.” Bylia reached into her satchel and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. “I found this in my things. I think it might be a song I’d been working on, but it’s written in shorthand, and I don’t know how the melody would go.”

Damon accepted it from her, eyes panning across the familiar title scribbled across the top. Bylia had written Sin and Soil in her own songstress cypher, but the code wasn’t that complicated, more a simple form of shrinking and removing words.

“Was I the one who wrote that?” asked Bylia.

Damon nodded, trying to keep his reaction off his face. “You did.”

“Have you ever heard me sing it before?”

“Some of it.”

He felt guilty at how powerful of an urge he had to tear the parchment into shreds. It was a shameful impulse, but perhaps also a sensible one. It wasn’t about his own reputation, but Malon and Ria and Vel. With no memory, Bylia might even have less restraint and awareness about the ripple effect that could result from her singing it.

Except tearing the song up wouldn’t change the truth of all that had happened. He couldn’t run away from his decisions and mistakes. Bylia’s song had told his story with brutal, beautiful clarity. As confusing and shameful as he’d felt listening to it, it was undeniably a song that deserved to be sung, and a story worth being told.

“Would you help me remember how to sing it?” asked Bylia. “Maybe it would bring back other memories?”

“Of course,” he said. “Ah. But you have to promise that you won’t sing it for a crowd until you remember more, alright? It’s a song… that’s not finished yet. You shouldn’t sing it for the world until you’ve remembered what it’s about and finished it.”

Bylia’s mouth quirked sideways. “Now I’m intrigued! What’s this song about, Damon? You know, don’t you?”

He couldn’t keep from laughing. “Of course, I do. I won’t spell it out for you, but... I’ll help you with the beginning.”

He sat down next to her on the bed and started singing the first few lines in a quiet, unpracticed voice.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
Damon helped Bylia with both her song and the letter to her sister. It was late in the afternoon when he finally left her to rest in her room. He closed the door and leaned against the wall of the hallway, letting out a long sigh. 

Jonna was near the stairs, and she smiled and set a hand on his arm as he approached her.

“How is she?”

Damon shrugged. “She’s tired, and still a bit overwhelmed. I thought I’d rent a room here tonight and see what else I can do to help in the morning.”

“I understand how concerned you must be for her, but it might be best for you to give her some space,” said Jonna. “She cared deeply for you, Damon, but even I could tell how complicated your relationship was. It might only confuse her or set the wrong expectations. She needs some time to find her footing, you know?”

He nodded slowly, though he wasn’t sure he entirely agreed. He wondered if that was his guilt talking, more of a selfish need to fix a situation that his conscience demanded he take responsibility for.

“I suppose I could do that,” he said. “She’s going to need help though, Jonna.”

“My family and I are more than equipped to give it to her. I was already starting to see her as the daughter I never had. I’ll help her recover as much as I can.”

“There may be people who will try to take advantage of her missing memories,” said Damon.

“I wasn’t born yesterday, young man. I’ll keep the swindlers and lechers away from her. I don’t see myself allowing her on stage for at least a month or so, at the very least. She can help out with smaller chores around the inn until then.”

Damon folded his arms. “I still plan on visiting often.”

“You’re welcome to,” said Jonna. “All I’m saying is that it would be better for someone other than you to lead the charge with her recovery. Better for Bylia’s identity and better for you.”

“That’s sensible.”

“Now go on,” said Jonna. “There’s a surprise waiting for you downstairs.”

He forced a smile. A few free mugs of ale would help him settle his mood, if nothing else. He headed down into the common room, appreciating the ambient conversation and the smell of rich, savory stew.

Jonna’s surprise wasn’t free drinks. Malon, Vel, and Ria sat at one of the Smoke and Stage’s tables. They were in the middle of dinner, and they’d set a bowl and cup out for him. Malon noticed him coming and rose to take his hand and lead him over.

“Good timing, solas,” she said. “We just started eating.”

“You came to Morotai,” he said blankly.

“We did.” Malon grinned. “We thought you might need the emotional support.”

Vel snorted. “I’m sure the fact that you said you were in no mood to cook tonight was simply coincidence, aesta.”

“I didn’t hear you volunteering to take a turn in the kitchen, seta,” said Malon. 

“Try this wine, Damon,” said Ria, sliding him her glass. “Jonna claims it is a vintage made from Florencian grapes.”

Damon took a sip. “It’s good.”

He started on the stew, tasting steak and leeks in his first bite.

“I spoke with Jonna earlier about the idea we had on building a small inn within the clearing,” said Malon.

“Is she worried about you pushing onto her turf?” asked Damon, with a smile. “There’s not much competition for the Smoke and Stage, currently.”

“We’d cater to different crowds, I think,” said Malon. “She’s actually eager to help in any way she can. She recommended me a quarry to the west of here where we’d be able to purchase stone for the foundation.”

“You’re serious about this? It’s going to be an expensive project.”

“True,” she admitted. “But it’s one that I think will fit our path into the future. It would be nice, wouldn’t it? It would give us an income aside from my crops, and we’d always have room for visitors.”

“Songstresses too, if you know any who might be interested in playing around this area,” suggested Ria.

Damon let out a chuckle. “I know of one, though it might be a while before she’s performing again.”

“It’s not like building an inn is something that happens overnight, Damon,” said Vel.

“I’m aware of that, Vel,” he said. “We’ll need to hire some carpenters and workmen, and purchase wood and glass.”

“We were hoping you could do most of the heavy lifting, solas,” said Malon in a teasing voice.

“What?” Damon suppressed a grin and played up his offended reaction. “Well, if I’m going to be building an inn, I expect to be properly compensated for it.”

“You have an awareness of our aesta’s financial situation, Damon,” said Ria. “Is there no way we can work out some sort of arrangement in place of coin?”

“Seta!” Malon laughed and blushed, swatting Ria’s arm. “Don’t you dare put ideas like that in his head.”

“Coin it is,” said Damon. “My base fee is a hundred gold crowns.”

“If that’s the case,” said Malon, “I’ll think I’ll need to start charging you a boarding fee. Let’s say… ten gold crowns a night?”

Damon smiled. He felt grateful and let himself sink into the moment, excited for what was to come.
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 CHAPTER 1 
The last time Damon had given his childhood room a thorough cleaning had been more than a decade ago. It was a sad fact, but one more related to Malon’s dutiful and diligent housekeeping than any inherent slovenliness on his part. 

He smoothed out the quilt across his bed, tucking in the corners. He didn’t mind doing the job himself, and moreover, it wasn’t as though he could ask his aesta to help him tidy up before a visit from his amnesiac former lover.

Damon hadn’t closed the door to his room completely, which had apparently been as good as leaving a welcome rug out for Vel. She burst in without knocking, wearing only her half-shirt and girlshorts and paying him no mind as she began rifling through his wardrobe.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I lost one of my favorite shirts,” said Vel. “I think aesta may have accidentally put it in with your stuff the last time she did our laundry.”

“I would have seen it,” said Damon. “More importantly, why aren’t you dressed?”

“It’s too hot today to wear most of my clothing,” said Vel. “It’s no big deal. It’s not like I’ll be anywhere but the tower.” 

She continued making a mess, pulling neatly folded clothes out and discarding them in a crumpled heap. She was leaned forward with her butt pushed out, which gave Damon a view of the way the fabric nestled into the cleft of her pale, petite buttocks.

No big deal. Right.

“I’m in the middle of cleaning,” he said testily. “Your stupid shirt isn’t here.”

She turned to face him, setting her hands on her hips and narrowing her crystal-blue eyes. Her blonde hair was still loose and frazzled from sleep. Her half-shirt was one of her more often worn ones, the fabric thin and threadbare, rather prone to clinging to the contours of her modest breasts.

“The shirt I’m looking for was made in the style of Phidelia Hawthorne, one of Merinia’s foremost clothiers,” said Vel.

“Oh, wait a second,” said Damon. “I have seen it, after all. I remember lobbing it into the woods the other day after using it as a sweat rag during training.”

“You had better be kidding, Damon Al-Kendras!”

“I have to say, it was pretty nasty when I finished with it,” he said. “You might want to… Hey! Quit pulling my stuff out!”

He grabbed her arm as she tried to knock over a small pile of clean tunics which she hadn’t yet disturbed. Vel tried to wriggle sideways and continue looking. In Damon’s effort to pull her away, he pulled her to him.

For a dangerous, glorious instant, he held her mostly naked body in a dominant embrace. One of his hands still clasped her arm, while the other wrapped around her bare stomach and barely clad breasts.  Vel tried to wiggle away, though it was more playful than determined.

“You should help me look, Damon,” she said. Her voice made the search for her wayward shirt seem almost like a tempting prospect. She shifted against him, letting her butt press into his crotch in a manner far too blatant to be accidental.

“You really need this shirt that bad?” he asked.

“Mmhmm.”

She made as though to break out of his hold and return to her search. Damon gripped her petite body a little tighter as she reached forward, setting her hands against the wall and all but positioning herself to be used by him.

His cock stiffened, and he even risked a glance toward the half-closed door. He couldn’t hear Malon and Ria in the common room, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t there.

Moreover, he’d made an effort to control himself since he’d arrived home after bringing Bylia safely back to Morotai. In the past ten days, Damon had done little more than show his affection toward Vel and the others with chaste hugs and the occasional kiss on the cheek.

Vel rocked back against him again. Her girlshorts were already pulling low against her waistline. Damon felt a near irresistible urge to slide his fingers into them and yank them down, as much to retaliate against her invasion of his room as to lead them anywhere.

“I can’t help you,” he said, finding the sense to pull back.

Vel let out a sigh and gave him a pout he’d seen all too often during their childhood. “I suppose I’ll just have to stay undressed, then.”

“Bylia’s paying me a visit this afternoon. You can’t be nearly naked when she gets here.”

She gestured annoyingly through the air. “Then help me look for my shirt! We’re just going to go in circles if you aren’t willing to get involved, Damon.”

“Get out of my room, Vel.”

He grabbed her again, doing his best to wrestle her toward the door. He felt ridiculous. He was twenty-three years old and in the middle of trying to wrestle a half-dressed intruder with bedhead out of his room.

Vel tried to jump up and wrap her arms around his neck for whatever tactical advantage it might have provided. Damon twisted her around but threw himself off balance in the process. They both stumbled and fell across his bed, bouncing once against the mattress before immediately returning to wrestling.

But the tone of it was different now, transmuted by the sound of their heavy breathing and the awareness of each other’s bodies. Damon had been hard almost since Vel had first begun flaunting herself in front of him. He let his erection press into her stomach as he made an attempt at pinning her arms.

“You’re such a brat,” he said. “I bet there wasn’t even a shirt to begin with.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. Why else would I want to be in your room? It smells weird in here.”

“It smells fine. You’re just too used to sniffing your own gross perfume.”

“Hey! My perfume isn’t gross.”

Vel bucked her hips. Her half-shirt had ridden up far enough to expose the bottom edge of one of her breasts. Damon wanted nothing more than to pull it up even further, to see the sweat beading on her pale, perfect tit. 

He let his hand settle on the side of her abdomen, thumb caressing the edge of her shirt’s fabric. She shot him an exaggerated glare, as though saying do it, or more accurately, I know you won’t.

A light tap came at Damon’s door. He nearly threw himself off Vel and off his bed, falling sideways onto the floor in a rush to avoid having the situation misinterpreted. Or even correctly interpreted.

“The porridge has been ready for a few minutes now,” called Ria. “The two of you seem rather hungry. Why not come out and eat?”

Damon took a moment to catch his breath. He stood up, shaking his head as he looked at Vel, who was still posed seductively on his bed. She made her pouting face again and jabbed a finger at his chest.

“This isn’t over,” she said.

He rolled his eyes. “Quit being such a pain.”

“You know where it is, don’t you?”

“You’re ridiculous.” He stepped forward, getting in her face. “If I do find your shirt, maybe I’ll hide it from you now.”

“Damon!” She drummed her fists on his chest hard enough to hurt a bit, though not as hard as she could have. “You’re a jerk.”

“You’re too easy.”

He cupped her face with his hand, smiling as he saw her annoyed expression give way to something more pleased. He leaned forward and gave her a soft kiss on the lips, the first one he’d given anyone in more than a week.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
For the first time Damon could recently remember, Ria was handling breakfast. She was still wearing her bed clothes, which were composed solely of the same pale green nightgown which he’d given her as a gift weeks earlier.

Her black hair was done up in a warrior bun, with just the single, rebellious lock of silver hanging free. Even though she was, on a practical level, wearing more than Vel, the way the nightgown fit her curvaceous body made it seem just as lurid.

“Morning, Ria,” said Damon. “Where’s aesta?”

“Your guess would be as informed as mine,” said Ria. “She was awake before I was.”

Damon looked toward the door, more out of curiosity than concern. Malon normally waited until after the morning meal before tending to whatever business she had each day. The fact that she’d left early could only mean she had something pressing to handle.

“She has her reasons,” he said.

“True, though I often find myself wishing she was more willing to share them,” said Ria.

Damon and Vel took seats at the table as she ladled each of them a bowl of porridge. Damon noticed the way Ria’s eyes quirked in response to Vel’s outfit, or rather, her lack of one.

“Are you really comfortable walking around in so little, Velanor?” she asked.

“True Divine, you’re as bad as Damon,” said Vel, scowling. “It’s too hot for long leggings and sleeves. In fact, I plan on spending as much of the day as I can soaking in the lake.”

She reached out and grabbed the small bottle of maple sap that Ria had set out on the table. Damon watched as she poured more than half into her porridge, unconcerned with how much would be left for anyone else.

“You’re going to get fat if you put that much in,” he said.

“Liar,” said Vel.

He gave her thighs a considerate look. Vel poured even more of the syrup into her portion. Ria sighed and shook her head at both of them.

“What?” said Vel, with a shrug. “There’s more in the pantry. I think.”

“Then go get it,” said Damon. “I want some for mine.”

“Just use what’s left.”

She smiled and gave his shin a gentle kick underneath the table. Damon fought the urge to seethe. Ria played mediator, leaning forward to take the syrup and pour him what was left. The sap came out stubbornly, and she began slapping her palm against the bottle’s bottom.

Nothing strange about that. Nothing that required the attention of Damon’s eyes. Especially not the way Ria’s breasts seemed in open rebellion against the thin fabric of her gown. Or the rhythmic sound of her hand hitting the bottle, over and over again, firm, effortful claps.

“Is the songstress going to be spending the night?” asked Ria.

“I don’t see how she would,” said Damon. “She’s still rattled from losing her memory. I suggested she come over if she was interested in going for a walk and stretching her legs the last time I was in Morotai. She’s just coming over to say hi.”

Vel and Ria exchanged knowing glances. 

“Seriously.” Damon set one of his fists over the other atop the table. “She doesn’t remember me. Nothing. She appreciates what I’ve done for her, but in her mind, she’s only known me for two weeks.”

He saw them both react, their previously teasing expressions growing somber.

“My apologies,” said Ria. “I only ask because I was interested in being about my training later today. As always, I would welcome you joining me.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Bylia said she’d be by in the afternoon.”

“Why not have her watch us?” Ria shifted to stand behind his chair, setting her hands on his shoulders and staring down at him affectionately. “I would think that any young woman with eyes would appreciate the sight of you in motion.”

“Given how hot it is outside, she might rather swim,” said Vel. “You should invite Bylia to join us in the lake, Damon.”

Neither of the suggestions were bad on the surface, but both left Damon feeling a bit conflicted. Ria and Vel had grown forward in seeking his company in similar ways often over the past few days, sometimes actively vying with one another for it.

He found it flattering, but also hollow. The competitiveness between Ria and Vel had begun to flourish in their time back at the tower. It made their overtures feel like smaller parts of a greater game. As though they’d spontaneously challenged each other to see who could make Damon give in and bed them first. A side effect of sisterly possessiveness rubbing itself out.

Ria rubbed his shoulders. Vel let her foot rub the inside of his calf underneath the table. Damon tried to smother his growing smile with reason and reluctance.

“Good morning, solas.” Malon chose that moment to enter the tower, frowning at the scene she’d walked in on. Her eyes fixated on Vel and Ria’s lack of clothing. “Did the two of you forget to get dressed this morning?”

“It’s too hot for normal clothing, aesta,” said Vel. “Damon’s the only man here, and he doesn’t mind. Right, Damon?”

He looked at Malon before shaking his head. “Vel, you should really put something on. Bylia’s going to get weird ideas if she shows up and sees you like this.”

“The sole man in the house has spoken,” said Malon. “Go on. You too, Ria.”

Damon felt a mixture of relief and appreciation as he watched them walk to their shared room, partially nude bodies moving in interesting ways with every step. 

Malon had on a cotton shirt and a pair of leggings that cut off at the knee. Her smile buoyed the faint freckles on her cheeks outward, and a small leaf hung from the side of her long red braid, likely a clinger from the woods.

“Thanks,” he said. “I feel as though they don’t always listen to me when I express my concerns about their teasing.”

He stood up from his chair to reach out and pluck the leaf from her hair.

“You need to be firmer about it,” said Malon. “They’re each still young, in their own ways. They need discipline, and it doesn’t always need to come from me.”

Damon felt tempted to point out that Ria was five years older than he was, but he understood her point. Malon was his stalwart, authoritative ally in maintaining the balance of the household. She wanted them all to be a family, one with reliable boundaries, if not completely normal.

It was an illusion, but one he could trust Malon to put in the effort to perpetuate. It was something Damon needed. He was still reeling from what happened with Bylia, and from the song she’d sung about him. He wanted to forget, just like she had. Let go of all his careless mistakes and impulsive indiscretions.

“I’ll make sure they stay out of your hair and on their best behavior today,” said Malon. “I also picked some fresh herbs and brought in carrots and turnips from the garden. Would a stew be alright for lunch? I could also do a meat and vegetable pasty.”

“Stew is fine,” he said. “Thank you.”

“Nervous?”

He shook his head, but his heart recognized the question as a valid one, which surprised him.

“I suppose I am,” he admitted. “How ridiculous is that? I don’t even want anything from her, other than to help her as a friend.”

Malon nodded and took a seat at the table next to him. “It may not be a matter of seeking her approval, solas. What you’re feeling might come from your own conflict toward the current situation.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Do you wish for her to remember the memories she’s lost?” asked Malon.

“Of course, I do. If I knew of a way to bring them back, I’d go after it in an instant.”

“Even the memories which pushed her away from you? The ones she put into her song?”

He didn’t have an answer for that. Malon didn’t press him on it. She reached out to rub his shoulder reassuringly, and then eyed Vel’s half eaten porridge, sliding it over and stealing a bite. She made a face and set the spoon down.

“Seta has a sweet tooth like none other,” she muttered. “That’s borderline inedible.” 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
Damon finished his chores as soon as he was done eating, enduring the early summer heat as he chopped firewood and tended to the horses. He went for a quick swim to wash the sweat from his body, barely missing Vel in between her own frequent dips, and then headed back into the tower.

He’d been spending more of his time sitting on the rooftop balcony as of late. It gave him a bird’s eye view of the clearing, where he could easily be alerted to any new arrivals or threats. There was also a voyeuristic quality to the spot, given how often Ria and Vel opted to bathe in the lake nude, but he tried to keep from appreciating it too much.

He drank a glass of wine far earlier than he normally would have and spent some time polishing his myrblade. Myr made affectionate little sighs of pleasure, and he could tell the sword was eager for their next practice. He’d all but mastered water gliding and had begun practicing creating ice pillars from there, though he still hadn’t found a solid use for the technique.

He was caught off guard when a full carriage emerged from the forest road, headed toward the clearing. It was close-topped, so he couldn’t get an immediate view of who was inside. He hurried downstairs and outside to greet the possibly unexpected guests.

Bylia was the first to climb out, flashing an uncertain smile at him. He smiled back, aware of the toll her complete loss memory took on her confidence. She seemed so vulnerable all the time, which was justified, given her experience as a prisoner among the tau.

She wore her hair down, with a few strategically placed brown braids worked in on the sides. Her dress was white and blue, flirty and suited for the summer, and she wore a new amulet which hung across the dress’s plunging neckline, drawing attention toward her cleavage.

She wasn’t alone. Aside from the carriage driver, who seemed only concerned with the horses, two others had traveled to the tower with her. Damon recognized the other woman as Bylia’s older sister, Brienne. She was taller than Bylia and thinner of build, with high cheekbones and crystalline blue eyes.

The man accompanying them was dressed like royalty, which is to say, in an outfit far too thick and stifling for the summer weather. He was nearly bald, with gaunt features and a disagreeable sneer set into his resting face. 

Damon watched the man pull out a pocket square to wipe sweat from his reddened face and brow. He ignored him, instead heading toward the two sisters. Bylia’s smile widened, and she stepped forward to give him a shy wave.

“Damon,” she said. “I brought company. Let me introduce my sister, Brienne, and her husband, Lord Cornerstone.”

Brienne was already grinning, and she bounded over to Damon, pulling him into a tight hug. They’d traveled together for several months on the road when they’d been younger and had become rather close, though it had been Austine who bedded her on the nightly.

 “It’s so good to see you again!” said Brienne. She kissed him on each cheek and then once on the lips, surprising him.

“Likewise,” said Damon.

Bylia cleared her throat. “You could have mentioned that the two of you already know each other, sister.”

Brienne shrugged. “I thought it might be fun to surprise you. And it was! How are you, Damon?”

“I’m well,” he said. “From the look of your carriage, it seems like you’ve moved up a bit in the world.”

She nodded, still grinning, and only then glancing toward the older, sweating nobleman. “This is my husband, Regus.”

The man cleared his throat, frowning a bit as he reached out to shake Damon’s hand. “Lord Regus Cornerstone of West Copperton.”

“Damon Al-Kendras,” he replied.

“I wasn’t aware that there were colonial outlanders so far removed from Veridan’s Curve, proper,” said Lord Cornerstone. “You can’t seriously tell me that you’ve taken up residence in that ancient Rem ruin, can you?”

There was an edge of incredulity to his voice. Damon shrugged it off and folded his arms.

“We’ve restored it over the years,” he said. “It’s quite comfortable, and as I’m sure you can see, the land surrounding it is fertile.”

“Yes, well, I suppose that’s all that matters to you outlander types, isn’t it?” snorted Lord Cornerstone. “You should try spending more time clearing the road here. Perhaps that would help you stay flush with the rest of the world? It would certainly give my carriage an easier time of things.”

“I’m not really concerned with your carriage, Lord Butterchurn, but thanks,” said Damon.

He saw the other man seething beneath his sweaty face. Bylia frowned and drew nearer to him, setting a hand on his shoulder.

“Is it just you home today, Damon?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No. Vel and Ria are around somewhere, and I think my aesta’s in the common room.”

“Ah,” said Bylia, her expression waning a bit. “Well, I’ll be happy to say hello to them. They were so kind to me when I—”

“Damon!” Vel’s shrill cry came from the direction of the lake, cutting Bylia off. “I forgot to grab my towel cloth. Can you grab it for me?”

She was already halfway out of the water, clad only in her underwear. Her petite, nearly nude body glistened in the sunlight, dripping wet and exposed. She only noticed Bylia and the others after drawing everyone’s attention, and immediately let out a peep and leapt back into the lake.

Brienne furrowed her brow at Damon, and Lord Cornerstone muttered something that sounded vaguely annoyed.

“That’s Vel,” he said. “I’ll grab her a towel once we’ve gotten settled in.”

He brought his guests into the tower. Malon had decided on stew and stepped away from the boiling pot to smile and greet the newly arrived visitors.

“Please, have a seat,” said Malon.

“You’re Damon’s aesta?” asked Brienne, putting careful emphasis on the term of endearment.

“That’s right,” said Malon. “I raised him through his youth, though he was quick to go his own way as soon as he was old enough.”

Brienne set a hand on her husband’s arm. “An aesta is basically like a—”

“I know what it is,” snapped Lord Cornerstone. “How very quaint. Forgive me if this question offends, but what would possess a grown man to move back in with his mother in the middle of the colonial outlands? Did you fall on hard times at some point, Damon?”

“I think it would be difficult to explain to someone like you, so I won’t waste the effort on trying,” he replied.

“I’m sure Damon has good reasons,” said Brienne. “He and Austine are two of the most talented gladiators I’ve ever known.”

“Aw, that’s sweet of you to say,” said Damon. He smiled, noticing the way Lord Cornerstone bristled at Brienne’s mention of her former lover. “I’m retired now, for what it’s worth. Austine has moved on to different work as well.”

He let the words dangle like bait on a line. Brienne’s eyes flitted around a bit before settling back on him.

“How is Austine doing?” she asked. “Have you spoken to him recently?”

Lord Cornerstone cleared his throat. “Surely, there are better topics of discussion than some ruffian from your past, darling. Remember what I was saying about the new dyes the clothier had in stock back in—”

“He’s an advisor to Avarice,” said Damon. “He served as the Godking’s champion in the recent Honorshade Tournament.”

“You… don’t say?” Brienne twirled a lock of her hair with her finger. “It’s been so long since I’ve been to Avaricia.”

“You should consider calling upon him the next time you go to visit,” said Damon.

“Maybe I should. It would be so nice to catch up with him.”

“Darling, we have so little reason to travel out that way,” said Lord Cornerstone in a slightly whiny voice. “Surely, you could just send him a missive wishing him well, rather than, um…”

He trailed off, seeming to realize the tragedy of his own suggestion.

“That’s a wonderful idea!” said Brienne. “I should look into corresponding with him by letter. He always had such a way with words.”

Damon suppressed a smile. He saw Bylia doing the same across the table. Lord Cornerstone did his best to force a conversation on clothing dyes as Malon began serving beef stew with fresh bread.

The lunch was uneventfully, and Damon even found some common ground with the other man after bringing up the idea of building an inn next to the tower.

“I know several merchants who specialize in glass,” said Lord Cornerstone. “They could send you some of their flawed windowpanes at a cheaper rate than you might be able to find elsewhere.”

“How flawed are we talking?” asked Damon.

“Enough for the manor houses to turn up their noses, but far from being unusable.”

Damon exchanged a look with Malon, who nodded.

“I’m interested,” he said. “We’ll be in touch.”

He brought Bylia to his room as the meal began to die down, in part at Brienne’s urging that they get a chance to speak alone. Damon was grateful for the help. He’d found it tricky to know what to say to her the past few times they’d seen each other. She’d forgotten the easy rapport they once had along with the rest of her memories.

He started doubting himself. He wasn’t even sure of whether it was appropriate to shut the door to his room or not. Malon was still engaged in a discussion with Brienne and her husband about the weather and other meaningless bits of small talk. He compromised, leaving the door halfway open.

“So,” he said. “How have things been in Morotai?”

“Peaceful,” said Bylia. “Slow. Not much happens in that tiny little town. Did I chafe at being stuck there? You know… in the time before.”

“Sort of. I think you viewed it more as a place where you could develop your voice. You performed constantly and were always eager for material for new songs.”

Bylia didn’t say anything. Damon opened the chest at the foot of his bed, pulling out a small book.

“Here,” he said. “I found this in the tower’s library. I thought it might interest you. I know at least a few of the songs in here are ones you’ve sung before.”

It was a basic book of lyrics, a small gift, but a thoughtful one, so he’d thought. Bylia looked at the book’s cover blankly, her mouth pulling down into a small frown.

“Um, thanks,” she said. “I haven’t done much singing yet, but I suppose it will be good to have this if I ever do.”

“Right.” Damon glanced away, feeling the awkwardness of the moment. “Bylia, is something wrong?”

“No.” She shook her head, and then she shrugged. “Maybe, I guess. I appreciate how much you’ve helped me, Damon, and how hard you’re trying to be my friend.”

He waited, but she didn’t finish her thought until he prodded her. “You appreciate my help… but?”

Bylia let out a small sigh. “I feel so sad whenever I’m around you. You have this way of looking at me as though… I did something terrible to you. Or maybe we did terrible things to each other. You look at me like you’re scared one of us is going to hurt the other.”

Her words had the bite of truth to them. Damon shook his head, regardless.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“Neither do I, Damon!” she said. “That’s what makes this so much harder.”

He stared at her, seeing how upset she was, knowing there was nothing he could do or say.

“I’m not staying in Morotai,” said Bylia. “The reason why Brienne and Lord Cornerstone accompanied me here was because I plan on leaving to live with them on their estate in West Copperton.”

Damon was disappointed, but not surprised. West Copperton was far to the north along Veridan’s Curve. There was a very real chance that they’d never see each other again with her moving so far away unless she went out of her way to stay in touch.

“Take this with you, at least,” he said. “Just in case.”

He tapped a hand on the songbook. Bylia gave him a kind smile and nodded.

“I do hope our paths cross again one day,” she said.

It was the type of thing people always said when they knew it was something they could only hope for, rather than expect. Damon squeezed her hand, pulled her into a hug, and then let her go. 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
Damon waved to Bylia and Brienne as Lord Cornerstone’s carriage disappeared down the forest road. He felt numb, as though a portion of the sadness he’d felt when Bylia had first lost her memory was only then catching up with him. She was really gone, out of his life, probably for good.

“I’m sorry, solas,” said Malon. “I wish there was more I could have done.”

“I know. It’s alright.”

“This must be so painful for you, but perhaps this is what’s best for her,” she said. “Her sister loves her, and she can help her understand who she is better than you can, given how much of their lives they’ve shared.”

He nodded, even though a petty and stubborn part of him wanted to disagree. Damon sank into his dampened mood, accepting it as it came, if not welcoming it. He’d lost someone he cared about, but also so much future potential for his life. A happy ending that could have been, but would now never be.

“Damon.” Vel had been observing from nearby, and her expression was all concern. “It’s not so bad… is it?”

He let out a dark laugh. “Why kind of question is that?”

“I just mean… I guess I don’t know how else to put it, exactly.” She came around to stand in front of him and took his hands. “Come on. Let’s go for a swim.”

He stayed where he was, resisting as she gently pulled. “I’m not really in the mood.”

The carriage was long gone. Damon felt a strange urge to sit down on the grass and gave in to it. Ria had been training on the other side of the tower, and he was less than surprised when he saw her approach him next.

“I have not yet finished for the day,” she said. “There may be things better expressed through movement, young Damon. Elsewise, I can also listen. There is no shame in being of your emotions when you feel them deeply.”

She sat down behind him and surprised him by moving in close, her legs outside his, her arms gently hanging over his shoulders, hands meeting across his chest. Ria was a little taller than him, which was natural, considering the average height of the Remenai. 

Damon felt the depth of the intimacy contained within the gesture. He turned his head sideways and kissed her arm, breathing in her scent. Like the forest in bloom… with a slight, not unpleasant undercurrent of a young woman’s sweat.

“I think I’ll just get some rest,” he said. “Can we train tomorrow?”

“Whenever, Damon.” She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.

He extricated himself from her embrace and headed inside to his room. The songbook he’d given Bylia was on his bed, despite the fact that he’d reminded her to take it. He swept his hand across his mattress, knocking it across the room and into his wall.

It was too early for him to sleep, despite wanting to. He got another glass of wine and finished it in a few deep sips before heading back to give it a second try. A few minutes passed before his door opened, and Malon slipped into his room.

“Can I talk with you for a bit, solas?”

Her question felt different from the support that Ria and Vel had offered. Damon gestured to the bottom of his bed, and she walked over and sat down.

“Part of this is my fault,” said Malon. “I realize now that I overstepped when I put the idea of you taking Bylia as a wife into my head.”

“You didn’t put that idea in my head. Honestly, it’s not as though I hadn’t thought of it before. I considered it outright once, back when we’d first met each other.”

But of course, that had been before he’d ever come home to the tower and gotten to know Malon, Vel, and Ria as adults.

“Still, I was the one who pushed you to deepen your relationship with her by—”

“Stop,” said Damon. “Just stop. What happened between Bylia and I had nothing to do with the camping trip, or the tau, or even what Famine did to her memories.”

“What do you mean?”

He let out a sigh and shook his head. “I told you about her song, but I don’t think you understand how it felt. It was like hearing the truth about how… messed up I am. Hearing it from the lips of someone I loved, no less. The undeniable truth, in full, mocking detail.”

“I cannot imagine how hard that must have been for you, but you mustn’t let your mistakes define you,” she said. “You’ve matured by leaps and bounds over the past week or two.”

“What?”

“You know what I’m saying. I’ve noticed the way you respect the boundaries I’ve set between you, Vel, and Ria. Often more stringently than they do, even!”

Damon opened his mouth but hesitated in place of his initial reply.

“I… hadn’t realized that you knew that Vel and I had, um…” He shrugged. “Gotten close.”

“I didn’t,” said Malon. “I’d suspected. Sorry, I didn’t intend to trap you with those words, but I suppose it doesn’t make a difference for it to be out there now. You’ve changed, solas. You aren’t giving into temptation like you were.”

“Maybe that’s why I feel like this,” he said. “I was holding out hope for Bylia. I guess I was also denying part of who I am while doing it.”

“Is that really how you feel? Truly?”

He ran a hand through his hair. “I think so. At this point, I’m wondering now if it’s really even Bylia that’s got me like this, or what I’ve done to myself to hang onto that hope. I make myself out to be so evil with my desires and urges. What’s the point?”

He started to get up. Malon set her hand on his leg, coaxing him to stay in bed.

“Where are you going?” she asked in a quiet voice.

“I don’t know,” he said. “To find Vel.”

“I doubt that would be a good idea.”

“To find Ria, then.”

“Solas!”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
Damon ignored her touch and stood up from the bed, heading for the door. A wall of magical crimson power burst into existence as he reached out to open it, completely blocking the doorframe. Damon folded his arms and turned around.

Malon’s face took on a cast he had never seen. A mixture of sternness and disapproval, with an undercurrent of something rash, almost possessive. She folded her legs and watched him, seeming to wait for an outburst he didn’t really have the energy for.

“Why?” he asked. “What’s the real reason you care so much about who I fuck?”

“Because we’re family.”

Such a simple answer, but True Divine, it hit hard.

“So, what?” he asked dismissively. “Would you really have stopped me if I’d decided to go for a swim with Vel?”

“I would have joined the two of you, depending on how you were interacting.”

“And if I’d trained with Ria…?”

“I would have watched and given advice.”

If not for the curtness in her voice, there could have been innuendo to her answers. Malon was deadly serious and fighting a hopeless battle. She couldn’t watch them every hour of every day. If Damon wanted to get intimate with Vel and Ria, then…

Then what? Where would things go, and how would they end? The questions were as elusive and weighty as any related to his future with Bylia. He still wasn’t ready to face all of that future, not really. Not in the way a man needed to for the sake of being fair to the people he cared about.

“You need to control yourself, solas,” said Malon. “You’ve managed well this week. Keep it up.”

“You act like I’m a bull around mares in heat,” he said, taking a step toward her.

Malon’s eyes flickered down for an instant that he almost missed. Was she checking to see if he had an erection? He almost laughed, until he looked down and noticed that his cock was, in fact, partially hard. Just a coincidence.

“You already admitted that you think your urges and desires can be evil,” said Malon.

He stared at her and took another step forward. “You’re taking my words too literally. Tell me, aesta. Do you really think I’d do something evil to either of them?”

“Sex can be destructive without going as far as what you seem to be implying.”

“We’re adults,” said Damon. “You can smother us and enforce your rules while we’re here at the tower, but we travel. Sometimes together.”

“You’re still family,” she whispered. “No amount of distance covered will change the facts.”

“We love each other.” He drew even closer, standing over where she sat on the bed. “Maybe we just need to express that sometimes. Whatever your worries are, you can’t possibly expect us to internalize them on your behalf.”

“You should be ashamed of yourself!”

He almost laughed at that. “I am. Trust me… I often am.”

His cock was completely hard now, for reasons he didn’t fully understand. He watched Malon watch him, his mind now balanced between the idea of seeking out Vel or Ria, or maybe just staying there in his room. 

With her.

“I’ve seen those eyes before,” said Malon.

“What eyes?”

The corner of her mouth twitched upward into a smile. “They’re the same eyes you kept looking at me with on our first night back together, after you’d been away for almost ten years. You’re looking at me how you did during our reunion.”

“Looking at you how?”

“Like a mercenary in a brothel after a long campaign.”

“Aesta!” Even though he objected, he felt his face heat up and knew he couldn’t deny it. 

“At first, I thought it might just be an effect of our time apart,” she said. “On that first night, when I suggested you bathe in the lake after your time on the road… I teased you.”

“I noticed.”

“I thought it might nip your attention in the bud,” said Malon. “I thought if you saw me naked, you’d see that I’m still… your aesta.”

“I did see that, and I know you still care about me.” He folded his arms. “My point isn’t complicated. I love being here, and I love Ria, and Vel… and you.”

“I know,” she whispered. “Truly, I know. But your earnestness doesn’t change the facts. I won’t be able to reason with you on this, at least not reliably. That simply won’t be enough, will it?”

 She smiled, and her shoulders twitched with a small, silent laugh.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, with a deliberate shrug. “I’m curious, solas. Would you like me to take off my shirt?”

He nodded even as he answered. “Yeah, I would. But why? I mean… of course, if you’re offering.”

“There’s a catch,” said Malon. “I’ll take off my shirt. Mind you, I have nothing on underneath. I’ll take it off, and I’ll let you look at me. In return, you must promise that you won’t go seeking Vel or Ria in a hungry manner here at the tower or let them come into your room with similar intentions.”

“For how long?”

“For how long, what?” asked Malon. “This is an ongoing deal, solas. If you respect the obvious boundaries between yourself, Vel, and Ria, I’ll take my top off when you ask me to.”

He almost said yes without thinking, before deciding that he was in a decent bargaining position.

“Leggings, too,” he said.

“Not yet. If you can keep yourself behaved, we’ll see.”

“I should also get to touch you. And—”

“This is not the same as our horseplay,” said Malon. “I occasionally get overstimulated, in certain ways, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. Sometimes it’s because of the toll of my magic. Sometimes… it’s for less obvious reasons. But this is different. This is me helping guide you toward being a better family member.”

Her characterization of it made him cringe, but he nodded, more captivated by the prospect than he would have expected to be. Malon was and would always be the matriarch of his home. Every step forward he could take with her would have a ripple effect across his relations with Vel and Ria.

He felt the evil he’d mentioned before surfacing in full strength with that thought. He didn’t accept it, but he didn’t run from it, either.

“Fine,” he said. “Take off your shirt.”

Her mouth quirked sideways. “You’re so serious, solas. Was that a question or…?”

Damon reached his hand out, sliding it underneath one of the folds of her shirt. Malon caught his fingers, kissed them, and then stared him full in the eyes. Slowly, with movements more confident than hesitant, she began to take her shirt off.

“There’s no way this is going to be…”

He trailed off. Malon slid her shirt the rest of the way off her body, and her large, pale breasts seemed to splash free from the confines of the fabric. Each was more than a handful, and each held that same, magically youthful quality that the rest of her did. 

“Going to be what, solas?” she whispered. “Enough?”

Her nipples were faint and shallow, almost ghostly, like they were begging his eyes to search for more detail. Malon had a tiny, bewitching smile on her face as she leaned back on his bed, displaying her chest for him. It was insanely hot, but Damon had seen her like this before in glimpses.

“You’re incredible, aesta,” he said. “Though to be completely honest, it’s not enough for me.”

“Then make it enough. Take your pants off, solas.”

There was a familiar edge of authority to her words that sent a hot ripple through the air. It felt so inappropriate and unfit for the encounter, her using that voice on him. Damon’s erection stiffened in his pants as he undid the draw string, trying to hold her gaze as he pulled them down.

“You want to see my cock,” he said. A statement, not a question.

“I do not want to see it,” she said, archly. “But if you need to take it out, this would be the time.”

Damon smiled as he noticed the way her cheeks were flushed, and what the focus of her attention was. He took his cock out, watching his aesta’s reaction as it pulled loose from his trousers like a spry, stubborn tree branch.

“You said I couldn’t touch you,” pointed out Damon. “That would imply that you can still touch me.”

“No, it wouldn’t.”

He positioned himself in front of her, his cock only inches from her pretty face and sweet mouth. His cock throbbed just from that, maybe more than it would have if she’d been willing. Her reluctance only seemed to fan the flames of his arousal.

“Please, aesta,” he said. His request sounded more of a plea than he’d intended, almost the way he’d ask her for favors as a boy.

“Solas,” she whispered. “Handle yourself. I’ll watch. I’ll even pose for you. It’ll be enough.”

He grabbed his cock and started stroking, more out of reflex than intention. His mind went into those evil places as he stared at her milky white tits and flushed face and full, perfect lips.

“I don’t want to handle myself,” he said, in a low voice. “I want to handle you.”

“Easy.”

“I want to stick it in you, aesta,” he said, stroking faster. “I want to see how long you’d last before moaning off the walls.”

“Solas, don’t say such things!”

She was naked from the waist up, sitting on his bed. She looked more like a woman than his aesta, short and vulnerable and sexy. Like a woman he could possess if he simply set aside his reservations for a minute or ten. She wouldn’t stop him, not this time.

“I don’t want to say these things, aesta,” he said. “I want to do them to you.”

She opened her mouth to respond. Damon filled it with something other than words. He cupped her face with his hand and plunged his member forward, sinking it between her lips and into hot, wet heaven.

The intensity of the sensation was enough to fray his sanity. He shuddered, grasping either side of Malon’s head and pumping his hips. He felt her tongue running along the underside of his shaft and hot saliva churning around the sides. He felt the tip of his cock tapping against the back of her throat as he face fucked her with horny, rough movements.

As quickly as he’d begun to use her, she put a stop to it. Damon felt his arms snap out to either side and his abdomen yank backward as though pulled by a lasso. Even his cock was held and contained by Malon’s magic, which manifested in the form of glowing, crimson tendrils tethered to thin air.

There was a power differential between them, not just as solas and aesta, but as man and sorceress. With her power, she would always make the rules. She would always be able to stop him and enforce a punishment if she so desired.

She glared at him, shaking her head, jaw tensing. Her expression held so much anger in it that it almost seemed blank. Damon exhaled slowly, feeling as though the moment was the culmination of weeks of accumulated shame. 

Eventually, Malon sighed and let the tension drain from her posture. She took a step away from him and turned around for a moment before returning to face him directly.

“I suppose in some ways I was tempting you toward that,” she said. “Really, though, solas. You must be better about—”

“Controlling myself,” he finished for her. “I know.”

“Do you?” Her face flushed a deep pink. “Touching like that, and with such aggression... It’s unacceptable to do those sorts of things with your aesta!”

“I was going to seek out Vel or Ria,” he said, knowing how stupid it must sound even as the words left his mouth.

Malon set her hands on her hips. “Our deal is still in force. We could do this… not all of this, but you seeing me, my bare body. That much of it could happen again.”

“What if I need more?” he asked.

Malon laughed. “Solas, you forget who I am. Rather, what I am. I’m Lascivious’s crest sorceress. You were so focused on touching me, or having me touch you, that you didn’t stop to think about what else I might offer.”

Damon leaned his head back, letting her see his doubt. He felt ridiculous, still held by her magical bonds. Malon stood up from the bed and drew near him, wiping a hand across her lips to remove a bit of stickiness left over from having his cock in her mouth.

“If you need more,” whispered Malon. “If you want to come… Apologize for being so brazen and ask me nicely.”

“Aesta…” He rolled his eyes. “Do you really have to present it to me like that?”

She kissed him on the cheek, letting her breasts graze against his shoulder. Damon felt his face flush, though he couldn’t quite place why the situation made him feel so uncomfortably aroused.

“Say you’re sorry, solas,” she whispered, breath hot against his ears.”

He sighed and accepted his fate. “I’m sorry.”

Malon ran her hand across her chest, apparently treating her statement about not touching him more as a general guideline, rather than a strict rule.

“Now,” she said. “If you need me to help you come… simply ask me nicely.”

Few things had ever made Damon feel so embarrassed in his life. It was one thing to tease and play with his aesta sexually when he was the aggressor, or at least an active participant. To be at her mercy, asking for lewd favors, felt so wrong. 

The fact that Malon seemed to be enjoying it more than he was made it feel even dirtier, and hotter, and so disgustingly intriguing. He found himself wondering if it might be worth it to push the limit with her again in the future just to see if she’d react the same way.

“Aesta,” he said, voice firm, meeting her gaze. “Help me come.”

Malon snapped her fingers. A glowing crimson sheathe appeared around Damon’s cock. The pleasure of it was insane, but oh so different and wonderfully strange. It was hot and uniform, flowing and throbbing. Like a stroking, squeezing hand, but with no gaps between the fingers, and far more ambient heat.

He started taking ragged, shifting breaths. Malon still had her face right next to his, and her expression was aroused and overtly smug, as though she’d won some sort of victory over him. He tried to lean his head forward to suck on one of her nipples. No success. Damn it.

“I can make it go faster,” she said. The magical teasing of his cock accelerated, and Damon felt his eyes bulging open and out of their sockets. “Or I can slow it down,” she added.

The caressing became torturously slow. Malon pressed herself against him, embracing him and letting her lips draw within inches of his. The moment felt far more sexual than anything they’d done before, and he found it beguiling that it was somehow within the realm of her personally held boundary with him.

Damon risked kissing her, seeing the way she blinked and narrowed her eyes in response. He kissed her again, seizing whatever little rebellion he could in the moment.

“I can also make it stop completely,” she said stiffly. The caressing came to an abrupt halt.

“You’re having entirely too much fun with this,” he said.

She shrugged. “You may be right about that.” Embracing him again, she kissed his neck, slowly grinding herself against his side as her magic began to stroke his cock again. “Are you ready, solas?”

“I’m past ready,” he said. “Aesta… Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She grinned, running her thumb affectionately across his cheek. “Remember our deal. Come see your aesta when you’re having your evil urges. I’ll help you however I can.”

His breathing accelerated along with the pleasure. Malon dragged her lips up and along his neck, letting them tease his earlobe. The magic caressing his cock seemed to grow hotter, pulse deeper, priming him to his bursting point.

“Ah!” groaned Damon. “True… Divine!”

His cock felt as though it was being milked as he came. The pleasure was unreal, and he shot his seed out with enough force to reach a fair distance across his room, almost to his bed. He slumped forward against the magical restraints. Malon released them and helped him over to his mattress.

“You made quite the mess,” she sighed.

“We’ll have to find a way to prevent that next time,” said Damon.

“If you don’t behave yourself, there won’t be a next time,” said Malon. She began searching for a discarded shirt to use to clean Damon’s seed from the floor, but of course, he’d taken all of his dirty laundry out in expectation of Bylia’s visit.

She made a face, picking up her shirt, which had also been soiled by the extent of Damon’s sticky release. She wiped it across the floor, taking one of Damon’s clean shirts from his wardrobe to wear instead, and then headed for the door.

“Perhaps it might be better for you to take dinner in your room tonight?” asked Malon. “Get some rest and clear your head. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Thanks, aesta,” he said. “For everything.”

“I love you, Damon.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
Damon took a nap, ate, and immediately went back to sleep. He awoke the next morning to the sound of someone knocking at the tower door. The noise resonated with an element of his dream, and he rushed to his feet. Had Bylia changed her mind and come back?

His hope dissolved as he opened the door to find a young man standing next to a horse. The man looked Damon up and down before holding out a small, ribbon tied bundle of letters.

“I have missives for Lady Velanor Deconte and Ria Zakur,” said the man. “Do they reside here?”

“We do.” Vel had also awoken, and she answered sleepily from behind Damon. She hadn’t bothered to put clothes on beyond her underwear, and Damon saw the courier making an attempt at trying to politely avert his gaze. A failed attempt, it was.

“Well, um, here you go,” said the courier. “No need for a tip. Princess Kastet was kind enough to offer me one in advance of my journey.”

“Thanks,” said Damon. He took the letters, passed them to Vel, and shut the door in the man’s face before he could do any more leering.

“Were you expecting Kastet to reach out to you?” he asked.

“No.” Vel pulled the wax seal loose from her missive. “I mean, yes, but it’s been so long since she gave me leave from her service. I was starting to wonder if maybe she’d decided to… you know… replace me.”

“She wouldn’t,” said Damon. “I’ve seen how fond she is of you, Vel.”

She shrugged, but a smile shone through on her face as she hurried back to her room. Ria emerged a moment later, and Vel returned with her spectacles on. 

They also woke Malon, knowing that she’d want to know of whatever news the princess had in store for them. The four sat around the common table, nibbling at scones while a pot of water boiled for tea over the fire. Vel exchanged a look with Ria.

“Does it matter which of us reads their letter first?” asked Vel.

“I see no reason why it would,” said Ria. “You can share your news first, young Vel.”

Vel grinned and quickly unrolled her letter. She chewed her lower lip as she quickly scanned it over.

“She’s called me back to her service,” said Vel.

“That’s wonderful, seta,” said Malon. “That’s what you wanted, is it not?”

“Yes, but…” Vel frowned and shook her head a bit. “She’s returning to Hearthold. I’m to go with her.”

Damon exchanged a glance with both Malon and Ria before looking back to Vel. She seemed more nervous than excited. Traveling to Hearthold would take her across the Endless Ocean, to the Old Realm and the main continent of Merinia.

It was a journey of weeks, rather than days. Depending on what Kastet’s reasons for returning to the capital were, it might be months before they saw Vel again, or even years. Damon reached across the table, taking Vel’s hand to hold on reflex.

“She mentioned you, as well, Damon,” she said. “She says you’re welcome to come and that she’ll pay you for your services.”

“I’m not sure what to make of that.” He folded his arms. “Leaving the tower to go to Hearthold seems like a major time commitment. What does your letter say, Ria?”

He looked at her, watching as she unrolled the parchment. Ria’s violet eyes roved across the written words. Damon expected it to be a similar invitation, but he began to doubt that assumption when he considered why Kastet would have bothered to send two missives if that were the case.

“It seems Kastet still has need of me here, in the Malagantyan,” said Ria. “We might not see each other for some time, Velanor.”

“Solas,” said Malon. “I think it best if you accompany seta to Hearthold. Given how volatile recent events have been, it makes me worry to think of her traveling with Kastet to the capital alone.”

“There’s no telling how long we might be gone for,” he said. “This is… a serious decision.”

“I have to go,” said Vel. “I’d be forsaking my Princess’s service if I didn’t.”

“She’s offering to pay you,” said Malon. “No doubt, there will also be opportunities for you to make money in Hearthold. It might serve our purposes to have that extra coin.”

He nodded slowly, seeing her point, though not conceding to it. He was keen on Malon’s idea of building an inn next to the tower. More money would make it a reality in the near term, even if it required him to be away from home for a stretch.

“I feel as though I should take some time to think this over,” said Damon. “This is a major decision.”

“I don’t have time,” said Vel. “The princess stressed the urgency of her return. I’m to travel to meet her in the town of Edgar’s Landing. I, um, don’t actually know where that is.”

“It’s to the south of Avaricia,” said Damon.

It was odd and rather convenient that Kastet had chosen to set out by ship from the small port town. Damon was still a person of interest within Avaricia. He wondered if it was intentional on her part. If it was, it certainly spoke to how badly she sought his help.

“Is it near enough for me to travel on foot?” asked Vel.

“Not even close,” said Damon. “We could take the wagon to drop you off, or perhaps help you find transport in Morotai.”

“To help you both find transport.” Malon stood up to pour the tea as the water began to boil. “You must go with her, solas. I think it’s for the best.”

“It irritates me to think about getting swept up in another one of Kastet’s schemes, especially an extended one,” he said. “She manipulated me during the Honorshade Tournament. Whatever her plan is, I want no part in it.”

“This is not about just you, young Damon,” said Ria. “Think of Velanor. No doubt, she could use your protection and company.”

There was an undercurrent of implication in her tone. Ria knew about him and Vel, and she didn’t have the same reservations toward their relationship and closeness that their aesta did. Damon frowned and looked toward Malon, who seemed to be in a state of careful consideration.

“I think it would be good for you to spend some time outside the tower, solas.” Malon brought the teacups over to the table, setting one in front of him. “Hearthold might be a welcome change of scenery for you. Keeping seta safe won’t occupy the entirety of your time. You can enjoy the city, meet some new people, even.”

Ria and Vel both looked at Malon, each seeming a bit annoyed in their own way by her suggestion. She flashed them both a knowing, rather playful smile.

“What?” asked Malon. “It might be nice for Damon to meet some new people after what he’s been through. If he so chooses, that is…”

“Fine,” said Damon. “For Vel’s sake, and for the money, I’ll go along.”

“Thank you, Damon!” Vel grinned and pulled him into a hug from where she sat beside him. “This will be so much fun! It’ll be like an adventure for the two of us.”

Her spectacles pressed against his neck as she let her head settle against his shoulder. Damon heard Malon clear her throat disapprovingly. He wanted to glare at her. What was she expecting was going to happen with the two of them journeying so far abroad together?

“You should each take one of the dreamspell amulets with you as well,” said Malon. “If you encounter danger, or any other… unforeseen problems, feel free to reach out to me.”

Her eyes seemed to bore into him with their intensity. Remember our deal, they shouted. Damon nodded, though it was in the face of a certain amount of reluctance. Having Malon to keep him from getting too pent up was different in person than it would be through the magic of the amulet.

“You are needed in the Malagantyan as well, Damon,” said Ria. “Do not forget that.”

“I won’t,” he said. “Though I’m not sure how long Kastet will need me for in Hearthold.”

“As long as would suit her purposes,” said Ria. “I see what she is doing, Damon, just as you do. I consider you to be my ally ahead of her.”

He gave her a quick but meaningful nod. “I’ll be careful, Ria. I’ll stay in touch with aesta, and I’ll act on the assumption that she stays in touch with you.”

“I would appreciate that,” she whispered.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
Damon and Vel spent the next two hours carefully packing everything they’d need for their extended journey. Vel’s enthusiasm was infectious, and by the time they were ready to head out the door, he found it hard to keep from feeling excited at what might lay ahead.

“It goes without saying, but be careful, Damon,” said Malon as she hugged him goodbye. “Check in with seta at least daily once you reach Hearthold. Call on me at night as needed.”

As needed. Those words seemed to reverberate through Damon as Malon pressed the dreamspell amulet into his palm. Her fingers lingered against his hand for a solid second longer than they needed to, and the side of her mouth twitched into a secretive smile, just for him.

“I will,” he said. “I love you.”

“Goodbye, aesta!” Vel stepped into the moment, wrapping Malon into a tight, affectionate, straightforward hug.

Damon felt Ria’s hand on his shoulder and set his over it.

“I am of a belief that this journey will be good for you,” said Ria. “But I hope we are of the same mind in keeping it to just a journey. Come back, Damon, before too much time is left to pass.”

“I promise I will,” he said.

He stared at Ria, feeling such an odd mixture of emotions. Being on the precipice of leaving almost made him want to stay, but letting Vel run off to the other side of the world with so many dangerous events in play simply wasn’t an option.

He stepped in close to Ria, smoothing her single lock of silver hair back, and kissed her. It began as a small goodbye peck and turned into a lover’s kiss over the course of an instant. Ria let out a small, pleased sigh and pressed her body forward against his. Damon kissed her again.

There would be no dreamspell magic to keep him connected with her, nothing more than letters, if either of them stopped moving for long enough to send them. Their goodbye was a real one, and her request was just as needed and necessary.

“I will come back, Ria,” he said, reaffirming his words. “How could I not?”

“Take care, husband,” she whispered. Her voice was so soft that Damon was left questioning whether he’d heard her right. 

“Solas,” said Malon. “Seta.”

She watched them with folded arms, frowning disapprovingly. Ria looked as though she was trying not to smile as she pulled herself back. Vel had already said her goodbyes and waved to him impatiently as she started off down the road. Damon shouldered his pack, smiled one last time at Malon and Ria, and began his trek to Hearthold.

“This is going to be so much fun!” said Vel. “It’s hard for me to describe how lively the court in Hearthold is.”

Vel wore a montage of borrowed clothing. Ria’s worn, but reliable old traveling boots. A pair of Malon’s leather leggings. One of Damon’s old tunics from his teenage years, a royal blue number with ties across an open neckline that did interesting things to her nubile cleavage.

“It’s yours,” she said, with an odd smile.

“I know.”

They passed into the trees. Vel reached out and took his hand almost as soon as they were deep enough down the road to be out of sight of the tower. She laced her fingers through his lovingly, and he knew that they needed to be on the same page from the start.

“Vel, aesta warned me again,” he said. “About us getting too close.”

“How is this too close?” she asked. “I just thought it would be nice for us to hold hands.”

“Well, holding hands is probably fine,” he said. “I guess.”

“It’s not as though I have no sense of propriety, Damon,” said Vel. “We’ll have to be mindful of how close we are with each other when we’re around Princess Kastet. And especially when we’re back in Hearthold. People know me there. It’s where I lived before I came back to the tower.”

Damon drew to a stop, considering how to phrase what he needed to tell her. “Vel, it’s not just about appearances. At least not to aesta. She truly sees it in terms of right and wrong.”

“It’s not as though I haven’t also spoken with her about that, Damon,” said Vel. “I get it. But we’re our own people. We get to decide what’s right and wrong for ourselves, don’t we?”

It felt as though she needed a certain answer from him. Her eyes were eager, her face a strange balance between earnest and pouty. She was still holding his hand, and she pulled him closer to her.

Damon tried to keep his eyes from immediately darting down to her wonderfully displayed cleavage in that tight, familiar tunic. A smile blossomed on her face as she noticed the effect she had on him. She leaned in a bit closer.

“Kissing is also fine,” she whispered. “You kissed Ria goodbye. I expect you to kiss me too, Damon.”

“You want a kiss right now, Vel?” he asked.

She nodded, tapping a finger against her lips. There was a thick tree trunk behind her. Damon pushed her back against it by the shoulders and leaned forward, drinking in the way her cheeks flushed at even just that.

He gave Vel a long, passionate kiss. Malon’s warning echoed in his head, but it was drowned out by Vel’s soft breathing, forgotten in the face of her arms dangling around his neck. One kiss led to another, and the moment rushed forward until it was nearly out of control.

“There,” said Damon, clearing his throat. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, we should keep going.”

“Right,” said Vel. “I’m eager to get there so… let’s go.”

“Yeah.”

They didn’t hold hands after that. Damon felt as though if he touched her again, they’d have to make camp early and lose the rest of the morning.

 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
They passed through Morotai, only staying in town for long enough to greet Jonna and her family before paying for passage to the southeast. Ten silver sables was enough to get them seats on a wagon traveling with a caravan of merchants heading toward Avaricia. 

They split off from the group two days into the journey, not wanting to approach the largest city in Veridan’s Curve directly. Instead, Damon and Vel traveled south. Damon was relying on his memory of the area and general instincts for the roads.

He was excited by the prospect of having to make camp on that third night, which would be the first time he and Vel camped alone together. However, Edgar’s Landing came into view before his dirty thoughts could run wild. It was late in the evening as he led Vel into the tiny port town, both of them eager for the temporary respite it represented. 

Situated next to where the Senagon River met Veridan’s Bay, Edgar’s Landing was no more than a sprawling collection of fishing hovels, jetties, and travelers. There were more ships docked in the water outside the town than there were houses, as far as Damon could tell.

The overpowering smell of sea salt and rotting fish gave them an incentive to reach the inn, which was easily the largest building in town. He could hear how busy it was from a distance, and he worried a bit over whether he and Vel might have arrived too late in the day to secure a room easily.

They headed in through the door. The tavern wasn’t as crowded as it had initially seemed. Most of the tables were along the walls, with a bar toward the edge of the room separating the common area from the kitchen.

Damon spotted Kastet almost immediately. She sat in the corner, dressed in simple traveling clothes and flanked by two of her personal guards. She wore the hood of her cloak up, and there was nothing on her person to announce her status, but the space given to her by nearly everyone within the inn spoke to how out of place she still seemed.

Her clothes were too new. The dark linen cloak she wore lacked a single stain or frayed hem. Her boots were clean and hardly worn. The guardsman on either side of her, despite also wearing plain outfits, continuously searched the room for threats with their no-nonsense gazes. 

Damon looped his arm through Vel’s, as much to be a gentleman as to keep her from immediately rushing over and drawing even more attention to the princess. He went first to the bar, paying the innkeeper eight sables for ale and a room for each of them.

Only then did they make their way over to Kastet’s table. The guards stood up as Damon and Vel approached. Kastet looked over her shoulder, smiling as she recognized him, and waved her men down.

“Velanor. Damon,” she said. “You’ve got phenomenal timing. I’ve only just arrived in town tonight. Please, sit.”

“I’m so pleased to be back in your service, milady,” said Vel, with a small curtsy.

“I’m pleased to have you back,” she replied, with a smile.

“How concerned are you about going unnoticed?” asked Damon. “If you’re trying to keep a low profile, you’ve all but failed.”

He could feel the eyes of the rest of the inn’s patrons on them. Kastet waved a hand dismissively and pulled her hood down.

“It hardly matters at this point,” said Kastet. “Avarice gave me his permission to leave the city and return home. I only felt the need to conceal my identity on the road, in the face of unknown threats.”

“There could still be some lying in wait,” Damon pointed out.

“True, but now I have you here,” said Kastet. “I think that should be enough, along with my guards.”

“Is Lilian accompanying you, as well?” he asked.

The side of Kastet’s mouth twitched at the question. “She is staying in Avaricia. She still has business in the Godking’s court. But that’s irrelevant at the moment. Both of you, please. Come with me.”

Her expression was serious, and Damon found himself reminded of how sharp and beautiful her features were. Her face was pale and pretty, with expressive eyebrows. Her hair was light brown with a slight curl to it, and her eyes were a matching amber. 

She stood up from her table, signaling for her guards to stay where they were. Damon followed after her, still carrying his ale, as they made their way up into the inn’s second floor and into a private room.

It was spacious, with a bed and a table surrounded by four chairs. A small lantern burned on a side table, which Kastet turned up to illuminate the space. The three of them sat down, and there was an empty, silent moment before the princess began to speak.

“I can have food brought up for us, if either of you are hungry,” she finally said.

“After,” said Damon. “I think I’d rather get to the point. You were vague in your letter to Vel. What’s going on?”

He could feel Vel tensing from where she sat behind him, no doubt in response to his frankness. Vel would never dream of being so direct toward her princess, but Damon had no such reservations.

“My father, King Antoine, has passed away,” said Kastet.

Damon stared at her. He looked at Vel, who had her hands clamped over her mouth, eyes wide in shock.

“The King of Merinia is dead?” he said slowly, almost incredulously.

“The news hasn’t spread yet,” said Kastet. “Only myself, Avarice, and a few of his trusted advisors currently know. My father died a few days ago. Prince Gabriel is next in line for the throne. I’m returning home for the succession ceremony.”

“Princess Kastet…” Vel shook her head, looking genuinely upset. “I’m so sorry. I can’t express the full range of my condolences.”

“It’s alright,” said Kastet.

Vel frowned and looked expectantly at Damon. He caught her meaning. She thought it was his turn to say something, to reassure a young woman who must surely be distraught underneath her outer shell of composure.

“How do you feel about the fact that your father is dead?” asked Damon.

A slight furrow formed along Kastet’s brow. “That’s an odd question. How does anyone feel about the death of their father?”

“Honestly…” He shrugged. “I hated mine. He was only a father by technicality. When I heard from my aesta that he’d died, I found myself wondering how much better my life would be if it’d happened earlier.”

It was more honesty than the situation called for, but he had a strong suspicion that Kastet’s relationship with her father was less than perfect. Her reaction still surprised him. She tapped her fingers on the table, nostrils flaring slightly.

“Velanor,” said Kastet in a gentle tone. “Could you wait in the hallway for a moment? I need to speak to your brother alone.”

Vel seemed caught off guard by the request, but quickly obeyed, regardless. “Of course, milady.”

She left through the door. Kastet waited for a moment before turning her attention back toward Damon.

“Does the name Wyden Starch mean anything to you?” she asked.

“Should it?”

“I have a source in Hearthold who has it on good authority that it’s an adopted name,” said Kastet. “Wyden Starch’s real name, according to my information, is Danio Al-Kendras.”

“No,” he said, reflexively. “That’s not possible. My aesta told me that my father died. She would know with more certainty than any source you might have.”

“I’m simply telling you what I know, Damon,” said Kastet. “What you do with the information is—”

A sneeze came from directly outside the room, in the hallway. Damon sighed and walked over to the door, opening it smoothly. Vel fell forward into the room from the position she’d apparently been eavesdropping in.

“Um…” said Vel. “Sorry. I was curious.”

“It’s fine,” he said, helping her up. “I’m assuming you heard what Kastet said?”

Vel nodded. “I remember when aesta told you about your father. She wouldn’t have lied, Damon.”

“I’m not accusing your aesta of lying to you,” said Kastet. “It’s possible that it might have seemed to be the case, back then. Or it’s possible that you’re right, Damon, and my information is inaccurate. Regardless, I called you here because I wanted to tell you in person. Wyden Starch is in Hearthold, should you care to pursue the matter further.”

Damon folded his arms. “Why tell me this? I find it hard to believe you’d check into such a matter out of simple curiosity. You only brought it up because you want me to make the journey to Hearthold.”

Which, admittedly, he’d already been planning to do. He almost felt reluctant now, annoyed at having Kastet’s newest manipulation thrust into his face. 

“That isn’t the case,” said Kastet. “Well… At least not entirely. I do wish for you to accompany me home, Damon, but for the same reasons why I shared this revelation with you. You have my respect and my trust.”

“He was already planning on coming along, milady,” said Vel.

“Don’t tell her that,” said Damon.

Vel stuck her tongue out at him from an angle that hid the gesture from her princess.

“The decision is yours, Damon,” said Kastet. “I will pay you for your service as my retainer if you’re willing.”

“I need to know more,” he said. “You’re holding back. What are you expecting to happen in Hearthold that would necessitate my help?”

“That’s a question which requires a joint answer,” said Kastet. “You would be serving my interests, but also the interests of a… mutual friend of ours.”

“True Divine, woman, why are you so endlessly vague?”

“Damon!” said Vel.

Kastet refused to elaborate further until they’d eaten. She found a servant to bring dinner up for them, along with a full pitcher of ale. Damon gnawed on a turkey leg and made a concerted effort to get drunk, still reeling from what Kastet had said about his father.

It was impossible. It had to be. If it wasn’t, then he could only assume that the situation with his father was far more complicated than he’d ever realized. He couldn’t understand why Danio would have left Veridan’s Curve, abandoning his son with a mountain of inherited debt. Damon was sure that Kastet was mistaken, or at least lacking the full story.

There was a knock at the door of Kastet’s room. His hand went to the hilt of his myrblade on reflex. Kastet set her hand on his arm.

“I’m expecting company,” she said. “It’s our mutual friend.”

He felt a sudden suspicion of who it was before the door opened, and he almost groaned.

“It’s good to see you again, Damon,” said Wrath.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
Damon’s first reflex, for not unjustified reasons, was to attack. He managed to suppress it enough to limit his reaction to simply standing and drawing his myrblade. Vel sucked in a breath, and Kastet shot him a stern glare that carried the full weight of her royal authority.

“Is that any way to greet someone who you owe a significant amount of money to?” asked Wrath. “I bought your father’s debts, in case you forgot.”

She was gorgeous, deadly, and smug in her confidence. Appearance-wise, she presented as a woman of around thirty, with large breasts, wonderfully curvaceous hips, and obvious muscle tone under her tight clothing.

She wore a black tunic and black leggings, the type of outfit one might expect of a spy or an assassin. Her dark blue hair hung loose across her shoulders, and her own wrathblade hung at her side, the wicked curved sword seeming to emanate an evil aura. 

“Damon!” hissed Kastet. “Put your sword away this instant.”

“I will,” he said. “After I get an explanation as to the nature of the deal you’ve made with her.”

“You’re a smart boy.” Wrath strode forward with languid, swaying steps. “I’m sure you could work it out on your own if you tried, but I like indulging this side of you. Kastet and I wish to alter the balance of power in Veridan’s Curve in the wake of her father’s death.”

“Kastet and you?” asked Damon. “I was there for the party in Avarice’s courtyard. I remember what he said about Kastet’s father, uncles, and cousins. What they supposedly did to you in your previous incarnation.”

Wrath had waged war against Merinia and the Alquin family, but before being executed after she lost, she’d been brutally raped by near every male in the royal line. Though, with a few significant exceptions, if Damon remembered correctly.

“We live in a different era,” said Kastet. “My older brother and I were yet to be born when that happened, and Prince Gabriel will soon ascend to the throne. Wrath and I have spoken at length at how we can set aside our differences and help one another. Part of my reason for returning home is to attempt to convince Gabriel to reconsider the alliance between the Alquin Royal Family and the Godking.”

“Reconsider the alliance with Avarice…” said Damon, slowly. “…In favor of an alliance with Wrath.”

“I’m not sure I appreciate the tone of your voice,” said Wrath. 

“There’s a lot about this situation which I also don’t appreciate.” He held up a finger. “I would think you’d be wiser than to throw your lot in with another one of the Forsaken, Kastet. You’re naïve to so quickly dismiss the history between her and your family.”

“My father is dead, Damon, as I’ve told you,” said Kastet. “Wrath knows better than anyone the folly in holding grudges to the bitter end.”

He wanted to bring up what had happened on that night, after the skirmish between Wrath and Avarice. He’d been guarding Kastet’s room. He still remembered exactly what Wrath had said, down to the word.

What is the true nature of revenge, Damon Al-Kendras?

“Do you trust her?” he asked.

“You don’t need to answer that,” said Wrath.

Kastet waved a hand, still seeming like royalty in the face of one of the Forsaken. “It’s fine. Trust isn’t the word I’d use. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. We both want the same thing right now.”

He shook his head, feeling a distinct wrongness to the situation. Wrath caught his eye. The corner of her mouth turned downward into a serious frown. A regretful frown. She’d been emotional that night. It was possible that it had been a misplay. It was also possible she’d betray Kastet at the first good opportunity, likely after convincing her to make a stand against Avarice. 

“Take a breath, Damon,” said Wrath. “Sheathe your sword. Join the plot. I know you despise the Godking for your own reasons.”

He did sheathe his sword, though only because he knew that it would find no use. He considered the situation carefully, remembering his encounter with Famine weeks earlier and the message she’d wanted him to bring to Wrath.

“Kastet trusts you,” continued Wrath. “I find you to be uniquely useful. I already know that you intend to go to Hearthold. All I ask is for you to keep what would be the best for all of us in mind and act accordingly.”

“What do I get in return?” he asked.

Kastet stepped forward. “I’ve already offered to pay you handsomely, Damon.”

“I’m not talking about money,” he said. “You know what I want, Wrath.”

Damon still felt an odd draw toward the idea of securing her crest for himself. It was greedy, underscoring a lust for power which he knew was dangerous to indulge in. He still wanted it, still felt as though the heights becoming a crest sorcerer would allow him to reach might be worth the tradeoff of serving her.

“We’ve talked about this before,” said Wrath, wagging a finger at him. “You need to learn to walk before you can run.”

“You can’t have it both ways,” he said. “Don’t expect to have my loyalty if all you intend to do is bludgeon me into submission with my father’s debts.”

“I don’t expect loyalty from you, Damon,” said Wrath. “Just for you to be reasonable and act in everyone’s interests.”

Kastet cleared her throat. “It’s late. We’ve covered almost all the important points. Perhaps we should continue this discussion in the morning, once we’ve all calmed down?”

“Sure,” said Damon. He eyed Wrath as he walked past, his shoulder brushing hers. “By the way — Famine says hello.”

She flinched, eyes widening and then narrowing. She didn’t stop him as he made his way out into the hallway and then up to his room.

*** 
Damon half expected Vel to come by, either to say goodnight or to do other things, but she never did. He wasn’t entirely surprised. She was back in Kastet’s service, and her princess’s needs would of course come first.

The other visitor he expected did make an appearance, opening the door and slipping in without knocking. Damon only had on his undershorts, but he didn’t let his lack of clothing keep him from rising to his feet.

“Do you know why I’m so reluctant to give you my crest?” asked Wrath.

She still wore her tight black shirt, but she’d taken off her leggings and wore only a pair of girlshorts, small and white, but turned wane green in the light of the ghost moon.

“No,” he said, stepping closer. “Why?”

“You look at me like an enemy,” said Wrath. “As though you’re constantly in search of openings and weaknesses.”

“For good reason. You’ve threatened people I love before.”

“I will again, if I have to,” said Wrath. “Now tell me what Famine said to you. Word for word.”

Damon could sense the danger underlying the moment. Wrath was one of the Forsaken. He’d seen her kill, and he’d seen her cry. She was powerful and volatile, unpredictable in the worst kind of way.

“I’m not your messenger boy, Wrath,” he said, voice low. “My information doesn’t come freely.”

“You know where I stand,” she hissed. “I’ll dissolve a quarter of your debt. That’s all you’ll get from me.”

He was tempted by the offer, though it was easy to see how little it would matter when considering the size of his inherited debts. A quarter of an amount of money that he couldn’t pay off in a lifetime would change nothing.

“No deal,” he said.

“A third,” she immediately countered. 

Even dissolving that much wouldn’t change the fact that she had him under her thumb. It was the power dynamic that needed changing, not the numbers.

“That’s the most I can offer,” she continued.

“Is it?” Damon took another step forward, putting himself close enough for each to feel the other’s body heat. Wrath didn’t react, and the tension in the room surged to near unbearable levels.

“Do you have any idea how many men I’ve killed for minor offenses, Damon Al-Kendras?” she said slowly. “For looking at me wrong. For making the wrong move. For daring to surprise me when I—”

He kissed her. He was aware that it was one of the riskiest things he’d ever done, but it was a calculated risk. Wrath was desperate to get his information. She wouldn’t kill him, not yet. And though she refused to give him her crest, they’d never really discussed whether her body was off limits.

Her lips didn’t move against his, at least not at first. When Wrath did start kissing him back, she reached out a hand and set it on his shoulder. Her thumb pressed against the front of his throat, as though emphasizing how easily she could crush his windpipe.

“Those eyes again,” she whispered as their lips parted. “I should kill you.”

He pulled her toward his bed. Her body moved at his urging, which said so much more than her words. She could have just stood there, using her power to make her body as firm and unmovable as a statue. She was willing, and whether that was because of his information or her lust made no difference. He’d take her, regardless.

He was overconfident. Wrath lashed out suddenly, seizing him by the neck and lifting him into the air. Damon had set his myrblade down against his bed table and managed to snatch the scabbard up, though drawing the weapon and using it was a separate matter.

“You should consider apologizing for that,” whispered Wrath. “I’ve lived hundreds of lives across thousands of years. I’m so much more than you could ever handle, mortal.”

She set him down, staring at him with intense eyes, and loosened her grip on his neck. Damon was caught off guard, but the sight of the points of her nipples poking out from underneath her shirt was enough to reassure him and harden his cock. 

“You want me to say sorry?” he said. He leaned in closer, as though to whisper in her ear. He sucked in a small breath, drawing from his myrblade’s power, and exhaled a breath of frozen condensation against the sensitive skin of the nape of Wrath’s neck.

A shudder ran through her, and she released her grip.

He kissed her again and pinched one of her nipples through her shirt, still drawing from the magic of his sword. Wrath arched her back as a shiver ran through her, and she didn’t stop him as he shifted her down onto his bed.

She was aggressive, pulling him between her legs even before they’d finished undressing. Damon’s cock was hard and swollen from days of being pent up with no release. He wondered if he would have been able to perform so confidently if not for that in the face of Wrath’s attempts at intimidation.

As it was, he felt too turned on to take his time. He pulled Wrath’s shirt off, marveling first at the tension in the tight fabric, and then the way her breasts seemed to escape with wild bounces. Her body was all feminine curves atop lean muscle, a match for any woman he’d seen in terms of the balance between power and sexuality.

Wrath smirked at him in the darkness, pleased with his reaction. She took her girlshorts off in a smooth motion, revealing a thick patch of full pubic hair that reminded Damon of the fur of a coral fox.

He took his own clothes off, noting Wrath’s expression as her eyes danced along the length of his hard cock.

“Not bad, for a mortal,” she said. “But you’ve only lived once. Let’s see how much you’ve learned about using that thing.”

Damon slid forward onto the mattress, his entire body buzzing with eagerness as he spread her thighs open.

“Is it new for you each time you’re reborn?” he asked.

Wrath ignored the question for a moment before giving a small nod.

“Interesting,” he said, letting his cock tease toward her crotch. “How many times have you given up your chastity, Wrath? Do you even remember?”

She flashed a teeth-baring smile. “You should think about what you’re asking. I’m not some brothel whore, bought and paid for. Your life is forfeit if you—”

He pushed in. His boldness had led him true so far, and he saw no reason not to ride it to the end. He was going to ride her to the end, hot and sweaty and full of sensation.

Damon sank his prick halfway into her on the first thrust, and as far as he could on the second. He let his body press down on Wrath’s across the tiny, cheaply-made inn bed. The posture made him feel deceptively dominant. 

She was one of the Forsaken, as dangerous and powerful as anyone could be. The thought made him doubt himself, but he turned it around. She was strong enough to take whatever he gave her. He could put his muscles into the act of fucking her, if he so chose. 

“You’ll take whatever I throw at you, won’t you?” he whispered. “Is there even a thing as rough sex for you?”

“Why not experiment and find out for yourself?”

It was an experiment which might end in death if he was wrong. His cock didn’t care. He cupped one of her breasts and decided that he didn’t, either. She’d given him the chance to risk it, to take her as a woman, and he seized it. As far as he was concerned, she was his to use for the night.

He sucked on one of her nipples while roughly pinching the other, letting his hips find a perfect, rolling rhythm. Her womanhood wasn’t the tightest he’d ever entered, but her thick, well-toned thighs made up for it. Wrath’s body felt like a reflection of her philosophy, sharp and glorious and passionate.

He risked kissing her again. Wrath sucked on his mouth in a way that made him wonder how those lips would feel elsewhere. She let out a fluttering moan as the kiss ended. She was so damned loud, but it felt almost sacrilege to tell her to quiet down. 

The thought almost made him laugh mid-thrust, but Wrath arched her hips, and the sight of her sweat beading along her taut abdomen stole his attention. Damon kissed her neck and wrapped one hand around her shoulder while letting the other grip her ass.

He began fucking her hard, tapping out a slappy rhythm as his cock bottomed out in her cunt. He put his strength into it, making the bed strain underneath them. More interesting were the tiny sounds drawn out of Wrath, the gasps and shudders and broken breaths. He slapped his hand against the side of her ass.

“Bastard!” she hissed.

She yanked his head back by the hair and pressed her teeth against the side of his neck, like a plains cat about to strip the meat from the throat of a wild horse. Damon wrestled her arm down and kept plunging into her, aware that she was easily strong enough to overpower him.

Wrath let out a pleasured hiss and slammed her arm sideways, demolishing the side table next to the bed. She wrapped her legs around him. Damon cupped her breasts, his body slick with sweat against hers as they continued, possessed and compelled by the dirtiness of the deed.

“What’s a matter with all the noise?” bellowed the innkeeper from outside the door.

Wrath let out a feral growl and snapped off one of the bedposts with her hand. She flung it at the door, hitting it hard enough to completely shatter the top half. The innkeeper briefly peeked through, face terrified, before backing away down the hall.

She was insane. They were completely visible now to anyone walking by. The emotions those two thoughts stirred within Damon only seemed to feed the flames of his lust, hot enough now to burn everything in pursuit of chasing that hot, sexual release.

“Faster!” moaned Wrath. “Just… a little bit faster.”

She flailed out with her hand again, punching a hole in the wall behind the bed.

“You’re out of your mind,” growled Damon. 

He did give it to her faster, squeezing one of her breasts, hard enough to hurt and leaning on her in a manner that would have effectively pinned any other woman. Wrath’s breathing intensified, until she was moaning in a high tenor. She shuddered and bucked her hips, slamming her arm down against the bed hard enough to make the bed crack.

“Inside,” she whispered, still drunk off her own orgasm. “I can’t get pregnant.”

“I don’t believe you,” he replied.

He took a few more deep, selfish thrusts before gasping and unloading on Wrath’s sweaty stomach. She made an oddly pleased cooing noise as his hot seed pooled between her breasts and around her navel.

“You’ve served me well tonight,” she whispered, reaching a hand out to caress his cheek. “But now, it’s time for you to tell me what I need to know.”

Her hand tightened on his face, threatening to snap his jaw off if he didn’t give her what she wanted.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
Damon obliged Wrath. He told her the message Famine had given him, recalling it word for word.

“She said she’s open to an alliance?” asked Wrath. “On what terms? She must want something.”

“If she does, she didn’t elaborate,” said Damon.

In truth, he would have told Wrath about Famine’s message without the sex. There was no way he could have kept the information from her, given how she could simply put pressure on his family, Vel in particular, being in the same inn.

He’d bedded her simply for the way he knew it would shift their power dynamic, if not also for fun. True Divine, it had been fun. Wrath was still naked, though her expression was one of plotting and consideration.

“Interesting,” she finally said. “I’ll see where this might lead. Your next task for me, Damon, has been explained to you. Accompany Kastet to Hearthold and see about speaking with the new king in regards to dissolving his alliance with Avarice and establishing one with me. Tell him that Famine may also be willing to stand against our brother.”

“I don’t take orders from you,” he said.

“Oh, you’re so precious.” Wrath shifted to sit behind him, gently kissing his neck as she ran her arms across his bare chest. “It isn’t an order. I’m hiring you to do a job. You keep serving me well, and you’ll be debt free in no time.”

“I almost preferred it when my debts belonged to gang leaders and scummy money lenders,” he muttered.

“Almost?” Wrath kissed him on the cheek. 

Damon rolled his eyes. “Almost. I’ll serve your interests for now, Wrath, but only because they align with my own.”

“That’s a good boy,” she whispered. “Now, if there’s nothing else, I really need to be going.”

“One more thing.”

Wrath glanced over her shoulder at him as she pulled her girlshorts up. “Yes?”

“…What was your name?” he asked. “From what Famine told me, and from what I’ve gleaned from what you’ve said, you lived a normal life before remembering your past as one of the Forsaken.”

“That term is offensive to us, you know.”

“Don’t dodge the question,” said Damon. “Tell me. Who were you before you were Wrath?”

She let out a small, mocking laugh. “Don’t think that just because I let you stick your prick inside me that you have some sort of unique window into my soul, Damon Al-Kendras. I’m a casual lover.”

“This was casual?” He gestured to the destroyed room.

“Very. Speaking of which, if you speak a word about what we just did, there will be… extreme consequences.”

She pulled her tunic on and disappeared through the half-shattered door. Damon frowned as she closed it, examining the damage she’d done to the wall and the bed. He really should have prompted her to work out a payment with the innkeeper.

*** 
Damon joined Vel and Kastet at one of the tables in the common room the next morning. From their expressions, they’d overheard enough of what had transpired between him and Wrath to form their own conclusions.

Vel looked as though she couldn’t decide whether to be mad or concerned for his safety. Kastet’s eyes were openly fascinated, but also wary, which was probably justified.

“Good morning,” he said. “How did you both sleep?”

He took a scone off the platter in the center of the table and poured himself some tea.

“I was too worried about what might be happening elsewhere in the inn to get any,” said Vel through gritted teeth.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I slept like a rock.”

Kastet took her turn, though she was scarcely better at being direct. “There was quite a bit of noise, Damon, and the innkeeper came to speak with us. He mentioned that, ah, Wrath had paid a visit to your room.”

“We spoke for a bit,” he admitted. “Then she left.”

Kastet cleared her throat authoritatively. “I, um, expect that you did more than just speak, from the noises we overheard.”

Her face reddened, and Damon suppressed a grin as he took another bite of his scone.

“That was just us working out the details of our partnership,” he said.

“Damon,” said Kastet. “It’s important for my own dealing with Wrath that you share the full extent of your… interactions with her. It’s possible that they may be relevant to our cause.”

“Our cause?” He shook his head. “I think you mean your cause. I’m basically a mercenary at this point. My information is for sale along with my sword arm.”

“I don’t need information!” hissed Kastet. “I need to know if… Leandra’s bush, you are insufferable sometimes!”

“He enjoys being this way,” muttered Vel. “Damon, that was the stupidest, most reckless thing you’ve ever done! I’m telling aesta, by the way.”

“No, you’re not,” he said.

“I definitely am.”

“Vel!”

“We’re getting off topic,” said Kastet, holding up her hands. “Damon, my earlier point was simple. The two of you shared a… certain level of intimacy. Can I assume that your relationship has grown deep enough for you to appeal to her on my behalf if I need something?”

Damon nearly snorted at the level of naïve presumption contained within the question. Kastet was speaking like a virgin who’d never experienced a one-night stand. He blinked as he remembered that she was a princess. She most definitely was a virgin who’d never experienced, possibly never even had an opportunity for, a one-night stand.

“Nothing has changed between Wrath and I,” he said. “The only reason we had such an intense conversation last night was because I was curious about how badly she wanted the message I had from Famine.”

“That was the catalyst?” asked Kastet. “She wanted it that bad?”

“So bad,” he said, smiling.

“Damon, don’t be gross!” snapped Vel.

“What was the message?” asked Kastet.

Damon still couldn’t stop himself from teasing her a bit. “As I said, it’s going to cost you if you want to know, and I suspect you already know the price Wrath paid.”

Kastet’s face turned bright red and she glanced away.

“Damon!” snapped Vel. She slapped him on the shoulder a few times. Damon laughed, catching her hand and kissing the back of it. Kastet noticed, and he quickly let go, silently cursing himself for being so free with Vel in public.

“Famine wants an alliance with Wrath,” said Damon. “I’m sure Wrath would have brought it up the next time the two of you had one of your meetings, regardless.”

“Interesting…” said Kastet. “Though, I still feel there’s more to this than you’re letting on.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“Why is Wrath so interested in you?” asked Kastet. “She hasn’t given you her crest. It’s not as though you even wield a wrathblade, her symbol, anymore.”

“Hey…” whispered Myr. “That’s kind of mean.”

Damon stroked his myrblade’s hilt reassuringly. Kastet’s question was valid, though he suspected he knew the answer. He was a wielder, and one with a powerful enchanted weapon, despite it technically no longer being a wrathblade. He was Wrath’s prospect. She’d told him as much before.

“I suppose we’ll find out in due time,” he said.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
The three of them boarded the ship departing for Hearthold later that morning. Kastet and Vel had their own private cabin, but Damon, along with Kastet’s guards, would be bunking in the crew quarters.

A single glance at his sleeping arrangements told him the journey would be boring and uncomfortable. He had a small hammock in one of the crowded compartments beneath the deck. Still, it was a small sacrifice in exchange for a journey which would have normally been prohibitively costly for him to make.

Hearthold would be a sorely needed change of pace. It also held the truth about what had happened to his father, a fact which felt strange to consider. He’d never viewed his father’s death as a question that needed answering, but knowing now that he was still alive made it suddenly feel like an unsolved mystery.

The next two weeks passed in a boring, but bearable routine. Damon only saw Vel and Kastet during the afternoons when he could find them on deck. He spent most of his time helping the crew with odd jobs. He particularly enjoyed serving as the lookout up in the crow’s nest, feeling small as he gazed out across the aptly named Endless Ocean in all directions.

He spent a lot of time polishing his swords at night, plural, as there was little else to do. When Hearthold finally drew into view on the fifteenth day of their ocean journey, Damon was bursting to stretch his legs. 

He stood on deck with Vel and Kastet as the coastal castle city expanded on the horizon. Hearthold had been the capital of the Realm of Merinia for over four hundred years, and it was one of the largest cities in the known world.

The keep itself was built from dark red ocean brick, ancient stones made of fossilized coral once quarried from the craggy sea cliffs to the north. The color was once bright and brilliant, according to legend, but centuries of wear and repair had reduced its luster to something resembling dried blood.

A massive stained-glass window in the upper watch tower known as Leandra’s Eye gazed out across the ocean. Damon had been inside the keep once before, during his time performing with the Gleaming Scythe, and he knew that the sun cast brilliant colors down into the keep’s foyer. His old troupe master, Len, had told him that it cost a small fortune to repair whenever it suffered damage.

Hearthold castle had its own docks separate from the busy moorings of the main city. Damon’s excitement surged as the ship slowly approached land. He looked over at Vel, who was smiling from ear to ear.

“Excited to be back?” he asked.

“More than I can even say,” she said. “I fell in love with this city during my time here. I can’t wait to give you a tour, Damon. I can show you Eastwood Abbey, the school aesta first sent me to, and Fiddler’s Market, where everyone haggles just inside the main city gates.”

“I’ve been to Fiddler’s Market before,” said Damon. “Come to think of it, you were likely still in the city the last time I visited. If I’d known, I would have gone searching for you.”

“You would have, if you’d kept in touch with aesta in our time away,” she said, a bit cross.

“I don’t wish to interrupt the two of you, but please keep in mind why I’ve made this journey and act accordingly,” said Kastet.

Damon nodded. Her father, King Antoine, was dead. The city would likely still be in mourning, and it was no time for him and Vel to be talking about sightseeing.

The ship set anchor and extended the gangway. Damon helped Kastet across and onto the dock, where a man in gleaming silver armor greeted them with a bow.

“Princess Kastet,” said the man. “It warms my heart to see you in Hearthold once more, safe and sound.”

“I’m glad to see as well, Aldric,” she said, smiling at him. “Damon, this is Aldric Buttice, Lord Captain of the King’s Guard. Aldric, this is Lord Damon Al-Kendras, one of my retainers from the colonies.”

Damon almost snorted at hearing her introduce him as a lord. He shook the other man’s hand, appreciating the firm, though not over-aggressive grip.

“Not to correct you, milady, but I am now the Lord Captain of the Queen’s Guard,” said Aldric. “Queen Anise has been ruling during the interim in the wake of your father’s death.”

“She has?” Kastet frowned and shook her head. “I received the news of my father’s passing more than three weeks ago. Prince Gabriel has yet to ascend to the throne proper?”

“You should speak with your stepmother on that, milady,” said Aldric. “Best to hear it all from her. She’s already received word of your ship’s approach and is waiting for you in the audience chamber.”

Kastet nodded, regaining her composure. “Very well. If you would be so kind as to escort us there, Lord Captain.”

“The guards with you can report back to the castle barracks,” said Aldric. He waved a hand at Princess Kastet’s other guards, the ones who’d served her faithfully during her time within Avarice’s care, and they immediately saluted and obeyed.

Damon understood then another piece of why she’d extended her invitation to him. Kastet might have men available to her, but ones directly in her employ were harder to come by.

A gated tunnel led from the castle’s docks to the curtain wall’s interior. Damon followed a few steps behind Kastet, Vel, and Aldric, taking stock of the numerous patrolling soldiers and groups of socializing nobles. 

They headed around to the front of the keep, passing through a gate into the vestibule and through a set of heavy wooden doors. The foyer was lit almost entirely by the illumination of Leandra’s Eye, far above, the stained glass lending the light a warm, vivid quality.

They continued into one of the adjoining towers and up a long spiral staircase. Hearthold Castle was a fortified outpost, first and foremost, but it didn’t lack for intricate tapestries and extravagant carpets.

Aldric stopped in front of a room with two guards standing at attention outside. The guards saluted and opened the door.

“She said she wanted to see the princess as soon as she arrived, sir,” said one of the men.

“Is she alone?” asked Aldric.

The guard shook his head. Damon looked past him, getting his first direct glimpse of Queen Anise. He sucked in a breath, not from the admittedly beautiful and regal woman sitting atop the audience chamber’s throne, but from the man standing next to her.

Austine, Damon’s former blade partner and the Godking’s current crest sorcerer, stood at the bottom of the royal dais. His face was serious, and it seemed as though he was listening to the Queen respectfully, rather than speaking to her actively. He wore a shirt with high collar, hiding the golden crest mark on his neck.

Queen Anise noticed the arrival of Kastet and her entourage and waved a hand politely at Austine, who bowed and accepted his dismissal. Austine’s eyes locked onto Damon as he headed for the door, bewilderment obvious in his expression.

Damon couldn’t resist. He grinned at Austine and gave him a small, almost challenging nod. They were both there to serve the interests of two warring Forsaken, on opposite sides of a looming conflict. Damon wondered if it would be alright if they got some ale together.

“Welcome home, Kastet,” said Queen Anise. “I wish your return came under better circumstances.”

“As do I,” said Kastet. “We have much to speak about, regardless.”

Anise was an attractive woman, with dark hair, a slender face, and a full, slightly chubby build. She couldn’t have been past her mid-thirties and seemed more like an older sister to Kastet in age, rather than a stepmother. 

She wore a resplendent gown of white and gold, along with a thin circlet crown. Damon wondered if he should read into that fact, given what Aldric had said about the queen continuing to rule despite the Alquin throne’s rightful claimant being Prince Gabriel.

“If you would be so kind as to dismiss your servants, I can begin to explain all that’s happened,” said Anise.

There was an edge to her tone, enough to suggest she and her stepdaughter were not on the best terms.

“I would prefer they stay,” said Kastet. “Lady Velanor, who I’m sure you remember, has grown to serve me as a trusted advisor. Her brother, Lord Damon Al-Kendras of the Malagantyan Colonies, serves me as a bodyguard and retainer.”

Queen Anise’s smile was thin and brittle. “I lack the energy to argue with you, Kastet. If you wish for your friends to hear the unbecoming details of your father’s death, so be it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Kastet.

“Your father killed himself.”

The words landed on Kastet like a physical blow. She reached for her stomach, gasping audibly and shaking her head.

“My father…” she said. “A king would not do such a thing.”

“I was the one who found him, Kastet,” said Queen Anise. “Trust me when I say that my thoughts first moved in that same direction. He hung himself from the doorframe leading to his wardrobe with one of the belts to his silk robes.”

Kastet kept a serious expression in the face of the grisly details. “You’re sure that no one else had access to the room?”

“To our bedroom?” Queen Anise shook her head once. She was even more inscrutable than Kastet, and there was an edge to her gaze that was entirely too composed.

“Well…” said Kastet. “If my father is truly dead, then why has Gabriel not risen to the throne?”

“Your brother has not come out of his room since the day of the tragedy,” said Anise. “He’s always sequestered himself away, but he’s taken a new commitment to it. I worry that the risk of suicide may extend further through our family.”

“Does it extend to me, as well?” asked Kastet.

“Of course not!” snapped Anise. “Don’t be churlish, girl. This is not the situation I would have liked to welcome you home to, Kastet, but it’s the one I’ve been dealing with. I…”

She shook her head, resolve faltering. It took her a while to regain herself. She was either sincere, or an extremely good actress. Damon had dealt with Kastet enough to know that both were entirely within the realm of possibility.

“When I was a little girl, I never thought I’d marry a prince, or become a queen,” said Anise. “Who does? It may be hard for you to understand, Kastet, but the last two decades of my life have revolved completely around your father in a manner that I cannot even articulate.”

“I do understand,” said Kastet. “I’m his daughter. It was the same for me.”

“Was it?” Anise gave her a harsh smile, though it quickly faded. “I would have traded places with you in an instant.”

“What?”

“Leaving this castle,” said Anise. “Having the freedom afforded by a new place, where a title means less to the people around you. I do hope you found the time to enjoy yourself while you were in Avaricia.”

Kastet’s expression tightened. “Enjoy myself? You have no idea how intense the Godking can be, do you? I was under his scrutiny several times a week. I’ve seen pet birds with more room to spread their wings.”

“Oh, Kastet,” sighed Anise. “You are still as dramatic as ever, it seems. I don’t mean to needle you. Thank you for returning. You’re sorely needed here. I hope you realize that.”

“I… will help however I can,” she said. “I suppose I should speak with Gabriel, to start.”

“You should,” said Anise, nodding. “If you would, Kastet. Please visit your sister while you’re at it.”

“Of course, Mother.”

Queen Anise waved a hand toward the guards at the door. A new petitioner to the queen had been lined up outside and began sheepishly entering the audience chamber. Damon and Vel followed Kastet into the hallway and down the stairs.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
The three of them said nothing for a minute as they continued through the castle. Kastet had an idea of where she was going, and Damon was mindful of her feelings. She’d just been told that her father had killed himself. As much as he wanted to lend his support and reassurances, she also might need space.

“You’ll have one of the nicer guest rooms, Damon,” said Kastet. “There’s one not far from my own chambers, and where Vel resides as a lady in waiting. No doubt, the queen has already made it readied for your use, knowing her.”

“Sounds reasonable,” he said.

“Your Highness,” said Vel. “Um… Are you alright?”

“Queen Anise will be expecting us for dinner,” said Kastet. “We should bathe now and wash off the remnants of our journey. We can see my brother before heading to the feast hall and get a better sense of his current state.”

“Kastet.” Damon reached out and touched her shoulder. She flinched, briefly setting her fingers over his before shrugging off the contact.

“Here’s your room,” said Kastet. “I’ll present the inside to you. It has its own bathtub, and… as expected. Queen Anise had it filled. It bodes well for Velanor and I to also be able to take quick baths. She’s very diligent about tending to her guests. She always has been, ever since I was…”

Damon shut the door as they entered the guest chamber, and Kastet trailed off as soon as they were alone.

“We should be able to talk here,” she said. Despite the confidence in her voice, she still made a show of surveying the wall, running her hands over the bricks and searching for any hidden holes or cracks an intrepid spy might listen through.

“What’s going on?” asked Vel.

Kastet clasped her hands together as she turned to face them. “It’s possible that my stepmother had my father killed. From a certain point of view, it isn’t even unlikely. He wasn’t the sort of man who carried the heavy demons of the mind that would lead to such a thing.”

“It’s not always easy to tell,” said Damon. “Some men fight battles that aren’t visible from the outside.”

“True,” said Kastet. “But this is the Royal Court of Hearthold. The stakes here are too high to take such a thing at face value.”

Vel looked aghast at the idea. “But how could that be? What reason would she have to kill her own husband?”

“Motive is a tricky thing,” said Kastet. “It’s unlikely that she would have done it for the sake of stealing the throne. It will pass to Prince Gabriel. He merely needs to announce himself as King, and not a person within the castle will question his authority.”

“Could she have anticipated his current reluctance?” asked Damon.

“Maybe.” Kastet frowned and folded her arms. “She’s an intelligent woman. Yes, I do think she could have foreseen this.”

“Hold on,” said Vel. “I don’t mean to bring up the specific details of your father’s passing, milady, but if she truly found him as she said… how would the murder have even happened?”

Damon and Kastet both turned to stare at her. Vel hesitated under the weight of their gazes but continued her point.

“The King must have had guards within earshot of his room,” said Vel. “Even if Anise had snuck an assassin into their shared chambers, staging the scene as she claims to have found it would be challenging.”

“We have no proof my father was found like that beyond her word,” said Kastet. “An assassin could have made it into their room while he was sleeping, and the rest would have been simple.”

“I’ve spent enough time within Hearthold Castle to know it isn’t nearly that straightforward,” said Vel. “There are so many guards watching the Royal Chambers.”

Kastet let out a sigh and massaged her temples. “I can’t think about this anymore. Velanor, escort me to my room. Damon, could you clean yourself up and prepare for dinner? I’m sure one of Queen Anise’s servants will be by to help and provide a change of clothing.”

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll meet up with the two of you after.”

He waited until they’d left and then surveyed his chamber. It was huge, easily four times as large as his room back in the tower house, with a big bed to match. 

A wooden tub steamed with hot water in the room’s corner, near an open grate and a chamber pot. One of the castle’s servants had brought his traveling pack up from the ship. He remembered what Kastet had said and didn’t bother pulling his own clothing out, accepting that he’d be wearing the royal finery provided to him for the next few days.

He stripped off his clothes and tested the water. It was a little too hot, so he used his myrblade to cool it down, listening to Myr giggle in response to the task.

Finally, he sank into the warm water, muscles sighing with relief. It felt absolutely brilliant. Damon had gotten used to the grimy, chaotic environment of the ship’s hold. The change of pace inherent within not just being back on land, but in fine accommodations, left him feeling no rush to make the journey back to Veridan’s Curve.

He dunked his head and scrubbed at his hair, surprised at how greasy it was. There was a knock at the door, followed by a voice.

“Lord Damon?” called a woman. “I came to bring clothes and see if you need anything.”

“Come in,” he said.

The door creaked open. An attractive, but slightly older woman with blonde hair entered the room with a smile. She seemed comfortable, despite Damon’s nudity, and made her way over to his bed with clean clothes and a fresh towel.

“My name is Finelle,” said the woman. “Queen Anise has told me to help you however I can, and to make sure you’re getting comfortably settled.”

“Is that right?” A smile twitched at the edge of his mouth. Kastet had sent Lilian to him when he’d first visited her and Vel in Avaricia. “Like mother, like daughter.”

Finelle let out a small laugh. “I don’t know what you mean, milord, but as I said, I’m here if you need me.”

He wasn’t interested in divulging any secrets to Anise’s spy, but it had been over two weeks since he’d last felt the touch of a woman. She was pretty and willing, and there was a chance he might even be able to turn the tables on the situation.

“Bring me the towel, if you would,” said Damon.

She smiled and brought the towel over, faking modesty as she drew near enough to the tub to have a view down at his naked body. Damon’s cock hardened in response to that little bit of coyness. He waited until she was right next to the tub before rising and turning around.

His erection hardened and thickened as he saw Finelle’s eyes dart down to it. He grinned and gestured expectantly.

“Help me with this, Finelle,” he said. “It’s overdue for some attention.”

He heard the sound of the slap before he felt the pain, and long before he realized her arm was even in motion. Damon tasted blood on his lip. He felt blood flushing his face. He cleared his throat as he looked back in Finelle’s direction in time to hear her stomping out of the room.

“Not a spy,” he said. “Well. I’m an ass.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
Damon finished bathing, dried himself off, and dressed. His new outfit consisted of a loose maroon silk shirt with black and gold leggings and an impractically thin pair of velvet-sided boots. It was tailor-tight against his muscles, and he gave himself an appreciative smile in the mirror.

Kastet and Vel arrived at his room a few minutes later. They both wore fresh evening gowns of expressive silk, and they both still had wet hair from their own baths.

“What happened to you?” asked Vel, eyeing the red slap mark on his face.

“I had an accident in the tub,” he said. “The specifics aren’t important.”

He really hoped that Finelle was just some random maid servant and not someone whom he might be running into again during his stay.

“Come,” said Kastet. “We don’t have much time. It would be massive if we could at least convince Gabriel to come to dinner tonight.”

“Would it be better if you talked with him alone?” asked Damon. 

He glanced from Kastet to Vel, remembering a rather lurid story she’d once told him related to Prince Gabriel.

“It’s fine,” said Kastet. “Gabe was always fond of Vel.”

Vel’s face turned bright red. “Um, Princess Kastet, I never told you this, but your brother once… requested something from me.”

“He did?” Kastet folded her arms. “What do you mean?”

“I… asked him if he needed anything else once, when I was filling in for one of the maid servants who usually tends to his room,” she said. “He asked me if he could have my underwear.”

“He… what?” Kastet gaped at Vel in muted shock.

“He wasn’t pushy about it, but it was rather odd,” said Vel, blushing even more deeply.

“Did he try to flirt with you?” asked Damon. Strangely, he felt more intrigued than jealous.

“My brother is not really the type of man who flirts with anyone,” said Kastet. “Though, perhaps this was an attempt.”

“Do I have to go along to visit him with you both?” asked Vel.

“Of course,” said Damon. “Now, more than ever. Be ready to take off your girlshorts and give them to him if he needs convincing or encouragement.”

Kastet let out a high pitched, musical chuckle.

“Damon!” cried Vel.

Gabriel’s room was on the other side of the castle. Two guards stood outside the Prince’s door, and both recognized Kastet as she strode over.

“Princess,” said the one on the left as they bowed. “It’s good to see you back in Hearthold.”

“It’s good to be back,” said Kastet. “How is my brother?”

The two guards looked at each other. The one on the right spoke.

“He… has maintained his privacy in the wake of your father’s death.”

“He wasn’t the most outgoing man even before I left,” said Kastet. “Gabriel’s strengths have never been in socializing.”

One of the guards winced and looked upward. “He hasn’t been taking guests, either. You can see if he’ll have you, but he wouldn’t even open the door for the queen.”

“That’s fine.” Kastet strode up to the wooden door and battered on it with her fist. “Gabriel! Open the door this instant. It’s me.”

There was no response, no noise whatsoever from within the chamber.

“True Divine!” snapped Kastet. “Gabe!”

She knocked hard on the door a few times more and then kicked it at the base. Damon set a hand on her shoulder.

“Are you sure he’s in there?” he asked the guards. 

“We make sure every hour, given what happened to the king.”

“Open the door for me,” said Kastet. “I’m his sister. I don’t need permission to invade his privacy.”

“Milady,” said Vel. “Maybe patience is a better approach?”

“Our father is dead.” She folded her arms, using a look on the guards that Damon hoped to never be unlucky enough to receive. “Open that door this instant.”

The guards let her in, and Damon and Vel followed along.

Prince’s Gabriel’s room harbored a distinctive smell that was neither good nor bad. The scent of books mixed with a lingering aroma of food and life, like the common room of an old inn with a library in the corner.

Gabriel sat at his desk, reading a book with the stillness of an intricate statue. The setting sun illuminated his face from one side, leaving half of his features in shadow. He was thin, shorter than average, with long dark hair that seemed more overgrown than intentional.

His face was narrow, full of sharp lines and intensity, with a definite family resemblance to Kastet. Gabriel refused to look up from his reading even as his guests approached. Kastet exhaled audibly through her noise and grabbed the back of his chair.

“What’s wrong with you?” she shouted. “I was knocking!”

“I was reading, Kassie!” said Gabriel. “I’ve told you not to interrupt me before. You could have just come back later.”

“Later?” Kastet shook his chair once before stepping back. “Later, Gabriel? Out father is… is…”

Her shoulders tensed. Only then did Gabriel turn around and see them, though it was Kastet whom he reserved the majority of his attention for, at first.

“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’m not coping with it as well as I should be. For what it’s worth… I’m glad you’re back.”

Kastet stepped forward, and the two of them hugged. Damon watched Gabriel noticing him and Vel, and he saw recognition dawn in Gabriel’s expression.

“Uh… Velanor?” said Gabriel. “I… didn’t realize.”

Kastet sighed. Vel cleared her throat and looked uncomfortable. The hug ended, and Prince Gabriel, heir to a realm of a hundred thousand souls, began to blush and fidget.

“Hi, Prince Gabriel,” said Vel. “How are you?”

“I’m well!” he said. “I mean, I’m not, but… oh, well, I’m sure you know what I mean! How are you? Have you enjoyed Avaricia?”

“It’s been fine.” Vel folded her arms and said nothing more. Prince Gabriel’s strategy of blundering forward and ignoring the existence of the girlshorts incident impressed Damon. He felt the silence doubly hard as it grew awkward, and he couldn’t stop himself.

“He was just asking, Vel,” he said. “Don’t get your girlshorts in a wad.”

“Damon!” she hissed.

Kastet tried not laugh as Vel swatted him on the shoulder.

“Do you mind… explaining who he is?” asked Gabriel, gesturing toward Damon.

“My name is Lord Damon Al-Kendras of the Malagantyan Colonies,” he replied.

“He’s my retainer,” said Kastet, setting a hand on his chest. “He’s here to help us. Gabe, what has been going on in the castle? I met with Anise. She told me you’ve been hiding in your room.”

Gabriel’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t respond in anger. He collected himself, folding his arms together behind his back, and began to pace.

“She speaks true,” he said. “I have been hiding. You aren’t a fool, Kastet. Our stepmother more than likely killed our father.”

Kastet frowned deeply. “Do you know something?”

“I have no hard proof beyond how they were acting around each other before our father died,” said Gabriel. “She’s certainly capable of it, with the right help. You must at least acknowledge that.”

“I do,” said Kastet. She chewed her lower lip and shook her head. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure,” said Gabriel. “I’m not hiding, sister. I’m surviving. What do you think Anise would do to me if I stepped outside this room?”

He moved back over to his desk, setting his hands on it and leaning forward.

“Hold on,” said Kastet. “You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“You know what. You’re older than me, Gabriel, but I’m not just going to take your reasoning as fact. Let’s parse through this. Why would Anise want to kill you?”

“To ensure that she has control of the throne,” said Gabriel. “I shouldn’t need to explain this to you, of all people.”

“So, you’re saying that Anise would push forward with assassinating not just a king, but a prince and a princess, without any pushback from the Royal Guard or the nobility, or even the common folk?”

“She’s capable of it, as I said.”

“But she’s also not stupid,” said Kastet. “And neither am I. Gabriel… Be truthful with me.”

Gabriel’s fingers clenched into fists against the wood of his desk. “The truth. Isn’t what I just told you more respectable for a prince?”

Kastet went to her brother. She wrapped her arms around his chest, hugging him from behind. It was a display of intimacy that went beyond anything Damon had ever seen from her. It made him feel a bit odd. He reached out, letting his own fingers brush Vel’s as he sought out her hand to hold.

“You’re strong, Gabe,” said Kastet in a quiet voice. “You can do this.”

“I can’t,” he said. “I don’t want to. I’m not capable of it. Whenever I’m in a crowd, or across from someone important… I just can’t. It’s like I can’t breathe.”

“What if I help you?” asked Kastet. “I could come back home permanently. We could tackle the problems of court, together.”

“No.” Gabriel shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I really can’t. You don’t understand. It’s not an issue of nerves. I feel as though I’m dying in the very moments it matters most. I am dying, day by day, as the world moves past me.”

“Quit being so melodramatic!” snapped Kastet.

“I wish that were the case. I’m broken, Kassie. A failure. He told me that once… our father. He said that to my face.”

“He told me that Avarice would demand my body, my chastity, on the day before he sent me across the ocean,” said Kastet. “He said that I shouldn’t struggle when I give it to him.”

Gabriel’s mouth fell open. He stared at her, shaking his head ineffectively.

“Avarice never did that,” said Kastet. “He’s evil, even for the Forsaken, in many other ways. But my fear during the trip across the Endless Ocean wound up being all for naught. Will you at least consider that yours may be, too? Our anxieties and worries should never be allowed to control us.”

“You’re so much more mature than you were when you left,” said Gabriel. “But you’re still so horribly naïve. Alston. Tomminus.”

The two guards waiting outside the prince’s quarters reentered the room. Gabriel gestured to Kastet and the others.

“I’m feeling tired,” he said. “Show my guests to the door.”

The guards looked hesitant. Kastet saved them the trouble. She shot a parting glare at her brother before turning and leaving the room. Damon and Vel exchanged a glance before following.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
“Did you expect him to be so reluctant?” asked Damon.

Kastet was walking shoulder to shoulder with him. She didn’t answer right away, which was an answer, in itself.

“I don’t know what I expected,” she said. “Not this. I need to think about how to move forward.”

“Are you worried about what will happen if your stepmother continues to rule?” he asked.

“For myself, yes. For the realm… I’m unsure. As hard as it is for me to admit, I think Anise could make a good queen. She won’t risk jeopardizing her alliances, however, which would mean that Avarice would continue to hold leverage over the Alquin line.”

Her point was clear. It would force her back into being a political prisoner in Avaricia. It was an arrangement which, at its core, was based on the exploitation of the new lands Veridan’s Curve gave Merinia access to. The exploitation of the Remenai.

“You did all that you could,” said Vel. “It’s on him to make the decision, now.”

“I wish that were so.” Kastet sighed and folded her arms. “I’ll be back to chide him further in the morning. For tonight, the queen will expect us for dinner.”

They headed straight to the feast hall, where the castle’s prominent denizens and visitors were already finding seats at various tables. One of the Queen’s Guard appeared to escort Kastet to her stepmother’s table. She waved a hand at Damon, gesturing to a table off to the side.

Vel was also seated separately, joining a group of older ladies in waiting at a table not far from the queen’s. The company Damon found himself among consisted of two rather stuffy looking older gentleman, minor nobles too insignificant to sit within the queen’s direct presence.

Neither of them were good conversationalists. Damon gave up trying to chat and resigned himself to observing the room. The mood was oddly cheerful, given the circumstances. He supposed that the court of Merinia’s capital couldn’t mourn openly. Business had to go on.

Several dukes and counts sat near Anise, attempting to earn her favor and plea their cases. Surprisingly, Aldric was also at the table, and exchanged the occasional knowing glance with the queen.

Seeing Kastet so completely overshadowed by another royal was strange. Compared to her stepmother’s current position, however temporary it was, she was insignificant. The throne would pass next to Prince Gabriel, and only to her if the prince ruled without ever taking a wife and siring children.

It could happen, Damon figured. What would it mean for him and Vel if it did? He felt his lack of courtly instinct as he tried to decide whether a potential Queen Kastet might try to reward them, or simply forget about them in the face of larger problems.

Servants carried food platters and pitchers of wine from table to table. The cuisine was simple, but excellent. Damon helped himself to some roasted pork, thick slices of nut bread, and boiled carrots and cabbage. The wine was also incredible, and the trip across the ocean seemed a small price to pay for access to as much of it as he could drink.

He’d finished eating and allowed a servant to clear his plate when a familiar face approached his table.

“Is this seat taken?” asked Austine. “Why did I even bother asking? I can see that it’s not.”

Austine made a show of dragging the chair out, letting the legs scrape and screech against the polished stone of the feast hall’s floor. A few tables around theirs went silent. They both wore their swords, as was the style for Merinian nobles. Damon’s hand was still on the table.

“It’s good to see you again, Aust,” he said.

“Likewise. I was worried we might not get another chance to chat after how things ended last time.”

Austine’s blond hair was cut mercenary short, and he wore a complimentary yellow-gold silk shirt, dark leggings, and a conveniently positioned necktie. He still had the expensive, golden-trimmed sword Avarice had given him, and he clearly still had the Godking’s favor.

“You’re here in service to your master,” said Damon. 

“You speak as though there’s no element of free choice involved.”

“Is there?”

Austine eyed Damon’s wine goblet. Damon nodded, watching his former friend take a long sip from the vessel.

“Does the farmer have a choice as to whether to plant and harvest his crops?” asked Austine. “He does… but he doesn’t. We all live according to our lot in life.”

“Spoken like the Godking’s dog.” He took his goblet back and finished what was left.

Austine snorted. “Rovahn’s balls. You’re so smug. Who do you belong to, in that case? Do you even know?”

“I’m a man of the world,” said Damon. “I serve my own interests.”

“Interests which apparently align with Princess Kastet’s, for the time being.” Austine eyed where Kastet sat at the high table, whistling appreciatively. “I get it, Damon. You act so high and mighty, and yet you’re still not beyond thinking with the tip of your sword.”

“This coming from a man who once bragged about his three personal courtesans during a sword fight.”

“Down to two, now,” said Austine, with a sigh. “Eileen had to return home after her mother died.”

Damon slowly poured more wine into his goblet from the pitcher and took a long sip. Austine watched him carefully, and the scrutiny felt well deserved. The moment was tense, despite their easy rapport.

“If you try to scheme here, I’ll be the one to stop you,” said Austine.

“Two questions. What makes you think I’m here to scheme, and what makes you think you could stop me if I was?”

“Come now,” said Austine. “You caught me by surprise last time. I’ve grown stronger since then. You can’t imagine the level of power my crest lets me tap into.”

He smirked and tapped two fingers on the table. Damon’s metal knife and spoon abruptly popped into the air, passing over his empty plate to land in each other’s places with nary a clatter.

“Neat trick,” said Damon. He let his hand settle on his myrblade underneath the table and pressed a fingertip to his wine goblet, freezing a thin crust of red ice across the top.

“The difference being that my power doesn’t come from a sword,” said Austine.

“I’ll take a sword over a master any day.”

It was meaningless banter. He would have taken Wrath’s crest in an instant if she’d offered it to him. Still, he didn’t envy Austine. Avarice and Wrath were miles apart in terms of actions and personality. 

“Regardless of what happens over the next few days, I’m glad we got this chance to talk, Damon,” said Austine. “How’s your family?”

“They’re well.”

“I see Velanor came along for the journey,” said Austine. “Are the two of you…?”

“How about you leave that question alone?”

Austine snorted. “You are, aren’t you? You tease me about my courtesans and then get touchy when I bring up your sister. Classic Damon.”

He couldn’t help but grin even as he shook his head. “Guess who I ran into right before I left?”

“Who?”

“Brienne Benicia,” said Damon. “Or, as she’s now known, Brienne Cornerstone.”

“She married?” asked Austine. “That’s an absolute tragedy. Though I’ve long since set my sights elsewhere.”

He quirked his eyebrows and gave the high table a meaningful glance, his eyes lingering on Anise.

“You wouldn’t dare,” said Damon.

“Do you think it would be in bad taste, then?”

“Well, she’s a queen, and her husband died less than a month ago.”

“Right,” said Austine. “So, she’s probably in desperate need for comfort and a distraction from her grief.”

“From now on, whenever I’m considering the honorability of my choices in life, I’m going to think back on my old friend, Austine.”

“That’s rich, coming from a man who spends most of his time loving his happy little farmstead family.”

They drank more wine, still sharing the single goblet. For Damon, it was bittersweet. Austine eventually excused himself from the table as he noticed a few empty seats next to the queen, eager to follow through with his earlier suggestion. He was a brave man, Damon had to give him that much.

He stood up from his seat, moving around the edge of the room as he tried to see where Vel had disappeared off to. He was slightly drunk from the wine and almost tripped over himself as he overheard a bit of interesting conversation between two of the castle’s servants. 

“Jilou duty again?” asked a tall, grey haired maid.

“Aye,” said the other woman. “It’s not so bad.”

“When Jilou’s asleep, it isn’t. When she’s awake… Leandra’s bush, I’ve never known a pickier eater!”

They shared a laugh. Damon’s focus remained on the servant departing from the feast hall as she continued on her way. He made sure he wasn’t being observed as he slipped into the corridor to follow her.

Weeks earlier, he’d overheard Vel and Lilian discussing someone named Jilou. They’d only mentioned her briefly and been vague about her relevance, but it had been in the context of the night of the Turning Festival. That particular night was one which Damon still needed answers for.

Jilou could be the piece that filled in the gaps.

The maid servant carried a tray of food with her and walked slowly through the castle. He followed her at a distance, doing his best to project confidence whenever he passed a guard. The servant eventually started up one of the castle’s numerous high towers. He followed, keeping his footsteps silent against the stone stairs.

She entered the room at the very top of the tower. As tempted as Damon was to simply barge in and demand answers, he was aware of how much trouble it might end up making for Kastet. The room was unguarded, so he took a stealthy approach, hiding in the corner behind the door and against the wall.

Eventually, the maid servant left, missing Damon completely as she headed back downstairs. He listened at the door for a moment before opening it and entering the chamber on the other side.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
Damon stood in the bedroom of a young woman, perhaps close to Vel’s age, certainly no younger. She was asleep beneath her sheets, and she didn’t awaken to the sound of him softly closing the door.

Her face was pale, with faint freckles and a definite resemblance to Queen Anise. She had long dark hair, which hung loose across her shoulders and the pillow. She was chubby, but not overweight, and certainly not made unattractive because of it. More like a young woman who’d grown up without ever losing her baby fat.

He glanced around the rest of the room as he approached. There were few possessions of note, mostly toys and stuffed cotton animals, a few books, no jewelry that Damon could see. Between what he’d heard from the maid’s conversation and the plain nightgown which Jilou wore, he got the sense that she didn’t leave her bed very often.

“Jilou?” he called in a voice pitched to wake her. He risked sitting down on the side of her bed, hoping it might help keep her from panicking if she woke to find a stranger in her presence.

Jilou’s eyes fluttered open. She smiled at him. Her mouth began to move, though the words were slow in coming, and cumbersome to her lips when they arrived.

“Sir… gladiator,” she muttered. “Fight… any more… wolf tr-trolls?”

Damon shook his head. “What?”

The door slammed open from behind him. The maid servant from earlier stared at Damon with a horrified expression.

“You aren’t supposed to be in here!” the servant screeched. “What were you doing to her? Get out! I’m calling the guards, this instant!”

“Hold on,” said Damon. “This is a misunderstanding.”

He looked toward Jilou for support. She’d already fallen back asleep. The maid servant took a step back, preparing to run off and make good on her threat.

“He’s with me.” Kastet approached the door from the stairs, interrupting the moment. “Damon is my retainer. I sent him to check on whether Jilou was awake ahead of my visit. It’s fine. You may leave us until I’ve finished visiting my sister.”

“Of course, milady.” The maid servant bowed and hurried back down the stairs.

Kastet and Vel entered the room, each looking at Damon with a vastly different expression. Kastet was stern and serious. Vel looked horrified, as though she was only barely maintaining her composure.

“I appreciate your enthusiasm, but you should be more careful in your exploration of the castle, Damon,” said Kastet. “This is the room of my younger sister, Jilou.”

“Jilou…” he repeated, folding his arms. “Why haven’t I heard of her before? The first time I’d even heard mention of a second Merinian princess was when Anise mentioned her during your audience.”

“Few are aware of Jilou’s existence,” said Kastet. “She was born out of wedlock shortly before my father took Anise as his wife. She wasn’t announced as a royal child, despite being of my father’s blood, due to her… condition.”

Kastet looked somber as she sat down on the bed next to her sister. “Since early childhood, Jilou has been different. She isn’t sick, though her symptoms present as though she were. She’s a dreamwalker, a powerful spellblood capable of entering and controlling the dreams of others.”

Damon stared at her. He was so close to the truth, but knew he still needed to tread carefully. Vel’s expression was still distraught. She pleaded to him with her eyes, but he couldn’t slow down or pull back. Not here, and not now.

“She spends most of her days sleeping, then?” asked Damon.

“Yes.” Kastet set a hand on the side of her sister’s face. “I used to pity her, but more often I wonder if it’s a justified response to the world we find ourselves in. She’s decided she’d rather live on her own terms, in her own dreams, than be subjected to the royal game. Not unlike Gabriel, in her own way, I suppose.”

She leaned over and planted a small kiss on Jilou’s forehead. Damon folded his arms, thinking furiously about the night of the Turning Festival. There was no way Jilou could have been there in person, given what he’d been told. What was the true extent of her power?

“It’s getting late,” said Kastet. “You should head back to your room, Damon. I plan on heading to bed, myself.”

Vel stiffened. “Should I attend to you tonight, Princess?”

There was a hopeful edge to her voice that Damon didn’t miss.

“That’s quite alright, Velanor,” said Kastet. “You can have tonight off.”

Damon waited until they’d made their way back into the main castle and Kastet had split off from their group before seizing Vel by the wrist and pulling her toward his room. He pushed her in ahead of him, feeling months of frustration finally manifesting as anger. He shut the door hard.

“Damon, you’re scaring me,” she said.

“Enough, Vel,” he said. “Tell me the truth! What happened that night? How is Jilou connected to this. Tell me everything.”

“I can’t,” she said, shaking her head.

“Velanor!”

“Don’t shout at me!” she cried. “Do you think I enjoy this, Damon? Do you think I like waking from dreams I don’t understand? From dreams that make me feel ashamed, and embarrassed, and questioning who I am… and what I’ve done?”

He saw her mouth quiver, as though she was about to burst into tears. As much as a part of him wanted to comfort her, he couldn’t keep letting the answers he needed slip through his fingers.

“Just tell me,” he said.

“It’s not my secret to tell,” she whispered. “If you want the truth, I think now you can get it. Damon, try just lying down and going to sleep. Truthfully, Damon. You’ve used the dreamspell amulet that aesta gave you before. Put it on and think of Jilou.”

She made for the door, and he didn’t stop her. Damon found the dreamspell amulet, put it on, and climbed into bed. Falling asleep on command was easier said than done, but eventually, he managed to drift off. 






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
Damon’s dream was vivid and lucid from the very start. He was back in the tower, sitting at the common room table. He swore under his breath, thinking at first that he’d reached out to Malon, instead.

The person sitting at the table across from him wasn’t Malon, however. Jilou’s eyes were piercing in their intensity, and she broke into an earnest smile when she saw him take notice of her.

“Ah!” said Jilou. “Finally! You’re here! You’re here! I wasn’t sure if you’d ever fall asleep, and I was even less sure if I’d be able to reach you. It’s never certain when it comes to people who I don’t know well. Friends and family are easy. I didn’t think you’d be even easier. You were easy, though, easy, easy, easy!”

“Right…” He scratched the back of his head. “Jilou. We met earlier, up in your room, but we didn’t get a chance to talk.”

“We met long before that, Damon,” said Jilou. “You should remember. I do, at least. We had such a wonderful night. But we’ll get to that. Are you comfortable here? I thought you might prefer to be in your home, instead of mine. I didn’t want to spook you. Easy to spook people in dreams. I never understood that. Dreams should always be perfect.”

“Ah, this is fine,” said Damon.

“Do you want to see my home? It’s only fair, right? I’ve seen your home. Vel showed it to me. She likes it at the tower, though she doesn’t like to admit it. She used to be embarrassed about it. I’m not embarrassed about my home. Here, I’ll show you!”

She didn’t give him a chance to answer. Damon’s stomach yanked sideways with a sudden, lurching movement as reality flickered and shifted around him.

He recognized Hearthold Castle’s audience chamber, or at least, a version of it. The understated historical tapestries coating the walls had been replaced with vivid paintings of butterflies, rainbows, and colorful fish swimming through water.

Jilou sat atop the throne, clad in an outfit resembling what a child might imagine a queen or princess to look like. The shoulders of her gown were puffy, and she wore a pearl necklace underneath a ruby brooch. A set of oversized dragonfly wings extended from the back of her shoulders, and she had her bare feet set up atop a red velvet cushioned footstool.

“I should probably reintroduce myself,” she said. “My name is Princess Jilou Alquin of the Dreamriver Castle!”

She pointed a scepter which seemed to have appeared from nowhere to the floor in front of them. A river appeared, flowing through the throne room and filled with the same fish he’d seen in one of the tapestries.

“Impressive,” said Damon. “But to be honest, this is a little overwhelming. I just wanted to speak with you, Jilou. I don’t need anything—”

“Lady Tigerclaw!” shouted Jilou. “Lord Pupperstein! Come entertain my guest!”

Two furry, humanoid monsters appeared from the curtains hanging over the throne room’s side windows. The catlike woman struck a suggestive pose and began licking herself, baring the strangest set of breasts Damon had ever seen. The doglike man began sniffing the woman’s butt.

Jilou burst into laughter, slapping her hand against the armrest of her throne. She aimed her scepter in the direction of the monsters, and a pigeon appeared from its tip. The cat began leaping into the air, trying to catch it, while the dog trotted in circles, mouth open in a giddy smile.

“Aren’t they fun?” asked Jilou. “I have a whole menagerie full of similar servants, but these two are my favorite. Sir Cobradell is also quite funny, but some people find him scary. Do you like snakes, Damon? Do you hate them? I’m somewhere in between. I don’t mind them, but I also don’t—”

“Jilou,” he interrupted. “As fun as this is, it’s not why I’m here. Vel told me you could give me answers about what happened, exactly, on the night of the Turning Festival.”

“I would love to answer your questions, Damon,” she said in a quiet voice. “I will answer your questions. But I don’t want you to hate me, so I think it’s best if we start from the beginning.”

The scene of the mystical audience chamber faded. They were back in Jilou’s actual room, and she lay in her bed, looking similar to how she had earlier that evening.

There were two women in the room, and Damon recognized them both. Vel and Lilian, though both looked several years younger. They spoke to each other, though their words weren’t audible to Damon. Lilian stood up, touched Vel’s shoulder, and left through the door.

“Mummy and my maid servants were the only ones who knew my secret back then,” said Jilou. “It was before I learned that I could make people think that my adventures in their dreams were just that… dreams! To be forgotten once they awoke, if that’s what I decided.”

Damon watched as Vel pulled a chair up to Jilou’s bed and laid her head down at the bottom of it. The scene clipped forward as she fell asleep, and one of the tapestries on the wall began moving.

It showed the mystical audience chamber Damon had just left. Vel and Jilou played together for a while. Lord Pupperstein made an appearance as a much younger dog. He chased his tail, which caused both young women to break out into laughter.

“I can’t stay for long today,” said Vel. “Matron Alexia will be by with your food at some point. I have to wake up.”

Jilou made a pouting face, and then seemed to consider. “What if I woke up, instead?”

Vel shook her head. “What are you talking about?”

“My body is so weak,” said Jilou, shaking her head. “Clumsy. I can’t even walk anymore, after how long I’ve been at rest. I can’t even… talk right. People look at me like an invalid when I try, which makes it even harder to stay awake. Plus, I’m ugly.”

“You aren’t ugly, Jilou! Why would you even say that?”

“Please, Vel? Let me wake up in your body, then. Just for a few minutes. Maybe I’ll see myself differently.”

Damon shook his head as he saw Vel nod hers. He looked toward Jilou’s bed within the illusory room in time to see a shudder run through Vel’s actual body. She fell out of her chair, only slowly pushing herself up. She made a face of complete bewilderment, though it slowly shifted into an overwide smile. Jilou’s smile.

“That was the first time,” said the real Jilou, from behind him. “Let me show you what it was like when my power got stronger.”

“Hold on,” said Damon. “I—”

He’d been about to say I want to see what you did, but Jilou spirited him off to a new memory before he could. His stomach was yanked sideways by an invisible hand, and the sensation was just as unsettling as it had been earlier.

When the scene reconstituted itself, Damon was outside the keep, but still within the castle’s wall. Vel seemed to be off duty, wearing a long tunic and tight leggings. She was next to one of Hearthold’s courtyard fountains, staring at her reflection across the water’s mirror surface.

“The water looks so calm,” whispered Jilou.

Vel let out a squeak and spun around. “Jilou? Am I daydreaming?”

“Sort of, but not really.” A slightly younger version of Jilou appeared wearing the precursor to the queen’s dress Damon had seen in her audience chamber. “I think I’m getting better at this!”

“Well, I’m glad, I guess,” said Vel. “Are you alright? Do you need something?”

Jilou shrugged. “Not really. I guess I wouldn’t mind smelling the flowers, if you’d let me.”

Vel folded her arms. “Using my body, you mean? The last time, you ended up taking me away from my post. I got an earful from Matron Alexia.”

“I’ll stay right here,” said Jilou. “Promise.”

Vel sighed and reluctantly nodded her head. Damon watched as a shudder ran through her, and he could all but pinpoint the moment she became Jilou. 

Jilou, controlling Vel’s body, began to laugh and spin around. She grabbed a nearby flower, smelling it, true to her request. She splashed a hand through the water. Her lips pursed in thought, and then she began to strip.

“You didn’t,” said Damon, shaking his head.

He watched in numb horror as Jilou tossed Vel’s shirt behind her in a rush to get into the fountain’s water. She took off Vel’s leggings, as well, and they fared worse, sinking down and being pulled through the fountain’s drainage grate. 

Jilou played in the fountain for several blissful minutes before realizing that some of Vel’s clothing was gone for good. She sank in up to her neck, face reddening in panic. Suddenly, the sound of a man gasping in surprise came from somewhere nearby.

It was only then that Damon noticed the fountain was right outside one section of the Royal Chambers. A slightly younger version of Gabriel was watching Jilou as she used Vel’s body to swim. Gabriel looked fascinated, slightly embarrassed, and utterly transfixed.

“Gabriel!” bellowed Jilou, in Vel’s voice. “Quit looking at me like that!”

“…What?” Gabriel shook his head. “You’re one of the maid servants, aren’t you? The correct way of addressing me as Prince Gab—”

“Shut up,” said Jilou. “I lost my leggings. Give me some to wear!”

Gabriel gaped for a moment before responding. “I… don’t have any that would fit you.”

“Your undershorts, then!” said Jilou. “They’re big enough to be half-pants on me.”

“What? Are you serious?”

“Do it now, Gabriel!” snapped Jilou. “I’ll give them back. Just ask me later.”

Damon couldn’t help it. He started laughing. Gabriel had lent Jilou, controlling Vel’s body, a set of his underwear. And eventually, he’d asked for them back.




 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
“I hope this gives some, you know, context,” said Jilou. “I’m not crazy, and clearly the way things happened was like it would have been with any woman!”

The scene shifted again. Damon was now back in Avaricia, on a day he remembered. He stood in the stands of the Mid City Arena, in between rows of nobles in Turning Festival masks. Vel sat directly in front of where he stood, wearing an all too familiar cat mask.

Jilou’s projection sat next to Vel, hands folded daintily in her lap. Was she currently there, as opposed to having been there on that day? Damon didn’t have the answer to that question.

Vel’s focus, however, was on the arena below, and she stood up and clapped excitedly as the gladiators came out. Damon recognized them both. Austine and… himself.

“There he is!” exclaimed Vel. “At least, I think. True Divine, it’s been so long since I’ve last seen him. Ten years… He’s so tall now.”

“I can’t see as well as I can when you’re closer to me physically,” replied Jilou. “Is he handsome?”

“What kind of question is that?” asked Vel. “You’d have to ask someone who didn’t grow up with him as a brother.”

“I want to see!” said Jilou. “Ugh! This is no fun.”

“Would it help if I gave you my eyes?” asked Vel.

“You… would do that?”

“Sure,” said Vel. “For a minute or two, at least.”

Jilou’s projection faded, and Vel twitched in a familiar way. It had happened before the fight had even gotten underway. Each time he’d caught the gaze of the young woman in the cat mask during that bout, it had been Jilou staring back at him. No wonder he hadn’t recognized her for who she was.

“I couldn’t help it,” whispered the real Jilou. “I needed to see you up close. Vel had told me about you. About her whole family, but you were the one who’d intrigued me. Then, I saw you fight that wolf troll… I’d never felt like that, before.”

“You knew who I was to her,” said Damon, feeling suddenly angry. “It wasn’t just an accident, or a mistake of identity.”

His stomach lurched as the scene shifted. Again, he recognized what Jilou was showing him. This time, he didn’t want to see it. Not with what he knew now. It felt like the beginning of a nightmare, one he’d only begun to experience, but Vel had been stuck within it for months.

She’d taken advantage of him. She’d realized that he hadn’t recognized her, and the consequences. She’d done it anyway.

“What’s your name?” he heard himself ask, from within the dim, rented inn room.

“I’m not going to tell you that,” said Jilou, within Vel’s body.

“Will you take your mask off, then?”

“No. It stays on.”

“Does the dress stay on, too?”

Damon gritted his teeth. He turned around and pressed his palms against his forehead, feeling so annoyed and disgusted with himself. Why hadn’t he just insisted she take the stupid mask off? How differently would it all have played out, if he had?

The sounds of his own grunts and moans, along with Vel’s, or Jilou’s, still reached him. The scene shifted again, and he was suddenly in the middle of it. The real Jilou, in her current body, was naked and underneath him on the bed. She still wore that same, familiar cat mask.

She rocked upward, letting her nude crotch brush against Damon’s hard cock. The gesture set off his lingering anger, and he seized the cat mask, tearing it from her face.

“Did you even think about Vel?” he snarled. “Did you stop to consider for a single fucking second how cruel this was to her?”

Jilou bit her lower lip. Her dark hair spread out across the pillow like running ink.

“You’re the one who did it, not me,” she said, with a bratty shrug. “You’re the one who did her!”

She broke into a fit of mocking giggles. 

“You think this is funny?” snapped Damon. He squeezed her arm until she stopped laughing. “You took advantage of her trust to use her body for your own whorish exploits.”

“I did,” said Jilou. “And so did you! True Divine, it was incredible, wasn’t it?”

Damon pulled her sideways, flipping her over. He felt so angry, though also, undeniably horny. He let his cock rest in between her buttocks as he took a fistful of her hair. Jilou seemed to delight in him getting aggressive with her, which only encouraged him to take it further.

“You’re no princess,” he said. “You’re a fiend.”

“For you, I can be either,” she said. “Whenever. Wherever. Just close your eyes, fall asleep, and let me in.”

Damon growled and prodded forward with his cock. He didn’t bother aiming for her womanhood. It felt too much in line with what she’d want. Instead, he sank his cock into her ass, teasing it forward hard enough to hurt himself, knowing the sensation would be double on her end.

The little princess needed to be punished. She was Vel’s age, still just short of her twentieth birthday. Nineteen and underage by Avarician standards. Another dirty little secret for the pile.

“Oh!” cried Jilou. “Damon! That’s my… you put in my…”

Damon slapped one of her buttocks. “You deserve this.”

He half expected her to dissolve the dreamworld into a new state, but she didn’t. The bed and the dingy inn room remained their reality as Damon roughly pulled her hair and sank his cock deeper and deeper into her tight little butt.

“Give it to me!” cried Jilou. “Oh, Damon! Punish me!”

“Is this what you dream of, Princess? Being my little toy?”

“Yes!” she moaned. 

Damon slammed his cock into her, feeling the cushion of her buttocks pushing back against his crotch. He was intent on leaving her red and sore. The thought was comforting, despite being an impossibility. The rules were different in dreams, which made him want to punish her even more.

He reached around, tweaking her nipples and sinking his fingers into the soft flesh of her breasts. Jilou shuddered in pleasure. He sank his prick into her again, feeling the tight muscles of her ass tense and squeeze. 

It was rough, rugged sex. It was pointless, angry sex. It wasn’t about any attraction he had to her, or her feelings for him. It was about simple dominance, anger, and reaction.

“True Divine,” moaned Jilou. “I’m going to melt.”

“I’m not done yet,” said Damon.

He took a firm hold of her butt in both hands, squeezing her cheeks together to make the sensation that much more smothering and pleasurable. Jilou wriggled underneath him, speared through with his cock. The sensation was too much. He unloaded his seed in the young princess’s tight little ass.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
The dream world faded quickly after the sex, mainly because Damon refused to go along with any of Jilou’s requests or ideas. She pouted for a while, but eventually ceased her dreamspelling, leaving him to spend the rest of the night in his natural sleep cycle.

It was early when Damon woke. He got out of bed and dressed immediately, intent on a single thing. Finding Vel’s room was a pain, but an unusually helpful guard pointed him toward her room after he explained the situation.

He knocked gently on the door. “Vel? It’s me.”

He heard her mumble a sleepy reply before getting up to open the door. She wore a plain white nightgown, and her feet were bare underneath. Damon pulled her into a tight hug almost as soon as he could fit his arms into the room.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Vel… I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I didn’t understand.”

“Hey.” She hugged him back, letting her fingers slide through his hair. “It’s alright. Here, come into my chamber. Let’s at least talk with the door closed.”

There were several beds in the room, but only Vel’s was occupied. Damon took a seat on her bed, still wanting to put his feelings and regrets into words.

“Jilou was controlling your body during the Turning Festival?” he asked.

Vel took a breath and gave him a small nod. “She was. I didn’t know. It wasn’t until I was back in the Royal Lodgings that I noticed my body had been…”

What was the word she was looking for? Used? Raped, even? Damon felt the cracks forming in his heart as he considered how terrified and dirty she must have felt.

“I was furious with Jilou,” she said. “I demanded to know what had happened, but she wouldn’t tell me. It didn’t matter. I started to have… dreams. Real dreams of what she’d done with my body.”

“True Divine,” muttered Damon. “I can’t imagine how that must have felt.”

“I didn’t say they were bad dreams,” she said with a shrug. “It wasn’t until I came back to the tower and saw you, heard your voice, really, that it all fit together. I was so ashamed, Damon. To be completely honest, you didn’t make it any easier, given how you acted toward me.”

“I was a fool,” he said. “I was lusting after you and trying to seduce you on a false pretense.”

“You didn’t know,” she said with a shrug. “It was me… the second time. After your fight with Austine.”

“I figured as much.” He sighed and put his arm around her shoulders. “Where does this leave us?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“I love you, Vel,” he said. “You deserve better. More than what I’ve been for you since our reunion. From now on, I’ll be a true brother. I promise.”

A slight conflict played out on Vel’s face, but it was gone after a second. She nodded and leaned her head against his chest. Damon gently stroked her hair, feeling as though an invisible weight had been lifted.

*** 
He gave Vel time to ready herself for the day. She emerged from her room in a light blue summer gown with a flirty neckline and a white silk belt around the waist. Her hair was tied up in a simple bun, and she seemed to falter in the face of his attention.

“You look good,” said Damon. “Really good.”

“Thanks.” Vel seemed to bounce up on her toes. “We should go report to Kastet.”

They found her in her chambers, already awake and dressed. Kastet insisted they take breakfast in Gabriel’s room, and the three of them grabbed trays of food from the kitchens before heading up to invade his space.

He let them in willingly this time, awkwardly gesturing for them to take seats at his table. Kastet looked at him expectantly as he moved to continue pacing his room, rather than joining them.

“Sit down, Gabe,” she said. “Relax. We’re just here for breakfast. There’s no trick.”

“Of course,” he said. “I… do appreciate it. I may have been a bit hasty in my dismissal of your concerns yesterday.”

Kastet ate a strawberry off her plate. “I’m glad to hear that. Does this mean you’ll come out of your room and finally take what’s yours?”

“Stop that,” said Gabriel.

“Stop what?”

“Treating me like a child,” he said, in a low voice. “You know exactly what I mean, Kassie. It’s not as simple as me walking through the castle and announcing myself as King.”

“Not anymore, but that is at least, in part, due to how long you’ve waited,” said Kastet. “I agree. This will be… more of a process than that.”

“It sounds like you need support,” said Damon. “A powerful ally that will immediately take up the call of your ascension to the throne.”

“Exactly!” said Gabriel. “That’s where my mind has been at overnight. I… was considering reaching out to Lady Candice.”

Kastet let out a triumphant laugh. Vel smirked and brought a hand up to hide her mouth. Gabriel’s face turned bright red.

“Who is Lady Candice?” asked Damon.

“Lady Candice is Gabe’s childhood friend,” explained Kastet. “She’s a sweet young woman, and more importantly, she’s the daughter of Lady Spurwell, one of the richest people in the realm.”

“I see,” said Damon.

“Not only is Lady Spurwell wealthy, but she’s also a widow, which works in our favor,” said Kastet. “It puts her naturally at odds with Queen Anise. They’ll both be picking from the same pool of powerful suitors to shore up their dynasties.”

“Wonderful,” said Damon.

Vel snorted. Gabriel tapped his fingers nervously on the table.

“I spent a few hours last night penning a letter to her,” said Gabriel. “It was poorly written, so I awoke early this morning to draft a second. Kassie… Can you help me deliver it? I worry that the messengers within the castle might be reporting first and foremost to our stepmother.”

“This is exactly why I’m here,” said Kastet. “Vel, would you mind?”

“Of course not, milady,” said Vel.

“I’ll go with her,” said Damon. “I don’t like the idea of her wandering the city on her own right now.”

“Very well,” said Kastet. “Don’t dally. We need to make these moves before Queen Anise catches on and has the choice to act against us.”

“Right,” said Vel. “We’ll leave at once.”

“And…” Kastet stroked a finger along her chin. “If there’s a chance to do it tactfully, be sure to mention that Prince Gabriel is courting several other women. Emphasize how much choice he has.”

“Kassie, that isn’t necessary!” said Gabriel. “Lady Candice knows me. She—”

“Do you think she isn’t also being courted, Gabe?” asked Kastet. 

“What are you saying?”

Kastet sighed and shook her head. “And you called me naïve.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
Damon was eager to explore the city of Hearthold for his own reasons. He walked close alongside Vel as they left the castle through the front gate, peering out across the sprawling buildings and carriage-crowded streets of Merinia’s capital.

He hadn’t forgotten what Kastet told him about his father, now supposedly known as Wyden Starch. Her request for them to deliver Gabriel’s missive to the Spurwell Mansion also gave him a chance to start looking for answers to his own questions.

Why had his father left Veridan’s Curve? Damon couldn’t simply assume that Danio Al-Kendras would run away from his debts, saddling them onto his only son. There had to be more to it than that. A threat against his life, maybe, or even a threat against Damon’s.

Damon remembered how Gavel had once mentioned Malon in an attempt to force him to pay his father’s debts. It wasn’t unthinkable to imagine that Danio may have been threatened in similarly and reacted as such. Maybe the new life he’d begun in Hearthold had been a way of preventing his debtors from using Damon as leverage in that same sinister way.

“Lady Spurwell’s mansion is on Sunflower Street,” said Vel. “It’s to the west of here, and a bit of a walk.”

She stepped in front of him and gestured to the intersection ahead. The crowd was thick, seeming to flow in all directions at once. Two teenage boys in the midst of a rowdy conversation split apart to pass on either side of Vel. Damon ignored a flash of brotherly anger in response to the way one of them eyed her up and down.

They cut through Hearthold’s Upper Market, a collection of vendors and theater shows interspersed with the occasional soliciting street courtesan. Vel walked faster than he was, and she started to pull ahead of him. He took her hand when he closed the distance, letting his fingers lace through hers.

“Still have Gabriel’s letter?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She gave his hand a small squeeze.

“What do you think it says?” 

 “You’d have to ask him,” she said.

“Would you tattle on me if I gave it a quick read?”

“Damon!” Vel looked as though she was trying not to smile. “Don’t you dare.”

“You sound like aesta.”

“I do not!” She gave in, turning away from him as the corners of her mouth made her dimples pop out. “We shouldn’t. Lady Candice is Gabriel’s childhood friend. He deserves his privacy in this.”

Two carriages passed in opposite directions, forcing Damon and Vel to the edge of the street. He set an arm around her waist protectively.

“It’s tempting though, isn’t it?” he said. “Gabriel and Kastet seem so normal, underneath all the poise and pomp. It makes the idea of them attempting to court and seduce a potential marriage partner all that more intriguing.”

“They’re royalty,” said Vel. “It isn’t the same for them. It’s more nuanced.”

“If you’re trying to argue against me opening the letter, you’re doing a poor job of it.”

They turned onto Sunflower Street. Noblemen and women chatted on expensive balconies above them. Guards in tailored outfits stood outside gated mansions, lounging as much as patrolling. 

Vel pulled Damon forward, eyes set into the distance. He felt her hand tense against his as they came to a stop in front of a mid-sized estate with a single, rather young, rather handsome guardsman standing on the porch.

He let Vel do the talking.

“Hello,” she said, beaming. “We’re retainers to the Royal Family here with a message from Prince Gabriel to Lady Candice.”

“From… Prince Gabriel? Wait right here.”

It wasn’t a long wait. Within two minutes, they were ushered into an upscale sitting room. Damon was bemused by the fact that the guard hadn’t simply accepted the missive and with it, let them complete their task. Nobles had to make everything so complicated.

An attractive woman too old to be the target of Gabriel’s affection, but still young enough to tease Damon with a moment of lingering eye contact entered through the door.

“Hello,” she said. “I am Lady Spurwell. I’ve been told that you have a message from the Prince to my daughter?”

She was tall and graceful, perhaps just on the young side of forty. Her hair was dark and, aside from a few stray strands, twisted into a perfect braid. She wore diamond earrings, an amethyst brooch, and a dark violet dress without any of it seeming overdone.

“We do,” said Vel. “I’m Lady Velanor, and this is Lord Damon. Prince Gabriel sends his deepest regrets to Lady Candice that he couldn’t come to see her in person, as of yet.”

Vel handed Lady Spurwell the letter. The noble matriarch carried an air of authority that reminded Damon of Malon. The way she opened the letter and invaded her daughter’s privacy by reading it… also reminded him of Malon.

“Very well.” Lady Spurwell’s eyes danced up from the parchment. “Lord Damon? I wasn’t aware that Prince Gabriel had a new manservant.”

That edge of challenge in her voice was what Damon lived for. “You misunderstand, milady. I’m Lord Damon Al-Kendras from the Malagantyan Colonies.”

Her lips hinted at a smile. “Ah. I didn’t realize. The Malagantyan… I’ve heard of the region, but never seen it, myself. Are your lands extensive?”

“You could say that,” he said. “The Malagantyan is rich with fertility and natural resources. It’s a wild place, still full of potential.”

“You must be quite the young lord to preside over it so confidently.”

“I am.”

He felt Vel elbow him from where she sat on the couch, but Lady Spurwell seemed engaged with exchange.

“I should quite like to see the area, some day,” said Lady Spurwell. “I’ve heard that the world across the ocean is a place where anything can happen.”

“It holds its fair share of excitement.” He grinned, letting his eyes hold hers, unsure of why he found it so fun. “I think a woman like you might enjoy a change of pace, albeit a rough one.”

Lady Spurwell cleared her throat and looked away first. “Well then, it seems the prince has no untoward intentions with this letter. I’ll pass it along to my daughter, and no doubt she’ll have a response to him shortly.”

“Thank you, milady,” said Vel. “We should be going.”

They left the same way they’d entered. As soon as they were in the street and out of view of the mansion, Vel slapped him on the arm.

“Did you have to flirt with her?” 

“That wasn’t flirting,” he said. “That was politics.”

“Damon!” She slapped him again, though it was more playful than painful.

“She seems like a woman who is used being obeyed and sometimes feared,” he said. “I bet I made her day.”

“An older woman, you mean,” said Vel. “What is it with you and older women, anyway?”

There was an edge of poutiness in her voice. Damon put his arm around her shoulders. “Age has nothing to do with it. It’s more the way in which some women, oftentimes older ones, express what they want.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
They took a different path back to Hearthold Castle, at Damon’s insistence. It brought them through the Merchant’s Market, which Damon suspected would be his best chance at finding clues leading to Wyden Starch.

He spotted a young beggar sitting along the edge of a line of street vendors who seemed desperate for coin. Waving to him, Damon drew out his purse.

“Thank you, sir!” said the beggar.

“Not so fast,” he said. “I’m looking for a man named Wyden Starch. Know anything about him?”

The beggar boy shook his head, but still gave it some thought. “…Never heard the name before, but Starch is familiar. There’s a Starch’s Jewelry and Finery on Burgundy Street.” He pointed in an easterly direction.

“Have you seen the owner before?”

“I think so.”

“What does he look like?” asked Damon.

The kid shrugged. “Like an old man.”

Damon laughed. “That’s good enough for me.”

He gave the beggar ten copper and watched him grin and scamper off. He started the way the boy had shown, only to have Vel tug at his shirt sleeve, holding him in place.

“Hold on,” she said. “Shouldn’t you give this some more thought?”

“I have been,” said Damon. “My father must be caught up in something serious, Vel. He fled Veridan’s Curve, changed his name, and basically… went into hiding. I’m wondering if it might also be related to his debts. Maybe they were just the tip of the spear.” 

 “But…” She pulled harder, getting a grip on his hand. “Damon, if he abandoned you when you were eight, then it’s been more than fifteen years.”

“I’m aware, Vel. What’s your point?”

“Why?” she whispered. “You want to see him so badly, but… who even is he, to you? He’s not your family anymore.”

He felt her objection click into place. He turned around, facing her directly.

“You’re right,” he said. “I know that. You’re my family, Vel. Along with Malon and Ria. The fact that my father might still be alive and reachable won’t change that.”

“Will you at least speak with aesta, first?” asked Vel. “You can use the amulet she gave you. She should know about this before you take action.”

He desperately wanted to track down Wyden Starch, but Vel did have a point. Malon likely knew his father better than he did, given how young he’d been when he’d come to live with her. He’d never pried into what their relationship had been, exactly. Friends… lovers, maybe. He didn’t like thinking about it.

“That’s fair,” he said. “I’ll speak with aesta, tonight, and get her advice. For now, we should be heading back to…”

He trailed off as premonition prickled the hairs on the back of his neck. A group of men had been trailing behind them earlier, and for the entire interlude of his and Vel’s discussion, they’d been pretending to shop for canes from one of the street vendors.

“Start walking, and stay close,” he muttered. “We’re going to take a right at the next intersection and then look for an abandoned alley.”

“What?” whispered Vel. “Damon! What’s going on?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

He didn’t bother checking to make sure the men were following. He knew they were. He walked hand in hand with Vel, her fingers squeezing with nervous tension. He waited until they were on a section of the street with few other people before turning into a dark, dirty alleyway.

He’d hoped for one that was a dead end, rather than one that ran through to another street, but there was no time to be choosey. Damon pressed Vel into the hollow of a doorframe and settled his hand on his myrblade’s hilt.

There were three men, each dressed in clothing that looked ragged, but intentionally so. Their posture didn’t make him think of street ruffians, like Gavel and the Dockside Lads back in Avaricia. No, these men had training, and were stalking him and Vel for a purpose.

They attacked without warning. The first wielded a curved sword with a gleaming edge. Damon drew his myrblade and caught the slash in the same motion. He twisted, taking advantage of the way his cross guard pulled the other man’s weapon into a clench, and then exhaled ice-cold condensation.

The freezing magic of his myrblade rippled forth, coating the curved sword and locking it to the man’s hands. The effect was more surprising than disabling, but it left Damon with the opportunity kick his opponent hard between the legs. The man dropped with a guttural, heavily pained grunt.

The other two brigands caught the first as he fell backward. Damon tightened his grip on his sword. The cold tingled against his fingers as he manifested his myrblade’s ice thorns, turning the weapon into a winter nightmare.

It wasn’t practical to wield an enchanted greatsword of razor-sharp ice in a narrow alleyway, but intimidation could end a fight as surely as brute force. Two remaining men hesitated. One of them had a cudgel, and he feinted forward, swinging for Damon’s head.

Ducking under the blow, Damon slashed his myrblade into the man’s side, slicing through clothing and flesh with razor thorns of ice. The wounds froze shut almost as they formed, and this time, the effect was undeniably disabling. The man let out a strangled gasp and fell to the dirty ground.

“Who sent you?” asked Damon, voice like a whip as it cracked against the third man. “What do you want?”

The man bared his teeth. A shout came from the other end of the alleyway, drawing everyone’s attention. It was a guard, and Damon as had as little interest as his attackers in having to take the time to explain the situation.

The pretend muggers staggered off. Damon sheathed his myrblade, grabbed Vel’s hand, and pulled her into the surging crowd.

“What just happened?” she whispered.

He shook his head. “I don’t know. If I had to guess, I’d say we’ve begun to step on someone’s toes.”

Queen Anise, no doubt. She’d been clumsy with the attack. The men had only sprung their trap after Damon delivered Gabriel’s letter. If she was trying to cling to her power by killing or intimidating anyone who might side with the prince, her moves were too slow to be effective.

Someone else, then? Damon didn’t know enough about the political situation in Hearthold to take a guess at who might benefit from such a play. The situation annoyed him. He wasn’t a fan of being on the back foot, reacting instead of acting.

“Thank you,” said Vel.

“For what?”

“Coming here, with me,” she said. “Imagine what would have happened if you hadn’t been there just now to protect me.”

“Honestly, I’d rather not,” he said. “Come on. Let’s get back to Kastet and Gabriel.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
As expected, Damon and Vel found the royal siblings waiting in Gabriel’s room. Kastet had brought a maid through to clear out the accumulated mess of dirty laundry and old food plates. The chamber looked far more presentable, but Gabriel paced the floor anxiously.

“How did it go?” he asked. “Was Lady Candice receptive? Did she send a reply?”

“We only spoke with her mother, but she was receptive,” said Damon. “Very receptive.”

“She said she’d have Lady Candice send along her reply shortly,” said Vel. 

Gabriel folded his arms and continued to pace. “Ah. Well, that’s good. I spoke about us having tea and speaking in person in the letter, and… I suppose if she’s open to it… Oh, True Divine, what am I going to say to her? How do these things even work?”

He made his way to one of the room’s many bookshelves and began eyeing the various volumes.

“Gabe, what are you doing?” asked Kastet.

“I thought I had a book on this sort of thing,” said Gabriel. “We Merinians are animals, like all others. There are certain patterns to mating tendencies and voice fluctuations which I would like to refresh my memory on.”

Kastet massaged her forehead. Vel looked as though she was fighting a losing battle against her laughter.

“Relax,” said Kastet. “You have something, or rather, someone, with far more advice to give than a book. Damon has his own… brusque sort of charm with women. I’m sure he’d be willing to advise you in this.”

Gabriel pulled a book with the title Troll Pheromones and Perfume: Seducing with Monster Musk off one of his shelves.

“I think he might need some field experience,” said Damon. “Would it be possible for us to get him out of the castle?”

“Assuming you can get him to leave his room, I think so,” said Kastet.

“I’m willing,” said Gabriel. “I suppose I’ll have to go out for any dealings I have with Lady Candice. Unless… would she be willing to meet me in my room?”

“Great, you’ll come out,” said Damon. “It would also be best if he didn’t look so much like… Prince Gabriel.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” snapped Gabriel.

Kastet set a hand on his arm. “He just means that your appearance is a bit, well, scattered. The spectacles, the long… sort of greasy hair. You’ll need a disguise, anyway, as we don’t want Queen Anise to know that you’re out and about. Vel and I will make sure it’s presentable and fashionable.”

“The spectacles can stay, can’t they?” asked Vel, who wore her own glasses alongside a vulnerable expression.

“We’ll do an on and off comparison,” said Kastet. “Surely, Gabe can make it a single night without them.”

Damon took up the task of finding food from the kitchens for lunch. He smiled at the scene he arrived back to. Gabriel stood in front of a mirror, arms outstretched like a wooden practice dummy, while Vel and Kastet worked on him like artisans molding clay. 

“Whoa,” he said. “Did you give him a bath?”

“Of course,” said Kastet. 

“She did the scrubbing,” said Vel.

“It’s a definite improvement,” said Damon.

Gabriel wore a tight black shirt with a few strategically undone buttons at the top. It matched his dark hair and made the contrast of his pale skin tone seem intentional. His leggings were dark brown and similarly tight, ending in a pair of flared leather boots. A single lion’s head silver amulet hung from around his neck, the only jewelry adorning him. 

“What do you think?” asked Kastet. 

“Did you paint his cheeks?” asked Damon.

Gabriel flinched. Vel giggled.

“Just a little,” she said. “It makes him look angelic.”

“Angelic!” snapped Gabriel. “That’s not the type of word that should ever be used to describe a man!”

“You’re looking at it wrong,” said Damon. “There’s a thin line between an angel and a demon when it comes to men. Here.”

He found a decorative sword hanging from one of Gabriel’s walls and, after wiping a thin layer of dust off, threaded a sword belt through it. “Put this on.”

“I’m not good with swords,” said Gabriel.

“You don’t have to be good with a sword to wear one. Trust me. It’ll complete your look.”

Gabriel shrugged and put the weapon on. It was a small detail, but huge in context. In combination with the androgynous makeover Vel and Kastet had given him, the sword made Gabriel seem like someone intriguing, dangerous, even.

“There it is,” said Damon. “You need to get used to being yourself, rather than Prince Gabriel. That’s where your issues stem from. You need to learn to interact with the world as a man, rather than as royalty.”

“I… think that’s probably true,” said Gabriel. “Be honest with me, Damon. Do I look ridiculous?”

“All depends on how you set your shoulders,” he replied. “You’re what an old friend of mine would have called a pretty lad.”

Gabriel scowled and wiped at his face. “I knew it! This was all for naught!”

“No, no, leave it!” said Damon. “I didn’t mean that as a bad thing. Trust me! Lift your chin up, act a bit arrogant and stuck up on yourself, and you’ll make the heartstrings of any woman flutter.”

Vel and Kastet exchanged a bemused glance. Maybe not just any woman, Damon silently admitted, but some.

They ate a late lunch as Gabriel let Vel and Kastet put the finishing touches on. It was just before sunset, and the city of Hearthold outside Gabriel’s window was full of activity and promise.

“Where, exactly, are you planning on taking him?” asked Kastet.

“I don’t know yet,” said Damon. “Somewhere tasteful. A nice, quiet tavern with great beer and good company. Speaking of which, I could use a small amount of operating coin for the evening.”

Kastet sighed and took out her purse. She gave him thirty sables, which would have been enough for an entire week of drinking in Avaricia. 

“Have him back by midnight,” said Kastet.

“I can’t make any promises, but I’ll try,” he said.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” said Vel.

“I can’t make any promises, but I’ll—ow!”

Vel pinched him hard in the cheek and then folded her arms, expression pouty and over-serious.

“I won’t,” he said. He glanced toward Kastet and Gabriel, making sure they were both occupied, and then snuck a quick kiss. Vel’s lips moved against his, and her face seemed surprised as he pulled back.

“Ready?” Damon called to Gabriel.

The Prince of Merinia nearly knocked a glass off his table with the scabbard of his sword as he spun around to face him. “I’m… as close to ready as I’m liable to come.”

“Then let’s go.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
Damon insisted on Gabriel wearing a cloak with the hood up as they made their way out of the castle. It effectively hid his identity from anyone they passed, which meant that when they were recognized, it was entirely due to Damon.

“Ho there!” called Austine as they approached the main castle gate. “Off somewhere interesting, Damon?”

He considered lying and making an attempt on another night, but it felt too much like defeat after the effort Vel and Kastet had put in to getting Gabriel ready. 

“We’re heading into town,” said Damon. “Have some errands to run.”

“Who is we?” Austine slapped the hood of Gabriel’s cloak, knocking it down. “Whoa! I see you’ve made a new friend! Who is this pretty lad?”

Two things struck Damon at that moment. The first was that Austine, having never met the prince before, clearly didn’t recognize him. The second was that Austine had a reputation for bedding men alongside women, and Gabriel’s makeover had more or less transformed him into Austine’s exact type.

“My name is… Benthor,” said Gabriel. “Benthor the Wild.”

Austine burst into laughter. Damon would have joined in if he hadn’t suspected it might undercut the prince’s already beleaguered confidence.

“Those errands you mentioned wouldn’t involve hitting a tavern, would they?” asked Austine. “Truce for tonight, Damon? Let’s get drunk together, for old times’ sake.”

It was a terrible idea. So much could go wrong, even if Austine didn’t discover Gabriel’s identity.

“Absolutely,” said Damon. “It’s been far too long, Aust.”

“That it has!” Austine grinned, and the two of them grasped hands. “Let’s lord over this city for the night.”

 Gabriel had no objection to Austine tagging along, and soon the three of them were walking shoulder to shoulder down Hearthold’s busy streets in the orange glow of the setting sun. They found their way into one of the taverns in the Upper Market and settled in for a wild night.

*** 
The first tavern was a bust, as was the second. Only a few women were in attendance at either establishment, which left Damon wondering if his plan was as feasible as it had originally seemed.

He wanted to get Gabriel talking to women, preferably drunk, easily entertained women. It wouldn’t take much to kindle the reclusive prince’s personality into something brilliant. A thin line separated the bookworms from the bards, and Kastet and Vel had already taken care of the surface details for him.

Unfortunately, each of the taverns they went to were nearly empty of available, attractive women. They’d taken to drinking, instead, and Damon was fighting a losing battle to keep from getting overdrunk as he and Austine became raucous and Gabriel began to brood. 

“I know a better place than this!” announced Austine. “This one will have some women for us. I’m sure of it.”

“That’s what you said about the last one,” said Damon.

“Trust me!” said Austine. “It’s nearby, too! We’ve got nothing to lose!”

Austine had a habit of shouting everything he said when he was past a certain point of inebriation. Damon went along with the venue change as much to put Gabriel out of reach of the increasingly annoyed other patrons as in hopes of better pickings.

The crowd in the street had surged during their time inside. Damon struggled to keep sight of Austine as he led Gabriel forward. Distracted as he was, he didn’t notice the sign and décor of their destination until they were already inside.

Red-tinted lamps lit a spacious, carpeted common room with numerous cushioned chairs and benches. Damon smelled perfume, sweat, and sex. There was a stage in the corner which a woman in a see-through sarong and a Remenai style spiral half-shirt was making her way out onto, to the quiet cheers of several men watching.

“This is a brothel,” said Damon, bringing his palm to his forehead. 

“My treat,” said Austine. “I insist! Your friend Benthor looks as though he’s overdue for a woman, and I could always use one or three on a given night.”

“Kastet is going to kill me,” muttered Damon.

It was already too late to mount a retreat. One of the attractive young courtesans within the establishment had taken Gabriel by the hand and pulled him onto one of the cushioned benches. Austine was paying off the brothel’s matron, and Damon could feel the gazes of half a dozen women sizing him up as fresh meat.

“Are you sure you’re comfortable with this?” Damon asked Gabriel as he made his way closer to the seduction in progress.

“She… ahem… says I should go to one of the rooms with her.” Gabriel sported an obvious erection as the girl sitting on one of his legs continued kissing his neck. “Should I?”

“What are you asking me for?” laughed Damon. “Austine’s paying. Follow your heart. Or… other parts of your body. You’re capable of doing that.”

Gabriel nodded. The courtesan stood up and offered him a hand. He took it and followed, shooting a grinning glance at Damon as they disappeared through a silk curtain into one of the private rooms.

He settled in at the bar. Drinks were complimentary, and Damon sipped at the glass of wine which was set in front of him. A woman sat down next to him, smiling and letting her shoulder brush his.

“Hello,” she said. “What’s your name?”

He chuckled and shook his head. She was pretty and young, with amazing eyes and a trim figure. Damon waved a hand at her dismissively.

“I’m simply here to keep an eye on my friends,” he said. “I’m a chaperone, of sorts.”

“Boring, but understandable.” 

She let him be, which was both a relief and disappointment. Damon wasn’t immune to the charm of brothels, but he couldn’t let his guard down. If something did happen to Prince Gabriel while he was off wetting his whistle, Kastet’s fury would be unimaginable.

The woman who Gabriel had disappeared with eventually emerged without him. Damon frowned and started over, noticing the woman’s disheveled, sweaty state.

“He’s still going,” she whispered. “I’m going to let one of my friends finish him off.”

A new woman headed for the door to the private room. Damon felt a proud smile sneaking onto his face.

He eventually left word with the brothel’s matron to make sure Gabriel left through the establishment’s front door when he was finished and headed out into the street. Austine sat on the brothel’s stoop, drinking from a liquor bottle.

“I’m surprised you’re not writhing in a bed with a woman or three,” said Damon. 

Austine shrugged. “I gave it the practitioner’s try, but I suppose I wasn’t feeling it tonight. I miss Avaricia.”

His voice was of a tone Damon recognized. Austine could be a sappy drunk, at times.

“You’ve taken to your new life, haven’t you?” he asked. “Serving the Godking, along with all it entails.”

“Judge me if you must,” said Austine. “I was proud of my career as a gladiator, Damon. I wanted for nothing, back then. But life moves fast. Circumstances change. I’m happy with where I am now, as hard as that may be for you to believe.”

“See, I can believe it,” said Damon. “That’s what worries me. We’ve both changed so much from who we once were.”

“Good to have at least one relationship that still keeps us grounded,” said Austine.

Damon couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. He held his fist out, and Austine punched his knuckles in the same manner he would have back before they’d chosen different sides in a conflict between demigods.

“My father is still alive,” he said.

“What?”

Austine passed him the liquor bottle, and Damon took a long sip before passing it back.

“He’s here in Hearthold, living under an assumed name. I thought he died. My aesta told me that he died.”

“Have you spoken with him yet?” asked Austine.

Damon shook his head. “Vel didn’t want me to. She’s worried that… well, I’m not sure I completely understand her worries.”

“He must have had his reasons,” said Austine. “There’s more to the choices a man makes in life than it sometimes seems, from the outside looking in.”

He gestured to himself as though in example.

“I feel as though there must be,” said Damon. “It would be so easy for me to be mad at him, to hate him, for abandoning me and leaving me with his debts. But there must be a reason why. I have to believe that.”

“He’s probably more like you than you’d think,” said Austine. “It was the same with my father… back before he drank himself to death.”

Austine took another swig from the liquor bottle. Neither of them said anything for a while. Damon watched the crowd pass in the street around them, each separate person or group immersed in their own realm of life and activity.

“Hey,” said Austine. “Want to see something cool?”

He strode over to a nearby alleyway, gesturing with his arm. Damon felt an unnecessary spike of caution as he considered how perfect the spot would be for a potential trap.

“Check this out,” said Austine as they passed in between the outer walls of the adjacent buildings. 

He drew his sword and tossed it into the air. The crest on Austine’s neck surged with a brilliant gold glow from under his collar, mirrored by a similar light from his eyes. He held out a hand palm up, and his sword suddenly hovered in place, floating in midair as though suspended by an invisible line.

Austine laughed and tapped the weapon’s hilt, sending it spinning in circles with a flourish. He folded his arms, a proud crest sorcerer displaying a new, relatively pointless trick.

Damon drew his myrblade and thrust the tip down into an old horse trough that still had some water in it. He exhaled condensation cold enough to make his teeth sensitive as he manifested his weapon’s magic.

A pillar of ice rose from the trough, shifting into a more specific shape as it grew. It took ten seconds for Damon to complete his project, and once he had, he sat down. Setting both his hands down on the arms of a massive, crystalline ice throne, he smiled and gestured to Austine’s spinning sword.

“Not bad,” he said.

Austine burst into laughter, sheathing his sword and taking another swig from his liquor. “Give me a turn sitting in that thing before you freeze your balls off.”

“Get your own throne.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
Eventually, Gabriel emerged from the brothel, looking like a man reborn. His black shirt was open in the front, and he reeked of perfume, but the smile on his face and confident set of his shoulders were both huge improvements.

“Time to get you back to the castle,” said Damon.

The guard at the gate stopped the trio, frowning uncertainly as Damon and Austine explained who they were. Gabriel eventually stepped forward, waving his hand with an air of command.

“You recognize me, I’m sure,” he said. “Step aside. We’re tired.”

“Oh!” said the guard. “Of course. My apologies, Prince Gabriel.”

Austine gaped, his head swiveling about to face Benthor as he stared with open eyes.

“Prince… Gabriel,” he repeated. “We just brought… the heir to the Merinian throne… to a brothel?”

“A night to remember, for sure,” said Damon. “It seems as though he enjoyed himself. No harm, no foul.”

“You’re unbelievable,” muttered Austine.

“The brothel was your idea, and in retrospect, it was a good one,” he said. He gestured toward Gabriel, who was practically strutting toward the main keep’s entrance.

After ensuring the Prince made it back to his room without incident, Damon wished Austine a good night and found his way back to his own chambers. He was drunk, but still in a contemplative mood. He found the dreamspell amulet Malon had given him, pulled it on, and climbed into bed.

*** 
He was back in the brothel, sitting in one of the soft, cushioned chairs and facing the stage. A woman emerged from the silk curtains, walking out with slow, cautious steps and making no move to begin dancing seductively.

“Really, solas?” said Malon, setting her hands on her hips.

She wore the same outfit he’d seen on the dancer earlier in the night. Her see-through sarong skirt exposed a glorious amount of her pale thighs. The matching half-shirt barely covered her large breasts, the fabric forming a shape of an A, with a string of beads hanging level with her navel.

Her red hair was loose and unbraided, which was rare enough for her to stand out even in the midst of a dream. Damon couldn’t help but smile as he saw her struggle to maintain the sternness of her gaze in light of the ridiculous, eroticized situation.

“It’s not as though I’m in full control of my dreams, aesta,” said Damon. “Also, this isn’t what it seems. I’ve had a few to drink, and this establishment is still recent in my memory.”

Malon strode over to a pole spearing upward from the center of the stage. She set one hand on it but made no move to dance or swing.

“So, you openly admit that you were at a brothel tonight?” she asked in a that sharp, authoritative tone she so often used with him.

“Yes.”

He smirked, enjoying Malon’s subtle reaction.

“I suppose it’s a step up from you tempting seta back into your dirty dealings,” said Malon.

“She’s been doing well,” said Damon. “We’ve been respectful toward each other, boundaries included.”

“I’m aware. She also has an amulet and has been keeping me updated.”

He furrowed his brow, sensing the edge of reproach in her voice. Was she mad at him for not keeping in touch?

“How have you and Ria been?” he asked.

Malon made her way over to the edge of the stage, sitting down and careful folding her legs to preserve her modesty. “Seta has been ranging into the forest often, but she’s been well. It’s just been me at the tower, for the most part.”

“Sounds lonely.”

“It’s certainly less enthralling than, well, this.” She gestured to the dream brothel.

Damon sighed. “I was there was a visitor, not as a patron.”

“Were none of the courtesans to your liking?”

He shifted in his chair, feeling himself getting hard. “Not a one. I’ve always had high standards.”

It was hard for him to remember why he was there, or more accurately, easy to let himself forget. He lifted his hand and gestured for Malon to come closer. She shook her head.

“Solas…”

“You look incredible in that outfit,” he said. “I’m shameless, I admit it. I just can’t help myself.”

He shifted his pants, touching his cock a bit as he did. It was hard enough to visibly tent his pants. He could feel Malon’s eyes on it, and almost sensed her mood as she gave him a teasing half smile.

“You realize that telling me I look good in courtesan’s clothing is all but saying I should sell my body for a price,” said Malon.

“You know what I meant,” he said. “I’m not taking those words back. And if there had been a courtesan who’d looked like you tonight, I—”

“Solas!”

“…I would have asked her for a dance,” he finished. “I would have paid her price in an instant.”

Malon shook her head, but her smile didn’t falter.

“Dance for me,” he said.

“You’re incorrigible,” said Malon. She stood up, stepping toward him in a manner that contradicted the tone of her words.

“Please? I didn’t even let the courtesans do as much.”

“Perhaps you should have,” she said.

“Vel would dance for me, if I asked her.”

“You know better than to ask seta to do something like that.”

“Not always,” said Damon. “Certainly not in the middle of the night, when I’m drunk and horny.”

“Solas, behave yourself.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” he said. “I haven’t forgotten our deal.”

She folded her arms, shifting her shoulders as she realized how the movement pulled the thin fabric of her half-shirt scandalously tight.

“Fine,” said Malon. “I’ll sit and dance in your lap, if it’s really what you want. The same rules apply as they would in a brothel, however, and you only paid for a dance. No touching on your part.”

“I’ll control myself,” he said.

He would have promised her anything to further escalate the moment. Damon grinned foolishly as he opened his legs and pulled his arms behind his chair. Malon slid down from the stage and walked closer, each step made into an erotic show by her clothing.

Her skirt seemed barely adequate for covering the midpoint of her thighs and her lower half. The half-shirt did more to emphasize the subtle bounces and jiggles of her breasts than hold them in place. 

His cock was as hard as it got. If he’d been this hard in the actual brothel, the night would have undoubtedly turned into a marathon of sex. The effect his aesta had on him was nearly too much for his senses, too much for him to understand.

“Do you still want this, solas?” she whispered, setting her hands on his thighs.

He nodded.

Malon turned around and settled her butt down into his lap. Damon’s cock was flat against his leg, but impossible to ignore. Malon flinched slightly as she settled onto it, but instead of recoiling, she began to move. 

She let her ass grind against his manhood with soft, smothering movements. She kept the sarong skirt in place at first, but it quickly rode up, too small to stay down. Damon almost blew his load early when he noticed she wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

“Watch your hands,” whispered Malon.

He’d started touching her hips without realizing it. It was hard to guard himself against what his body obviously wanted. He folded them behind the chair again, gripping the back legs as though attempting to steady himself from tipping over.

Malon shook her butt with quick, dancing motions. It was so lewd coming from her, more like the way a courtesan would have ridden his cock than anything he’d expect from his aesta. Damon groaned and tried to lift his hips higher. Malon pressed herself down and leaned backward, arching her back and giving him a fantastic view of her half-shirt’s cleavage.

“Hands, solas,” she said, more sternly.

He almost had a hold of one of her breasts this time. He let his touch linger, sliding his fingers upward and underneath her half-shirt. Malon cleared her throat, still humping herself against him, despite her disapproval. He kissed her neck and felt her shudder.

He couldn’t touch her, but they hadn’t discussed whether he could touch himself. Damon slid a hand down, caressing his tool through his pants for a few blissful seconds. His thoughts shifted in a dangerous direction. If he could touch his cock, why couldn’t he simply take it out?

Damon undid his belt and slowly began pulling his pants down. There was no room for him to hide the movement’s intentions. He expected Malon’s rebuke to be swift and biting, but it never came. She took a breath as his trousers hit the floor, and then began grinding her nude lower half against his bare, throbbing member.

“So greedy, solas,” she whispered. “You’re always wanting more.”

He took hold of her hips, too horny to make himself obey the rule anymore. “I want you.”

Malon kept rocking against him, continuing her dance while refusing to let him have the right angle for more. “You have me — as your aesta. That should be more than enough… right?”

It should have been. She was right. Damon ran his hands up her body, cupping her breasts through her half-shirt. The depths of his mind were already swirling with excuses. It was just a dream. He’d been horny from earlier in the night, and drunk on top of that. He hadn’t meant to…

To fuck her? Was he actually going to do it? There was something special about that moment, something that went deeper than either lust or love. He was sure she could feel it, too. How could she not?

“Mind your hands… solas,” she said, voice strained and breathy.

“These hands?” He slid one down between her thighs and let his fingers tease her womanhood. Malon gasped, her body slackening under his touch, falling into his control.

Damon shifted her hips back and speared his cock into her.

There was a flash of crimson light as the tip of his member penetrated Malon. He flinched, remembering how many times she’d sent him flying with her magic during similar moments. The effect was much subtler, this time.

“It seems I have to use my magic to keep you in line,” she whispered. “Or at least, a certain part of you in line.”

“What did you just do?” he asked.

He got his answer as he attempted to slide his cock into her again with a slower, more directed thrust. At the moment of blissful, long awaited entry, Malon’s crest would flash and his tool would be redirected just enough to miss its target.

He tried twice more in quick succession and was diverted by her magic both times. The effect was more teasing than painful. He was eager, almost desperate to see if there was an angle he could use to get around it.

“I know how much of a struggle this can be for you, solas,” whispered Malon. “This is for your own good.”

It amazed him that she could sound so authoritative and motherly even as she was sitting in skimpy clothing on his naked cock. Damon squeezed her tight in his arms, trying to make an angle where the force from the tip of his cock would be too direct to deflect. The crimson magic flashed again and again, its defense as potent as any he’d engaged with parries from his sword.

“Does your magic still take a toll if you’re using it in a dream?” he asked.

She didn’t answer, which was an answer, in itself. If her dreamspelling took a toll, then surely any magic within the dream would only amplify it. Her elegant solution for keeping him from fucking her senseless was far from perfect if the act of magically deflecting his cock made her more lustful with each pass.

“Solas!” whispered Malon in a warning voice.

He took her by the hips, bouncing her in his lap. Her magic flashed each time, redirecting his thrusts in time with the rhythmic slap of her ass against his crotch. 

“I’ve seen how your magic can draw out your lust,” he said. “You’re in a hard spot, that’s for sure.”

“It’s… not that hard.” Malon squeezed her thighs together, locking his cock out of an angle that required her magical intervention. Damon kissed her neck and ran his hands over her breasts as he began flexing his hips to fuck her thighs.

“Oh, it definitely is,” he whispered. “But even the hardest problems have solutions.”

“Careful…”

“You’re the one who needs to be careful,” he said. He forced his hand down and began caressing her womanhood as he accelerated his pointless thrusts. She gasped, wriggling against him from the pleasure.

He was pushing her to her limit, essentially punishing her for being the responsible one. He felt too horny to feel ashamed, but it did make him wonder about the evil Malon had spoken of being within him. 

She flexed, suddenly sliding her crotch back along his tool and setting her hands on his knees. 

“Solas!”

Damon felt her tense as she came, and the sensation of her shuddering on his cock was simply too much. He clutched her against him as he blew his load, leaning back and letting his seed soil her slutty clothing and nude stomach.

“True Divine,” he muttered. “Aesta.”

He drowned in the pleasure, holding onto both her and the moment for as long as he could. Malon’s breathing came out in small, satisfied moans. He’d put her magic to the test, and even though it had stopped him from taking her completely, he still had to wonder if she was happy with the result.

“You are so foolish, and so impossibly greedy when it comes to your desires,” said Malon. She shifted in his lap, punching him in the shoulder with slightly too much force to be playful. She smiled, though it looked like she was trying not to.

“I love you,” he said.

“I love you, too. I just wish you had more sense.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
“That wasn’t the only reason you sought me out tonight,” said Malon. “Am I right?”

They’d shifted to sitting on one of the wider benches at a more respectable distance. Damon had taken his shirt off and given it to Malon to clean herself up with, though the gesture felt a bit pointless in the landscape of a dream.

“You’re right,” he admitted. He’d put his question off, and not just because of how much he missed her company. It was hard to find the words, even now, but eventually, he managed to. “Have you heard of a man named Wyden Starch?”

Malon frowned and shook her head. “I haven’t. Why do you ask?”

“Princess Kastet told me that my father is still alive,” he said. “That’s the name he’s apparently going by now here in Merinia.”

“Ah.” Malon folded her arms, and the gesture seemed a touch defensive.

“You told me he was dead,” he said. “Did you know?”

“I thought he was dead, solas,” she said, with a shrug. “Though in truth, I was skeptical of the details when I first heard. Your father was supposedly betrayed by a close friend of his. I knew them both, and it seemed unlikely that they’d had such a falling out, but the world can be an unpredictable place.”

“You never told me that,” he said. “You spoke so little about him.”

“You rarely asked about him.” She set a hand on his knee. “I could sense how many bad memories you had of Danio. I have my own share of those. I saw no reason to cause either of us pain.”

“You were close to my father once,” he said.

“I was.”

“He trusted you to look after me,” he said. “It wasn’t as though he brought me to the tower by random chance.”

Malon stayed silent.

“Aesta,” he said. “Was the relationship between you and my father more than just—”

“Don’t ask me about that, solas,” she said. “Please. There’s no need.”

He’d wondered before, turning over the assumption that his father and Malon had once been lovers. The idea had never sat well with him as a child and felt even stranger to him now. He pulled back from the question, deciding nothing good could come from what might be an awkward answer.

“Regardless,” said Damon. “He’s here in Hearthold. Vel was concerned and thought I should speak with you before reaching out to him. Do you think it’s a good idea to seek him out?”

Malon gently rubbed his leg. “It’s your choice to make. Not mine and not Vel’s.”

“I want to know what you think,” he said.

She gently squeezed her fingers into his thigh. “I think you should trust your heart.”

He nodded, appreciating her confidence. He still had more to discuss, ranging from the political situation in court to his new dealings with Wrath. A noise came from behind where they sat, and Damon glanced over his shoulder to discover a new arrival.

“I’ve waited for long enough, Damon,” called Jilou. “It’s time for us to…” 

Jilou trailed off, coming around to face Damon and Malon on the bench. She wore here expensive, over-tailored princess dress along with a crown made from woven lilacs. 

Malon tensed from where she sat next to Damon. Jilou narrowed her eyes and jabbed a finger at the other woman.

“You’d rather spend your time dreaming of whores than enjoying my company?” she snarled.

Damon cleared his throat. “Jilou, this is Malon, my aesta. She’s also capable of dreamspelling, to a limited extent.”

“Your… aesta?” Jilou gaped, blinking rapidly. “She’s here? Like I’m here?”

“Yes,” said Malon, with an annoyed smile. “It’s nice to meet you, Jilou.”

“Um…” Jilou cringed and turned around. “I’ll come back later!”

She took two steps, dissolving out of the dream and into nothingness. Malon shot him a worried glance.

“You’ve given a dreamwalker access to your mind?” she asked.

“Of course not,” he said. “Well, sort of. Only once. I had some questions for her which she answered, in her own way. She’s Kastet’s younger sister and—”

“She’s dangerous,” said Malon.

“She’s harmless,” he said. “Really, she is. Her situation is a little tragic. She’s bedridden and lives in a dream world of her own creation.”

“Hmm…” Malon shook her head. “I would be extremely careful with her. Try to ignore the fact that she’s a young woman and be a bit more guarded, solas.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know what it means.” She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “It seems we’re out of time for tonight. I’ve used more of my magic than I intended to. I’ll see you again soon.”

Malon faded from his dream before he could even manage a proper goodbye. He was dreaming again before he had a chance to miss her, swept up in a canvas of shifting, unpredictable events. 

*** 
Damon went straight to Gabriel’s room the next morning. He was a bit concerned about how drunk the prince had been at the end of the night. Austine’s idea of bringing Gabriel to a brothel seemed so foolish and ridiculous to Damon in the light of day, but Austine had always had a way of spinning bad ideas to seem like good ones.

Kastet sat next to Gabriel’s bed. Her brother was awake, but still under his quilt, with a pillow tightly pulled over his head. Vel sat at the table, eating from a platter of various breakfast foods.

“Good morning, Damon!” she said.

“Morning.” He smiled at her and took a sausage from the platter. Gabriel groaned and rolled over in bed.

“Can you be a little quieter?” he muttered. “My head feels like it’s rolling on a broken carriage wheel.”

“My brother has been exceptionally vague about what happened last night,” said Kastet. “Damon, would you care to offer an explanation?”

“I’d rather not,” he said. “He enjoyed himself. I think we achieved our goal of loosening him up a bit.”

Kastet sighed and shot him a tired glare. “So be it. Lady Candice sent her reply to Gabriel’s letter with a messenger this morning. Gabe, does your hangover prevent you from reading, or can you manage that much?”

Gabriel finally sat up. He was still dressed in his outfit from the night before, though it was significantly more rumpled. He accepted the missive from Kastet, putting his spectacles on as he opened it.

“She says she’s happy to hear from me,” said Gabriel. “She expresses her condolences in regard to my father’s death. She wants to meet for tea. Uh… True Divine… She wants to meet for tea!”

“That’s good,” said Damon.

Gabriel shook his head. “If it’s just the two of us, having tea… I mean, what am I even supposed to talk about?”

“Whatever comes to mind,” he replied. “Maybe start with the fact that your about to be King? Just be open with her.”

“I have to get ready,” muttered Gabriel. “What should I wear? Do I even have the right clothes for this kind of social engagement?”

“We’ll help you get ready,” said Kastet. “Velanor, would you mind picking out a few potential outfits for Gabe from his wardrobe?”

“Of course, milady,” said Vel.

“Damon, if you could accompany him to the Spurwell Estate, I would appreciate it,” said Kastet. “It’s been a while since Gabe has traversed the city on his own.”

“Not a problem,” he said. “I think I’ll use it as an opportunity to seek out Wyden Starch. It seems as though he owns a store on Burgundy Street.”

Kastet’s eyes lit up at the mention of Damon’s father. “I can help with that, if you’d like. It might streamline the situation if I send a messenger ahead to explain your position as my retainer and your desire to meet with him today.”

“I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” he said with a shrug. “To be honest, I’m not sure what I’m looking to get out of this meeting.”

Vel was listening from the other side of the room as she pulled clothes out for Gabriel to pick from. Damon did his best to ignore the worry and concern he saw in her expression.

He ate some more food as Vel and Kastet helped Gabriel get ready. Damon, Vel, and Gabriel departed from the castle about an hour later. The prince was understandably nervous, and Damon and Vel took turns trying to bolster his confidence as they walked down the street in the early morning sun.

“She said she was looking forward to seeing you, Gabriel,” said Vel. “Trust me. She wouldn’t have said that if it wasn’t true.”

“To be exact, she said she was thinking fondly of our next encounter,” said Gabriel. “What does that mean? There’s a hidden meaning within those words, I suspect.”

“You’re overthinking this,” said Damon. “Try to be a bit more in the moment. Don’t worry so much about her specific words or show up with too many convoluted expectations.”

“Damon’s right,” said Vel. “There’s the mansion. Are you ready?”

Gabriel shook his head. “Would it be too much for us to walk around the block once more?”

“Yes.” Damon put an arm around the prince’s shoulders and all but dragged him up to the gate guard. They were expected and allowed into the mansion’s sitting room, where Lady Spurwell awaited.

“Prince Gabriel,” she said, with a small bow. “My daughter has been anticipating your visit all morning.”

“As have I, Lady Spurwell,” said Gabriel. “Um. As have I.”

The young woman in question appeared at the top of the stairs. Damon was taken aback by how much different she looked than the noblewoman he’d begun to picture in his head.

Lady Candice was chubby, with frizzy hair, large front teeth, and thick spectacles. She blushed and brought her hands to her mouth as her eyes settled on Gabriel. Nobody said anything for a moment or two, long enough for the silence to veer into awkward territory.

“I, ah…” Gabriel cleared his throat. “Hello. It’s been far too long, Candice.”

“Prince Gabriel,” said Candice. “Um… Do you like drinking tea?”

“I absolutely love drinking tea!”

Gabriel seemed to find his step, walking arm and arm with Candice as they headed for another room of the mansion. A portion of the tension lingered as Lady Spurwell smiled and swept her eyes back toward him.

“I’m glad you could escort the prince here, Damon,” she said. “I was worried I might have to chaperone my daughter’s date without pleasant company. Would you care for some wine?”

He glanced toward Vel. “I could go for some wine. Vel?”

“Oh, I’m sure your companion has business she could be attending to elsewhere,” said Lady Spurwell. “I was hoping I could get to know you better, Damon.”

Vel folded her arms and set her mouth into an obvious pout. Damon smiled at the genuine vulnerability he saw in the expression. She honestly thought he might ditch her to spend time with a noblewoman near twice his age.

“I’ll have to pass, for the time being,” he said. “I also have business that needs my attention.”

“Are you sure?” asked Lady Spurwell. “I was hoping to get a story of the wild Malagantyan from your lips. Such an intriguing land, with its thick and thorny reputation.”

“Yeah, but it’s full of bugs and rashbane. Very itchy.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
Damon and Vel left Gabriel to his date, leaving the mansion and heading back out into the street. An awkward silence hung on the air, one he didn’t fully understand. He felt a war of opinions inside him. Why should he care what Vel thought? How could he not care what she thought?

“If you want to sip wine with Lady Spurwell, or have sex with her, or whatever, don’t hold back on my expense,” she said, voice annoyed. “I don’t care.”

“I’m not interested.”

“Liar. You have sex with everyone, Damon.”

“Hey!” He tried not to smile. “That’s a mischaracterization. I’m deeply offended.”

“You know it’s basically true.”

He stepped closer as they passed through a gap in the crowd. Vel didn’t him stop him from taking and holding her hand. It was bold in Hearthold, where there was potential for her to be recognized. He didn’t care.

“Lady Spurwell is like Kastet and Wrath,” he said. “She’s powerful and manipulative.”

“So? You had sex with Wrath.”

“Not the point I was going for. I already told you, Vel. Flirting is politics, and that woman is a political creature. She’d have eaten me alive.”

“Your tone still makes it sound like you don’t think that’s a bad thing.”

Damon sighed and bumped his shoulder into hers playfully. They turned onto Burgundy Street, and Vel seemed to realize where they were headed.

“You’re going to see him,” she said. “Your father.”

“Kastet went through the trouble of sending a missive ahead on my behalf,” he said. “I shouldn’t waste this chance.”

“Damon…”

“I took your advice and spoke with aesta,” he said. “She told me that I should make my own choice.”

“Can I at least come with you?”

Damon shook his head. “I think it would be better if I went alone. Hey, don’t make that face!”

“I can’t help it,” said Vel. “I don’t like this.”

“It’s not as though I’m going to discover a new life waiting for me,” he said. “I just want to talk to him. Ask him about his choices. Get some insight into who he is and how he left things.”

They drew within sight of Starch’s Jewelry and Finery. It was a high-end jeweler, with neat window displays and a colorful sign. Damon’s heart thumped in his chest as the prospect of seeing his father again became real.

“I’m getting a little nervous,” he said. “What do I even say?”

“Hello is usually good to start.”

“Shut up.” He turned to face her. “Wait here for me?”

“Sure,” she said. “Come find me when you’re done.”

She nodded, holding onto his hand for a beat after he’d let go. Damon took a breath, straightened his posture, and marched up to the jeweler’s door.

Two people were inside. A young, attractive woman stood behind the counter. An older man seemed to be inspecting a display of silver rings. Damon recognized the man instantly, as much from resemblance as from memory. Same broad shoulders, tanned skin, short brown hair, though his was streaked with grey.

Damon was swept up by a jumble of old memories. Some were bad, experiences of physical discipline, shouting, and angry outbursts, but some were benign. He remembered sitting on his father’s knee at the card table, and watching Danio’s gladiator bouts from the front row of seats. He remembered eating sweetbread underneath a street awning as they waited for the rain to subside.

He took the final few steps, walking up and meeting the other man’s gaze.

“Wyden Starch?” he said.

The man flashed a broad grin. “That’s what they call me. Come on in. I’ve been expecting you. We have a lot to talk about.”

He set his hand on Damon’s shoulder and gestured to the back of his shop, where a curtain cordoned off another room. Damon felt such a rush of emotion as he passed through it, enough to render him speechless.

His father sat down behind a wide oakwood desk, gesturing for him to take the other chair. He pulled a bottle of liquor out of a cabinet from underneath, along with two crystal glasses, pouring them each half full.

“I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” said Wyden. “I’ve got some, too. True Divine… Where do we even begin? I never meant to settle in Merinia, honestly, but I took to this business as much as it took to me.”

He swirled his glass. Damon took a sip from his own, tasting a strong, faintly cinnamon liquor.

“Janie, my wife, says it doesn’t matter what age a man finds his calling,” said Wyden. “He has to follow it once he does.”

“You’re married?” asked Damon.

“Yeah.” Wyden turned one of his hands palm up. “Wife and kids, a happy little family. Sorry, I know that’s not fair to bring up right now. Let’s discuss why you’re here.”

“Look, I’m not asking for anything,” said Damon. “I just came here to talk. To try to figure all of this out.”

Wyden smiled. “You really do want to start from the bottom, don’t you?”

“I suppose I do,” said Damon.

“I would have expected one of Princess Kastet’s retainers to be more direct while doing business.”

“…What?”

“You are her retainer, are you not?” asked Wyden. “She sent a letter this morning saying you’d be by to discuss some sensitive matters related to Veridan’s Curve. She’s made a discovery in the Malagantyan, hasn’t she? Is it jade? Rubies? Any precious gem would be of interest to my shop.”

“You don’t recognize me.” Damon closed his eyes, feeling foolish. “Of course, you don’t.”

Wyden furrowed his brow, tapping a finger against his crystal glass. “Have we met before?”

“I’ve never met Wyden Starch, but Danio Al-Kendras…” He faltered, struggling to find the words. “Danio Al-Kendras was my father.”

Wyden flinched, but he seemed to recover his composure as quickly as he lost it. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do,” said Damon. “I know you do.”

“I did go by that name once, but it was a lifetime ago,” said Wyden. “I left it behind when I came here to Merinia.”

“Along with your son. Along with your debts.”

“I don’t have a son,” said Wyden, shaking his head. “Janie and I have only been blessed by daughters.”

“Shut up!” shouted Damon. “You know what I’m talking about.”

Wyden burst out laughing. The sound of it rekindled more of Damon’s memory, forcing him to recall how his father had mocked him as a child.

“You want me to shut up?” asked Wyden. “Really? Do you want to hear what I have to say or not? I think you do. Rovahn’s balls, you came a long way for this, didn’t you?”

Damon’s jaw tensed in frustration. He had to look away.

“Your mother was a whore,” said Wyden. “An actual one, rest her soul. You aren’t my son.”

“Look me in the eyes and say that.”

“I don’t owe you that or anything else,” said Wyden.

“You… gave me your name,” Damon hissed.

“Worthless. It’s yours to keep. I’ve already wiped my ass with it.”

Damon stared down at the polished oakwood desk as a tremor of emotion ran through him. He couldn’t believe it. He should have expected it.

“You’re no one to me,” said Wyden. “A total stranger, no less. Feel free to show yourself the fuck out, now.”

“A stranger…” Damon stood up, slowly shaking his head. “That’s nice. You know, I don’t take kindly to strangers spitting in my face.”

He drew his myrblade, gritting his teeth as he exhaled a cold breath of white. Wyden narrowed his eyes, still indignant even in the face of a sword point.

“I’ll call the guards!” shouted Wyden. “Janie! Call the—”

Damon began swinging, striking everything in the tiny backroom within reach of his weapon. He shattered a glass display case. He cut down a tapestry, freezing it with the residual magic of his myrblade before it could hit the ground. He cleaved Wyden’s desk in two, ice thorns wrecking the pretty polished wood and nearly skewering the man sitting behind it.

He could do it, if he wanted to. So much of the suffering and adversity he’d faced in life had been due to the direct actions of this man. Even through seeking him out for answers, Damon had caused himself more pain. Why couldn’t he simply repay the true debt that was owed?

“He isn’t worth it,” whispered Myr. “You’d wound yourself in killing him, Damon.”

He listened to his sword. Several people were shouting now. He needed to leave. Nobody followed Damon as he turned and ran for the door, but he knew it was just a temporary respite.

Vel was waiting by the corner of the street, and she reacted to his expression before he even began trying to explain. “Damon? What is it?”

He could only shake his head. Wyden had succeeded in calling the guards, and Damon glanced back to see him pointing in his general direction. He took Vel by the hand and hurried down the street.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
They ran until the guards were out of sight in the distance behind them. Damon loathed letting his guard down, even then. He cut through a series of alleyways, weighing the safety of the back streets against the likelihood of being caught.

Finally, after scaling a closed gate and dropping down into a small, dead end alley, he let himself stop. He sat down with his back against the wall of the nearest building, watching Vel frown at him with concern.

“I heard some of the commotion,” she said, hugging her arms across her chest.

“Yeah,” he said. “It didn’t go well.”

He heard Wyden’s contemptuous laughter echoing in his ears. There was a stack of wooden crates against the wall next to him. Damon slammed his fist into it, wishing he’d done the same to his father’s face.

That man wasn’t his father, he decided. They could both agree on that.

“Damon, please…” whispered Vel. “I’m worried.”

“You can go, Vel,” he said. “The guards won’t be looking for you. Tell Kastet and Gabriel I’ll be back once the streets calm down.”

“I don’t think I should leave you.”

“Trust me,” he said. “I need to be alone right now.”

“No, you don’t.”

He made a point of looking away from her, refusing to meet his gaze. She sat down next to him. The alleyway was dusty, more so than dirty. Vel reached her hand out and turned his head so they were face to face.

“Talk to me,” she whispered. “True Divine, Damon. Please. Don’t go through this alone.”

“What am I supposed to say?” He gritted his teeth. “For years, I’ve been paying down that man’s debt, thinking he was dead. Dealing with the aftermath, the cleanup… Trying to find meaning in an awful situation that I shouldn’t have been responsible for.”

Vel found his hand, gently holding it as she listened and gave him room to speak.

“There is no meaning to it,” muttered Damon. “He’s still alive. I didn’t inherit his legacy. I was thrown out with the rest of his trash. This entire time, I’ve just been the butt of a silent joke, slaving away to make good on mistakes that he cast off with his old name.”

“We can talk with Kastet and Gabriel,” whispered Vel. “There may still be some way for you to find justice in this.”

He shook his head. “If I’d really wanted justice… I’d have gone through with it and killed him. Killed my own father… what does it say about me that I have that desire in my heart?”

“That man isn’t your father,” whispered Vel. “That isn’t how it works. Blood means nothing, Damon. Less than nothing. I’m your family. Ria and Malon are your family. We’re still here for you.”

She kissed his cheek. Damon closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the wall. A conflict of emotions roiled within him. Vel’s words, as clearly intended to be reassuring as they were, only fanned the flames.

“You are my family, Vel,” he said.

He let his hand settle on her leg, sliding along the inside of it. She didn’t stop him, even as his fingers slid underneath her dress and began teasing the edge of her girlshorts. He used his free arm to pull her closer to him, touching her more brazenly.

“This… isn’t what I meant,” she whispered.

“What did you mean, then?” he asked.

She didn’t answer. Damon kissed her neck and let the tips of his fingers slide into the waistband of her underwear. She was smooth, recently shaven, a fact which emboldened him far more than it should have.

Vel’s breathing went through a gradual erotic shift as Damon pressed his hand lower, touching the sensitive skin to either side of her womanhood. He waited until he felt her hips shift forward, thighs opening in anticipation, before letting his fingers tease her directly.

“Ah,” moaned Vel. “We shouldn’t. We could be seen.”

The only thing separating them from the mouth of the alleyway were the thin bars of the gate they’d climbed over. Every other minute, someone would pass by, usually paying little attention to the random backstreet, but occasionally glancing in.

“Let’s go back to the castle,” she whispered. “We can… get inside if we’re careful.”

Damon heard a gasp escape her lips as he slid a finger into her. He kissed her neck and pulled her closer with his arm, holding her in a firm, dominant embrace.

“Get on my lap, Vel,” he said.

She didn’t answer, still shuddering in response to his teasing fingers. Damon slowed his pace, keeping his hand in her girlshorts, but just out of reach. She flexed her hips upward with a greedy motion.

“You aren’t being fair,” she said. “Let’s at least… go to an inn. Please?”

Damon pulled his cock out and lifted her up by the waist. Vel blushed hard, her attention focused entirely on the nearby street and constant stream of potential spying eyes.

She glared at him as he pulled her girlshorts down. Her dress was long enough to hide what was going on, but anyone who did stumble upon them would still see enough. Damon lowered her into his lap, smiling a bit at the mixture of anger and horniness he saw in her expression.

“Why are you so mean?” she whispered.

Damon lowered her onto his cock, sighing as he felt the head push into her primed womanhood. Vel’s body was exactly what he needed right now, but he couldn’t find the right words to explain that to her. His need felt vulgar, veering on gross, even to him.

“What am I doing that’s mean?” he whispered. He pulled her dress back down over them, obscuring the way his cock was speared into her from view. Cupping her buttocks, he rocked her back and forth, staring into her blushing face.

“You’re really going to make me say it?” she replied. She wrapped her arms loosely around his shoulders, falling into rhythm with Damon’s leading hands like a good little girl.

“No,” he said. “But I will make you do this.”

He let his fingers tickle a particularly sensitive spot he’d discovered on the sides of her inner thighs. Vel moaned and shuddered against him.

“We’re in a gross alleyway,” she said, still moving her hips for him. “You’re going to do this with me here? You’re treating me like I’m a copper courtesan.”

“No,” he said, cupping her cheek. “I’m treating you like family.”

Vel glared at him, but he could tell that she was trying not to smile. Damon bounced her a little faster on his tool. He risked a glance to make sure the street was clear and gave her a quick slap on the ass.

“Bastard,” she whispered. “We could have done this in a bed later.”

“Who says we still won’t?”

“Who says I’ll let you now?” she said. “Maybe I’ll decide that my chastity is off limits again, and I’ll… I’ll…”

Damon sped up, lifting her up and down on his rod with enough force to project the sounds of their dirty sex. He added his fingers to the mix, teasing Vel’s womanhood with one hand while groping and spreading her ass cheeks with the other.

He was dimly aware of the sound of approaching footsteps. An old washwoman set down a clothing basket near the mouth of the alleyway and began pulling down some of the clothes drying on the line strung overhead. 

Vel went statue still. Damon continued bouncing her on his cock, enduring her blushing glare. The washwoman whistled and pretended not to notice them, up until she came within a few feet of the gate.

“Looks like you be getting your money’s worth with that one,” said the woman, with a teasing grin. 

“Absolutely,” said Damon, smiling back.

“I… I’m not a…” Vel could barely get words out as Damon began fucking her more aggressively.

“You’re not a what?” whispered Damon.

She let out a gasp and shuddered as a massive orgasm overtook her. Damon squeezed her in a tight embrace, still slowly bouncing her on his cock. He felt his own release come just as the washwoman left. He pulled out just in time to adjust Vel’s skirts and blow his load onto the dusty alleyway, rather than making a mess on her clothing.

“Damon,” she whispered. “Why are you so gross sometimes?”

“Because I love you.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
Damon’s mood was decidedly recovered as he and Vel made their way back to Hearthold Castle. They took the long way through the city, and they both breathed a sigh of relief once they were within the relative safety of the courtyard.

Kastet was waiting for them in her chambers. Vel bowed deeply. Damon felt no inclination to do the same, even as he took in the less than pleased expression on her face.

“Gabriel’s visit to Lady Candice went well,” said Kastet. “He was even comfortable enough to escort himself back to the castle, which is ideal, given how the two of you seemed to have disappeared after bringing him to the Spurwell Estate.”

“We ran into a small problem, milady,” said Vel.

“I’ve already heard about the incident from the captain of the city guard,” said Kastet, in a stern voice. “Damon? Care to explain?”

“It’s funny,” he said. “I was about to ask you the same thing. Wyden Starch seemed to be expecting one of your retainers, rather than his long-lost son.”

Kastet winced slightly. “There is a good reason for that. I—”

“You what?” snapped Damon. “Decided that the situation called for more of your craven manipulations? You could have easily told him the facts of the situation through your messenger. I walked in assuming that you had!”

“I could have,” said Kastet, narrowing her eyes. “If I had, however, he would have never agreed to meet with you. I’ll admit to using your father to entice you to coming with me to Hearthold, but my letter to him was a genuine attempt to set up a meeting between the two of you.”

“I don’t believe you,” he said.

Kastet let out a sigh, looking tired and world worn. “I know what type of man Wyden Starch is. I… suspected that if I told him the truth, he might have reacted poorly. Similarly, if you’d walked into his shop without an introduction and demanded a meeting, I doubt he would have given you one. I’m sorry the meeting went poorly, Damon.”

She seemed sincere enough. He glanced toward Vel, who was pleading for peace with her eyes.

“Fine,” he said.

“I’ve already spoken with the city guard about clearing you of any charges related to the damage you inflicted on the store,” said Kastet. “I may need to… dock a small amount from your pay to compensate him.”

“It’s money which would be going to pay the debt which I inherited from him,” said Damon. “A debt he refuses to acknowledge.”

Kastet winced and stroked the bottom of her chin with one hand. “That is a good point. Look, I’ll see what I can do. I can’t promise anything.”

“Damon appreciates it, milady,” said Vel.

“Onto other matters, then,” said Kastet. “Gabriel was over the moon when he arrived back at the castle. He’s asked Lady Candice to eat dinner with him tonight in the feast hall, which is a huge step forward. He hasn’t eaten publicly in months now.”

“That’s excellent!” said Vel.

“I’d like for you and Damon to support and encourage him as much as you can,” said Kastet. “Above all else, make sure he doesn’t get drunk. Tonight could be hugely consequential depending on how Gabriel and Anise interact.”

“He’s come far in a short amount of time,” said Damon. “What’s to stop him from taking the last step? Why not just declare himself King and start giving orders to the castle guards?”

Kastet’s mouth twitched into a mischievous smile. “Why not, indeed? I’ve spoken to him on the matter of the stalled succession and plan to again before tonight’s dinner. I don’t wish to pressure him into making such a large decision, but he at least needs to begin taking the idea seriously.”

She spoke quickly, and there was a quiver of nervousness to her voice. Damon glimpsed a different side to her than he’d seen before. She was a princess. She was powerful. She was navigating off the map, playing a game with massively raised stakes.

“We’ll help however we can,” said Damon. “I’ll be wearing my sword tonight.”

“Let’s hope the situation doesn’t call for it,” said Kastet.

*** 
Damon returned to his chambers and waited for the servants to finish drawing him a steaming bath. He sank into the water as soon as it was ready, content to relax and settle his thoughts in the time he had before that night’s dinner.

He felt a growing urge to finish his stay in Hearthold and make his way back to Veridan’s Curve. Picturing the tower in his mind was enough to make him homesick. Malon, cooking at the hearth. Ria, training with her spear by the lake.

Would Vel come with him when he left? He’d been avoiding the question as much as he could. She was Kastet’s lady in waiting, and Kastet might well stay in Hearthold, depending on how the next few days played out. She certainly wouldn’t be returning to Avaricia if Gabriel took the throne and absolved the alliance between Merinia and the Godking.

He contemplated the question, not noticing as the door to his chambers creaked open. Surprised, Damon stood up, warm water sloshing off his body. A familiar maid servant with blonde hair and a pretty face walked into his room and gasped.

“Damn it,” he muttered, recognizing her as the same woman he’d mistaken for a spy on his first day in the castle. “Not again!”

“You can find your own clothing!” shouted Finelle. “I won’t be harassed for a minute longer, you lecherous cretin!”

“I was just surprised!” he shouted, as she left and slammed the door behind her. “You didn’t knock!”

He sighed and lowered himself back into the bath, unsure of what, if anything could be done to resolve the situation. She still had his clean clothes with her. He could change back into his dirty ones, but they were dusty and stinky from fooling around with Vel in the alleyway.

Damon took the path of least resistance and decided to simply wait in the bath for someone to come looking for him. Eventually, someone did.

Kastet had the sense to knock, at least, before barging in. Damon welcomed her, and she stepped through the door, eyes widening for an instant when she saw him in the tub.

“I didn’t realize you were still bathing,” she said.

“The maid servant meant to bring me my clothing seems to have… confused the situation, a bit.”

Kastet flashed a wicked smile. “I heard a little something about that.”

She strode into his chambers, looking at everything aside from him in the water. There was a chair at a nearby table which she sat down in, folded hands settling on folded legs.

Her dress was blue silk of a summer cut, with a flirty neckline and gold trim. Her hair was dark and glossy, and her pale, flawless face was set into a subtly coy expression.

“I appreciate your service, Damon,” she said. “You’ve helped Gabriel in ways that I fear Velanor and I would have been unable to on our own.”

“I’m here to serve,” he said.

Kastet smiled and shook her head. “I know you came along as much to protect your sister, as much as serve me.”

“That is true. It’s nothing personal, Princess.”

“She’s lucky to have you,” said Kastet.

“And I’m lucky to have her. Don’t you feel the same way about your brother?

“I suppose I do in some ways,” said Kastet. “In others, not so much. Gabe has his own demons to face, which I understand. He’s more of a thinker than a protector.”

She looked toward the wall of the room for a moment and then back at Damon, in the tub. He felt the pressure of her gaze and couldn’t stop himself from smiling and breaking the tension.

“Well, I’ll protect you to the best of my ability, but I do feel like I have to ask… Is letting you ogle my naked body now part of the job?”

Kastet coughed and nearly fell out of her chair. She stood up, turning around and straightening her dress.

“Of course,” she said. “I’ll see about finding the maid who was due to bring you your clothing.”

“It was a joke, Princess,” he said. “I don’t mind.”

“I’m sure Velanor would mind for the both of us. Enjoy the rest of your bath, Lord Damon.”

True to her word, Damon’s clothing arrived a few minutes later, along with a snack platter of assorted cheeses and fruits. He dried off and dressed in front of the mirror, considering what the night would entail as he strapped on his sword belt.

“Are you expecting a fight?” whispered Myr.

“You sound hopeful,” he said.

“Maybe a bit,” she said. “I feel so useless when most of your problems consist of talking and politicking.”

“You’d rather I be in constant fights and mortal danger?”

“Well…” Myr hummed pensively. “Yeah. At least up to a point. I like fighting.”

“You’re wild, Myr,” said Damon. “Let’s hope you don’t end up as aggressive as my last sword.”

“Hey!” said Myr. “You shouldn’t talk about your ex-sword to your current sword.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
Damon set off to the feast hall as soon as his hair was mostly dry. The castle was more crowded than he’d seen it before, no doubt due to the excitement of Prince Gabriel’s rumored dinner appearance. He waited in a queue outside the feast hall’s doors before identifying himself as a retainer to Princess Kastet with the guards, who were screening everyone upon entry.

He was the first out of his group to arrive, so he waited for the others along one of the chamber walls. Vel and Kastet’s appearance was impossible to miss, for him as much as for every man with working eyes in the room.

Kastet looked as mesmerizing as she had when she’d burst in on his bath, and Vel had dressed to match. She wore a light blue summer dress in the same style as Kastet’s, though clearly intended not to overshadow the princess’s outfit. Mixed success in that, Damon thought.

Her hair was what made his breath catch. Vel’s blonde locks were done up in a true Merinian bun, with tiny, curling spirals framing either side of her face. He remembered seeing her wear that same hair style with the cat mask, but she’d avoided it in the time since.

The resemblance was too obvious. It would have given her away, forced her into a position where Jilou’s secret was out in the open. Damon stared into Vel’s brilliant blue eyes from across the chamber and felt an overwhelming sense of love and fondness for her.

Along with a few less-noble impulses which he immediately began to suppress.

Kastet headed straight for him, and Vel followed in her wake. Vel’s demeanor was chaste and obedient, so unlike her often bratty behavior on the farmstead. It was a change Damon appreciated, if solely for how it let him see the full range of her personality.

“You look… incredible,” he said as both women came to a stop in front of him.

Kastet smiled, but the expression wavered as she realized the compliment had been for Vel. She glanced back and forth, seeming to read into the connection.

“It seems Lord Damon has eyes only for you tonight,” she said, elbowing Vel in the ribs.

“Milady!”

“That’s…” Damon winced as he scraped for an explanation. “You also look dazzling, Kastet. It’s simply been a while since I’ve seen Vel put so much effort into her appearance.”

“Whereas I’m always done up to the unfortunately high standards of a princess,” said Kastet. “I wonder what your reaction will be when you finally see me in a tunic and leggings.”

“So do I,” said Damon. He cleared his throat and gestured to the feast hall. “Shall we find our places?”

 

 “Of course,” said Kastet. “You’ll both be joining me at the Royal Table tonight.”

Damon furrowed his brow and exchanged a glance with Vel.

“When I say the Royal Table,” she continued, “I speak of the table at which Gabriel and I will be sitting. Now that he’s begun making inroads toward an alliance with Lady Spurwell, we can act more boldly. We’ll have a chance to judge the strength of our position based off which nobles choose to join us over sitting with Anise.”

“I never realized that dinner seating could be so contentious,” said Damon.

“You think it’s a bad idea?” asked Kastet.

He shook his head. “No. It’s brilliant, in a way. Subtle enough to be played off if it doesn’t work, but with a huge potential upswing if it does.”

“Thank you.”

The table Kastet chose was opposite the one the queen had sat at the night before. Despite the fact that she had invited Damon and Vel to sit with her, they weren’t next to her, and plenty of empty seats were left for important nobles to seek out later.

Queen Anise was next to arrive to the feast hall. She wore her crown and a resplendent white gown with a diamond brooch around her neck. A small crowd of nobles followed her, desperate for attention, but they were kept at bay by Captain Aldric and the Queen’s Guard.

Damon noticed that Austine was Anise’s escort for the night, walking near enough by her side for the two of them to speak in conversational tones. He thought back to Austine’s joke about attempting to bed the queen, unsure whether the current reality made it more or less funny.

Anise shot Kastet a dismissive look as she strode over to her separate table and took a seat. Several nobles immediately began queuing to ask for chairs, but others held off, sensing the change in atmosphere.

Prince Gabriel arrived a few minutes later, walking arm in arm with Lady Candice. Damon had to admit that Candice cleaned up remarkably well in makeup and a pretty dress. Most of the room’s attention was locked onto Gabriel, however.

He’d maintained some of the “pretty lad” style he’d treated the taverns to the night before, with a few buttons undone on his shirt and his long hair tied back in a neat ponytail. He grinned with a surprising amount of confidence in the face of the innumerable stares and whispers that greeted him as he walked across the chamber.

The feast hall was scarily silent as Gabriel greeted Kastet and took a seat next to her, first pulling out a chair for Lady Candice. Two nobles immediately excused themselves from the queen’s table, wise to the nature of the impending power struggle. Gabriel folded his arms and gazed across the room at Anise expectantly.

Your move.

“I’m so glad that you finally chose to emerge from hibernation, Gabriel,” said Queen Anise. She had to raise her voice almost to the point of shouting to be heard throughout the chamber, but it seemed natural and appropriate for a queen. “Really, though. You needn’t force yourself. I know how uncomfortable you’ve always been in public.”

Gabriel nodded a few times, neck and jaw tensing visibly as he gathered his composure. “It’s no trouble, Anise. It… It’s as my father often said. Many things in life become easier to reach after taking the first step.”

“Antoine was very wise, and his presence is sorely missed,” said Anise. “Come, Gabriel. Have a seat at my table. We have much to discuss.”

Kastet cleared her throat and gave Gabriel a pointed look.

“I… would prefer to sit here, at this table” said Gabriel. “You are, of course, welcome to join us as well, stepmother, if you’d like.”

Anise said nothing. Servants brought food out on carts and platters, which allowed the tension to subside to a bearable level. The discussion at Gabriel and Kastet’s table was hollow and superficial, as though the nobles who’d opted to sit with them were still unsure of their choice.

The food was phenomenal. Damon dug into roast beef with gravy, with fluffy potatoes and candied carrots on the side. He was careful about how much wine he drank, still reading the heavy mood of the room.

He watched Anise at her table. Both Austine and Captain Aldric were advising her in quiet tones, and Damon judged from their expressions that they were taking Gabriel seriously as a threat. The servants began clearing dinner plates and were in the middle of serving a raspberry pie for desert when the prince made his move.

Gabriel pushed his chair back without lifting the legs, wood screeching against stone and drawing the attention of the entire room. He tapped his knife against his wine glass unnecessarily, as all eyes were already on him.

“I have an announcement I’d like to make, if you’d all be so kind to listen.” He waited a moment and cleared his throat before continuing. “The air of change is upon us, friends and family. We stand underneath the light of… ah, Eldritch! In the moonlight, clad in the blessings of the True Divine, Rovahn and Leandra.”

Gabriel paused, pursing his lips and clearly trying to remember a practiced speech. “We stand on the dawn of a new age for Merinia. We’ve fought wars, learned lessons, and… uh? Hmm.”

Lady Candice came to his rescue, rising to take his arm as she picked up from where he’d left off. “My apologies, my love, but I’m too excited to resist. Prince Gabriel and I have pledged ourselves to one another.”

“Yes that’s, ah, what I was getting to,” said Gabriel. “My reason for gracing you with my presence tonight is to announce my betrothal to Lady Candice.”

Chatter instantly broke out among the gathered nobles. A shout of congratulations came from one of the men at Kastet and Gabriel’s table, followed by an explosion of cheers and applause. Gabriel grinned, seeming more comfortable under the weight of the attention than Damon had seen before.

When the noise died down, Anise slowly rose to her feet, scanning her gaze across the chamber with an air of command.

“I am surprised by the swiftness of your decision, Gabriel,” said Anise. “I respect the pull of your heart. Honestly, I do. But given the tumult of current events, along with the uncertainty of the future, I think it wise to consider patience. Your feelings for Candice are valid, but I think they would be better explored outside of a betrothal, for the time being.”

Her voice was stern, leaving little room for argument. That didn’t stop Gabriel from pursuing one.

“Nonsense!” shouted the prince, with an edge of anger. “The heart knows no such thing as time! I appreciate your concern for us, stepmother, but tonight is to be a joyous occasion. Matron Alexia! Tell the servants to bring more wine from the cellars, enough to overflow every cup.”

“Our wine stores have not been replenished this week,” said Anise. “What we have here in the feast hall will need to suffice. Matron Alexia, feel free to have the servants pour from the bottles which have already been opened.”

The wife and son of the late King Antoine stared each other down from opposite ends of the chamber. The silence that held over the next moment was full of refined uncertainty, as though not even those who’d picked a side were sure of what their move should be.

It was the first real sign of the power struggle between Gabriel and Anise, and of all things, it was over wine. There were so many other, smarter ways in which Gabriel could have played his hand. He was book smart and a fast learner, but still inexperienced in politics, even from Damon’s limited viewpoint.

The cold authority in Anise’s expression hinted at how the next few moments might end up playing out, along with the presence of Aldric, Captain of the Queen’s Guard at her side. 

 Kastet caught Damon’s eye as she tapped a finger against the edge of the table. She spoke in a quiet, desperate voice. “Do something!”

Damon only had one idea, and it wasn’t a great one.

“If I may, my Prince?” he said, standing and setting a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “Your betrothal to your beloved is a momentous occasion. I think it deserves more entertainment than mere wine. Did I ever mention to you my time performing for the famous Gleaming Scythe Gladiatorial Company, back in Veridan’s Curve?”

He caught Austine’s eye from across the chamber and saw his old friend snort in response. Austine stood and whispered something into Anise’s ear. Her eyes practically sparkled as she saw the new opportunity presented by the situation.

“It just so happens that Austine, the Godking’s representative, also has experience as a gladiator,” said Anise. “What say you, Gabriel? Why not have our two guests perform for the occasion?”

Gabriel frowned, but it wasn’t as though he could refuse with the momentum shifting in such a new direction. “That sounds wonderful. Yes, if you’d be willing to grace us with a show, I, ah, am sure that my guests would be an enthusiastic audience.”

Damon gave the prince a small bow and stepped forward. There was plenty of clear space near the fore of the feast hall, which would give everyone at the tables a clear view of the oncoming action.

Austine grinned as he strode into position across from Damon. The situation felt familiar, but the stakes were higher than ever. Nobody watching was naïve enough to think their duel would be simple entertainment. The veneer of propriety was of the same sheen as Anise’s insistence on stewarding the throne until Gabriel was “ready”, or Kastet living in Avaricia as the Godking’s “guest”.

“This was a fantastic idea,” said Austine, in a low voice that only Damon could here. “I won’t blame you for throwing the fight, if you so choose. If you do, I shouldn’t have to hurt you.”

Damon smiled. “Draw your sword and sheathe your pride, Aust.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
Few things in life brought out the best in Damon like sword fighting. He slammed his blade into Austine’s several times in quick succession, steel chiming against steel in a chorus of slashes and parries.

They were fighting under the pretense of entertainment, but Damon doubted anyone watching was innocent enough to assume it to be so simple. The stakes were low, or as high as they’d ever been, depending on how the next few minutes played out. There was a subtle momentum hiding underneath, an alchemy of appearance and loyalty and status.

“This is what we both wanted,” said Austine. “Admit it.”

“I know it’s what you wanted.” Damon grinned as he watched his friend’s shifting footing. “I’m two for two against you in our fights.”

“I let you win the first time, and you surprised me with your new sword the second,” he said. “You haven’t faced me honestly yet.”

“Surprised him with your new sword?” whispered Myr. “Why did he say it like that? Trounce this guy, Damon!”

“Will do,” he whispered back.

Austine feinted left and spun right. Damon parried, deflecting his attack and responding with one of his own, which Austine blocked. They fell into one of their sword routines, not by accident, or out of habit, but for the fun of it. Damon swung low, letting Austine backflip over his attack, before pushing on the offensive and falling into a dramatic sword clench.

The crowd collectively sucked in a breath. Damon breathed, sweat beading his brow, and tried not to burst into laughter as he and Austine shared a secretive smile.

They fell away from each other, circling and taking a moment to rest. It was a duel within a duel, true and false at the same time. The crowd would wonder at how much of it was real, and to a certain degree, Damon wondered the same.

Austine came at him, throwing a brutish series of strikes that was entirely new to Damon. He blocked and fell on the defensive. It was true that he had beaten Austine twice before, but the most recent swordfight he’d been in had essentially been that second fight. It was clear that Austine had been practicing his swordsmanship against real opponents in the time since.

Damon missed a block and only just managed to awkwardly twist sideways out of the path of Austine’s next slash. Damon’s parries were hurried in the aftermath of the exchange, and his myrblade bucked hard against sweaty palms.

“We needn’t push this any further,” said Austine. “I haven’t even begun to draw from my abilities. Let’s finish with the Unseeing Disarm and let the royalty sort through their own mess.”

The Unseeing Disarm was a dramatic, fight ending routine in which Damon would push Austine to the brink, go for a lunge while Austine had his back turned, and end up having his sword stripped from his hand with a dramatic, seemingly blind flourish. There were worse ways for a gladiatorial bout to end, but Damon was no longer sure if they were in one.

“Are you scared, Austine?” he asked.

“Of what? You? Collateral damage?”

“You managed to explain away those first two losses well enough, but a third?” Damon gestured with his free hand, turning the palm up. “That would have to sting. That would be the type of thing that might get in your head, a bit.”

Austine’s expression flickered. They both attacked at the same time, swords singing as they met, the echo of metal kisses rebounding of the walls of the massive chamber. Austine was vicious and relentless in his approach. Damon almost faltered, but his resolve stiffened as he caught sight of Vel’s worried face in the crowd.

She’d seen him suffer enough for one day. He wasn’t about to lose. Not to Austine, of all people.

He launched into his own series of unpredictable chops and lunges, getting creative and trying out some new ideas on the fly. Austine was good, but he wasn’t perfect. Damon found an opening and applied all his strength into snowballing it toward a greater advantage.

Austine blocked an overhead slash. Damon dipped his shoulder as though twisting into a spinning cut, only to shift and slash from above a second time. Austine fell sideways, desperately raising his sword to block Damon’s next attack.

Damon whipped his sword toward Austine’s unprotected legs, sure he’d found the angle that would let him end the duel. Austine’s sword moved faster than it should have, catching Damon’s myrblade at the last second. Damon could tell that he was drawing from his magic, a suspicion confirmed by a collection of metal forks and knives rising into the air above a nearby table.

A barrage of cutlery struck Damon across the side of his head and shoulder, stinging like heavy metal wasps. He grimaced and glared at Austine for a moment before realizing he had something stuck behind his ear. He pulled loose a piece of cut steak, eying it for a moment before popping it into his mouth.

“What?” he said to the laughter of the crowd. “No sense in wasting good food.”

Austine roared and charged forward, attacking with his crest magic as much as his sword. Austine’s blade moved faster than any normal opponent could match, but Damon knew him and his patterns and managed to block, regardless. Silverware continued pelting at him from odd angles, but it was more a nuisance than an issue.

“Quit wasting my time!” shouted Austine. “We’re past the point of playing, Damon. Draw from the magic of your sword, and let’s get serious.”

“You want to face me at my full strength, Aust?” asked Damon. “You’re only holding even with the help of your crest.”

“We’re both tools of our masters,” said Austine. “What good is a tool that refuses the job it’s suited for?”

“I’m nobody’s tool,” he said. “If you want this so badly, I’ll give it to you. But not for Kastet, or Wrath, or even this crowd. This is for you, Austine. As my friend.”

Austine shook his head, smiling a bit despite his obvious exasperation. Damon flexed his fingers on the hilt of his myrblade, exhaled an ice-cold breath, and manifested his weapon’s ice thorns.

They were like a snowflake, unique each time conjured. The thorns curved into razor points, some of them curling like meat hooks, while others jutted out like spikes. The myrblade, now the length of a greatsword, was wreathed with swirls of frozen condensation.

“I’ve seen that trick before,” said Austine. “You really think it’s going to work again on me?”

Damon didn’t answer. In their gladiatorial bouts, this was what they would normally call act two. It was the time when they stopped holding back and started pushing each other to the limit. 

He took the lead as the aggressor, sweeping his greatsword of ice at Austine with long, predictable slashes. Austine had little trouble dodging, which he’d expected. It was true, after all, that he’d seen the trick before.

More silverware hissed toward Damon’s face and back, but there was only so much within the chamber. Austine also resorted to using his power to fling metal cups, each of which Damon was careful to bat away in his opponent’s direction.

“I have tricks of my own, Damon,” shouted Austine. He threw his sword in a spinning arc, and the weapon nearly gave Damon an unexpected haircut as it passed over his head.

It came back, shifting direction in midair like a throwing stick. Damon dodged again, using the opportunity to sweep more cups off a nearby table in a seemingly accidental movement. He acted as though the moment had broken his concentration and let the ice thorns dissolve.

Austine saw that his sword was bare and attacked directly again, battering Damon with a series of chops and slashes. Damon struggled to block them all, sensing the massive difference it made when Austine drew from his crest for strength and speed.

He waited, timing and angling his next block to force them into a clench. Austine was stronger than he was with his crest, but that was alright. Damon took a step back, and then another, trying to keep the focus of his eyes from being too obvious.

“You’ve always been a great warrior, Aust,” he said. “But it’s not the great warriors who win in the realm of spellcraft. It’s the creative ones.”

“This is combat, not spellcraft,” said Austine, with a smirk. He gritted his teeth and pushed Damon hard through the contact of their swords, knocking him back and off balance.

Damon dropped his sword, leaving himself open, but also letting the tip drag through the pool of water and wine he’d slowly been cultivating throughout the fight. A sheer layer of ice spread over the floor and under his opponent’s charging feet.

Austine slipped so badly that it was objectively comical, landing flat on his chest with a fair bit of momentum. Damon wasn’t done. 

He breathed white and forced more willpower through his myrblade, conjuring manacles of ice from the floor to snap over Austine’s ankles, wrists, and shoulders. He could have done one over the neck as well, but he saw no need as his friend began to struggle, unsuccessfully, to pull himself free.

“This is an unfair tactic!” snapped Austine. “Fight me like a man!”

“I did, and you lost.” Damon crouched in front of him. “Three for three, Aust.”

Austine snarled and strained against the ice restraints. The one around his right wrist snapped as he flexed his arm. Damon was considering whether he’d underestimated his friend when a shout came from the other side of the feast hall.

He loathed to turn his attention away from the fight, but the crowd’s focus had already shifted. Two concerned looking maid servants stood by the feast hall’s entrance, carrying a young woman by the shoulders between them. 

Damon recognized her instantly. Princess Jilou had arrived to dinner.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
Princess Jilou’s entrance, despite being aided by her maid servants, was far more dramatic in terms of the commotion it caused than even the duel had been. Nobles whispered and exclaimed their surprise. Queen Anise rose from her table and went to Jilou’s side immediately, with Kastet and Gabriel following just a step behind.

“My daughter,” said Anise. “What is it? Has something happened? Do you feel unwell?”

“Um…” One of the maid servants holding up answered in Jilou’s place. “Quite the opposite, milady. Princess Jilou was awake while we were feeding her. She became certain that she was needed in the feast hall and demanded we bring her. She said it concerned her brother’s betrothal.”

“Ah,” said Gabriel. “Yes, I have been betrothed. To Lady Candice, sister. I’m not sure if you’ve met her before.”

Jilou’s head was drooped forward, but she lifted it and blinked her eyes half open. “I… am so happy for you.”

“Oh, Jilou,” sighed Anise. “You sweet, sentimental girl.”

She frowned, more at herself than the situation, and looked at Gabriel, who gave an awkward shrug in response.

“Would you like to meet Lady Candice, Jilou?” asked Gabriel. “She’s heading back to her mother’s estate tonight, for the sake of, um, propriety. But I’m sure she wouldn’t mind sitting with you for a bit?”

Jilou made a very sleepy, but agreeable sounding noise. Gabriel exchanged another look with Anise.

“We will need to speak more on the situation moving forward, Anise,” he said.

“Come tomorrow, we shall,” said the queen. “Jilou has the right mind of things. Your betrothal should be the focus of the night, not whatever the future might hold for our family.”

“Yes,” said Gabriel, nodding. “I agree with that wholeheartedly.”

Damon was shocked at how quickly the atmosphere shifted from a tense power struggle to an intimate family dinner. Anise, Gabriel, and Jilou sat at the main royal table. Jilou was in and out of consciousness, but the mood was jovial, and when dinner finally drew to a close, it was without further incident.

“Royals are weird,” said Austine, sipping a glass of wine.

“What does that say about us, then?” asked Damon.

“That we’re whores for hire.”

“Everyone’s got a price.” Damon clinked his glass against Austine’s and drank deep.

*** 
Damon was fairly drunk by the time he made it back to his guest chamber. Someone was waiting for him by the door, face concealed in the shadows of night which curtained the halls of Hearthold Castle, but he had an idea of who it was.

“Hey,” said Vel. “Kastet dismissed me for the night. I thought I’d drop in and see you.”

Damon grinned as he stepped in close to her. “That was a good idea.”

“Easy.” She caught his hand as he reached out to set it on her hip. “I wanted to see how you were doing. Emotionally, I mean. I know how challenging today must have been for you.”

“Oh, please,” he said. “I’ve had worse. Today was a good day, from where I’m standing.”

His father’s words, Wyden Starch’s words, echoed in his head. He cut them off. It was more satisfying to consider the state he’d left the jeweler’s back room in than to think about what had led up to that point.

“Damon…” said Vel. “You always do this, even when the situation doesn’t call for it. You can be honest with me.”

“Honestly…” He shrugged. “I’m feeling cautiously optimistic. The prince is soon to be married. Kastet will be able to help him push his claim. We’ll be done here, and free to go home to the tower.”

Vel looked away. His eyes had adjusted enough to the dimness to make out her expression, the doubt, the worry. She didn’t think she was going back, and given how long Kastet had been away from Hearthold, it seemed reasonable to think she might linger.

“You looked beautiful tonight,” he said. He pulled Vel into a hug from behind and pushed the door to his room open.

“You mentioned that,” said Vel. “In front of Kastet, no less.”

“It was obvious to anyone with eyes. It’s not as though I was trying to seduce you with my words, Vel.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” He shut the door behind him and playfully threw her onto his bed. “I think we’re past that point.”

“Kastet had more to say about us, you know,” said Vel. She made no move to extricate herself from his bed as Damon drew closer and pulled off his shirt.

“Did she?” he asked. “Do tell.”

“I really shouldn’t be sharing private conversations between myself and the princess with anyone,” said Vel. “Even you. She’s definitely curious about our… closeness. Maybe even suspicious.”

“She’s not entirely innocent, herself,” said Damon. He dropped his pants and crawled onto the bed, like a giant cat stalking toward prey. “She spent a good minute admiring me in the bath earlier today.”

“What?” snapped Vel. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“It didn’t exactly come up,” he said. “Should we really be talking about Kastet right now?”

“Do you have another topic in mind?” whispered Vel. “Something more stimulating?”

“How about the method of undoing these damn tie strings along the back of your dress?” he asked.

“You’ve already had me once today, Damon,” she whispered. “Isn’t that enough for you?”

“You’re the one who came to my room, Velanor.”

He finally got the tie strings undone and began pulling the dress loose. The fit was tight, so much so that his roaming hands found no half-shirt over her breasts underneath. He slid his fingers downward, touching her between the legs. No underwear, either.

“So, aside from your dress, you were completely naked tonight,” he whispered.

“You weren’t the only one leering at me, Damon. A group of noblemen even tried to wave me over to their table in the middle of your duel.”

“What?”

She let out a teasing giggle. “I was enjoying watching you too much to even notice, really. It’s not as though you didn’t get your fair share of attention from the women of the court.”

Damon straddled her and leaned forward, groping her breasts as he brought his lips down to find hers in the dark. He felt Vel stroking his cock through his undershorts. She timidly pulled the waistband down, letting Damon’s shaft spring out onto her stomach as she helped him step out of them.

“We can do whatever we want here, can’t we?” whispered Vel.

“You’re only just now noticing?”

“You know what I mean.” She took hold of his erection and gently stroked it. “Aesta isn’t here to burst in and yell at us. We don’t have to be mindful of Ria and how sensitive she can be.”

He furrowed his brow. “Your voice almost makes it sound like that’s a bad thing.”

“I don’t know…” muttered Vel. Her hand stopped moving on his cock. “Maybe it is? It won’t be like this if we go back to the tower.”

“Probably not.”

“Is it really alright, then?” she asked. “I feel so ashamed sometimes. Like I’m making myself into a worthless woman by being so easily tempted.”

“You aren’t worthless, Vel,” he said. “I feel the same way sometimes. But we love each other, and that’s all that matters. So hurry up and spread your legs for me.”

She let out a small moan and did just that. Damon dug his fingers into her thighs firmly as he rubbed the tip of his cock against her womanhood. He was in the mood to take her slowly, but he was also drunk. Before he could stop himself he buried half his cock inside her tight, little opening.

“Oh, True Divine!” moaned Vel. “Damon!”

“Mmm…” he groaned. “I like it when you scream my name.”

She wrapped her arms around him, digging her fingernails into his shoulder. Damon thrust into her slowly, but with strength, not unlike the hard blocks he’d exchanged with Austine earlier.

He was going to pound Vel into submission. She was right. They could do whatever they wanted in his private guest chamber in Hearthold. He needed to take advantage of the opportunity while he had it.

She let out soft, rhythmic moans, rising in pitch at such a rate that Damon could tell she was rushing toward her release. He slowed down, torturing her, indulging himself, as he caressed her breasts and tweaked her nipples.

He pinned her to the bed with his chest, letting his fingers lace through hers with one hand while he gently stroked the side of her neck with the other. He pumped his cock deep into her, hearing the bed groan and shake as he worked her body out.

“You looked so sexy in that dress,” he whispered. “And you were naked underneath. I could have just pulled it up and taken you right in the castle hallway.”

“No,” she whispered. “I would have… stopped you.”

“Really?” he said. “When do you ever stop me?”

He accelerated his thrusts. Vel’s only reply came in the form of a breathy, horny gasp. He kissed her and felt her hips bucking in time to his movements. She let out a pleasured cry that would have gotten them caught back in the tower. Damon sucked on one of her nipples and took it as encouragement to pound her harder.

“Damon,” she moaned. “Oh, Damon!”

She shuddered underneath him, body slackening as the bliss of her release set in. Damon felt her womanhood tightening around his cock with hot little squeezes. He kept going, speeding up to a selfish rhythm, using her petite little body for his own personal pleasure.

He let out a grunt, only remembering to pull out at the last second. He made a mess of her with his seed, but Vel didn’t seem to mind. The intensity of his orgasm left him reeling, but he was enough a gentleman to grab her a towel from his earlier bath and wipe off the front of her body.

“Can I sleep here tonight?” whispered Vel.

“If you want to, sure,” he said.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
The room was still dark when Damon awoke. He reached for Vel, but the spot next to him was empty. It was no real surprise, and he didn’t begrudge her for returning to her chambers. They may have been free of Malon’s judgment in Hearthold, but he knew how mindful she was of Princess Kastet’s opinion.

He felt closer to Vel than ever, and it tied his heartstrings into strange knots. The idea of her staying in Hearthold pained him to consider, in all honesty. With that said, he wondered if things would be the same between them if they returned to the tower, or if there’d be a new, possibly uncomfortable balance of feelings between him and Malon and Ria.

Damon couldn’t get back to sleep right away. He sought out the plate of food Kastet had sent a servant to bring earlier along with his clothes. There was still plenty of cheese left, but the kitchen knife he’d used to cut it earlier was missing.

He was considering simply tearing pieces off the main block, heathen style, when the relevance of what he’d just noticed hit him. The knife was missing, but the food was still there. A servant would have cleared the entire platter.

Vel.

What use would she have with a knife? He couldn’t think of a reason for her to take it which wouldn’t have led to her first waking him up. In fact, her leaving in the first place seemed to contradict her earlier request to sleep in his bed. 

Jilou.

Damon swore under his breath and rushed to pull his pants on. He didn’t bother with the shirt or even shoes. He rushed out into the hallway, briefly considering whether to run left toward Gabriel’s chamber, or right toward Kastet’s.

He went to check on Gabriel first, feeling enough pieces of the unfinished puzzle falling into place to demand his urgency. Gabriel’s chamber was unguarded, and the door was left slightly ajar, all but confirming his suspicions.

He pushed into the room, staring and struggling to comprehend the scene he stumbled in on. Gabriel was on the ground, and Vel was on top of him. The missing knife was nowhere to be seen, but Vel’s hands were wrapped tightly around the chain of the silver lion’s head amulet, which left red lines along where it dug into Gabriel’s neck.

The prince was already dead. Damon seized Vel by the shoulders and yanked her off him, gritting his teeth as he stared into an unfamiliar set of eyes.

“Too late, sir gladiator,” whispered Jilou, not Vel. “You played the game well, but the odds were always stacked against you.”

“No!” snarled Damon. “Why?”

He shook Vel’s body hard by the shoulders, as though he could simply wring Jilou’s presence out from her. He was a little surprised when it seemingly worked. Her eyes flitted shut and she went limp in his grasp.

He looked down at Prince Gabriel’s body, and then back to Vel’s unconscious form. He shook his head, caught between fury and panic. He needed to get her out of there before a guard stumbled upon the scene. He needed to get her out of Hearthold, out of Merinia entirely.

“Why?” he hissed, through clenched teeth. “What’s your game?”

He picked up Vel, considering the events of the night from a new perspective. Jilou hadn’t stumbled into the feast hall with the help of her servants by accident. She’d interrupted his duel with Austine with such convenient timing. It had been a distraction, a way of stealing Gabriel’s chance to turn the momentum in his favor and claim his birthright.

The realization wasn’t enough to explain why Jilou would choose to do what she’d done, but it made a certain amount of sense. Anise was Jilou’s birth mother, and likely her closest family member. She could well be taking cues from the queen on how to help her agenda.

Damon hurried through the castle’s empty hallway, terrified of stumbling around a corner into a guard and the questions he’d inevitably face. He needed to get Vel to Kastet. He hugged her body tighter, feeling a new pang of despair as he considered how Vel would react when she realized she’d been manipulated into killing Gabriel.

Kastet’s room was unguarded, which was a small miracle in its own right. Damon kicked his foot against it three times, trying to be loud enough to wake her while staying quiet enough to avoid drawing attention from further out.

“…Damon?” Kastet opened her door clad only in a thin nightgown. “Is that Velanor?”

“Something has happened,” he said. “Your brother is… Gabriel is dead.”

The muscles in Kastet’s neck tensed, but she otherwise maintained her composure remarkably well. She opened the door wider, setting a hand on his back to draw him in.

“Set her down on my bed,” she said. “Take a breath. Tell me what happened.”

Damon set Vel down and did his best to calm his nerves and parse through what he’d just experienced. He explained as much as he could, skipping over his and Vel’s intimate encounter earlier during the night.

“You’re saying that Jilou’s magic extends to controlling people’s bodies directly?” asked Kastet.

“Yes. I’d have told you earlier, but Vel had her own secrets tied up with your sister’s. I didn’t think she’d be capable of anything like this.”

“It fits,” said Kastet. “She would choose Vel to get access to Gabriel.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“In case you didn’t notice, Gabriel had a massive crush on Vel,” said Kastet. “She’s one of the few people he’d open the door for in the middle of the night, given his justified paranoia.”

“Still…” said Damon. “It infuriates me that she used Vel like that to achieve her, or the queen’s ends. The two of them were friends, once upon a time.”

“She’s reached out to me in my dreams before, too,” muttered Kastet. “From what I can tell, it’s never been pleasant for her, due to how strict and disciplined my mind can often be. I suspected that she’d done the same with Gabriel with similar results.”

“She might need a higher degree of familiarity with a person to control them,” said Damon. “I don’t fully understand it.”

“Perhaps a degree of familiarity and vulnerability,” muttered Kastet. “My father, from what I’ve heard from Gabriel, had taken to drinking to excess before his death.”

It took a second for Damon to understand her implication. “You think Jilou may have taken control of the king? Would she truly have been able to make him kill himself?”

“I don’t know.” Kastet massaged her temples. “I’m even less aware than you are of the full extent of her abilities as a dreamwalker.”

“I have a way of reaching out to my aesta,” said Damon. “She might know more, or at least be able to advise us.”

He frowned as he considered that she’d already warned him of Jilou the previous night. He’d been fooled by her outer demeanor and had dismissed her concern as overprotectiveness.

“Oh, True Divine,” muttered Kastet. “It’s all falling through my fingers. We can’t simply just sit and wait while this disaster plays out. We need to take action, right now.”

“I’m listening if you have any ideas.”

“I need to see Gabriel’s body for myself,” she whispered. “It’ll help me think through this.”

“I can’t simply leave Vel here,” said Damon. “There’s a chance that Jilou may attempt to use her again.”

“Bring her to your guest chamber, then,” said Kastet. “It’s closer to Gabriel’s room than mine. We’ll be quick.”

 They set out at once. Damon was wary of leaving Vel alone, so he took the initiative to tie her wrists to one the slats of the guest bed with a stray belt, ignoring the look Kastet gave him as he did.

The door to Gabriel’s room was closed, but unlocked. Damon’s eyes widened as he walked in, taking in the major, unmistakable difference. Gabriel’s body was gone.

“Is this some kind of joke?” asked Kastet.

“He was here!” hissed Damon. “Everything I told you was the truth! I swear it. I saw his body.”

“You’re sure he was dead?” she asked.

Damon nodded, though only after a second of hesitation. He hadn’t checked if Gabriel was breathing, but he’d arrived after the act had been done. The bed was still unmade and upset to the point of suggesting the struggle that had happened.

“I don’t know what our move is,” said Kastet. “True Divine. This is a nightmare.”

“We need to get out of the castle,” said Damon.

“Anise will have guards posted,” said Kastet. “Even under normal circumstances, they’d hesitate to let me leave during the night.”

“I can handle a few guards,” said Damon.

“And then what?” Kastet held her arms out. “We simply flee through the city, with no plan, in the middle of the night?”

“If we stay here, we’re putting ourselves directly in Anise’s power.”

“That’s where we’ve been for the past few days, in case you didn’t notice,” said Kastet. She set her hands on her hips, getting in his face. “She isn’t stupid, and she isn’t omnipotent, despite having control of the castle.”

“What’s your plan, then?”

“We make it through the next few hours and maneuver for leverage come morning,” said Kastet. “Can you protect me for just tonight, Damon?”

“For tonight… probably,” he said. “This is dangerous. You’re playing politics against a Queen.”

“Not a Queen.” Kastet set a hand on his shoulder, her eyes taking on an intense edge. “My stepmother. Come, let’s head back to your room.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
Damon shared his bed with both Vel and Princess Kastet. It said a lot about the size of the bed that they were all able to lie comfortably together, and a lot about the situation that he felt no impulse to indulge in any horny mischief.

He slept surprisingly soundly, awaking only once during the night to the sound of Kastet softly crying. She’d managed to hold herself together in the face of her brother’s death. Damon felt it was only fair that she be allowed to break down.

He fought the urge to comfort her, sensing Kastet’s disdain toward being seen as emotional or vulnerable. He’d let her mourn at her own speed, and he’d make it clear that he was always available to listen if she wanted to talk.

A loud knock demanded Damon’s attention early the next morning. Two members of the Queen’s Guard forced their way in before he was entirely out from under the quilt. The guards shot each other confused and subtly impressed glances as they eyed both Kastet and Vel.

“Prince Gabriel has disappeared,” said one of the men. “Queen Anise demands your presence for questioning on the matter, Lord Damon.”

The guards began looking around his room, checking underneath the bed and across the tables. One of them eyed the food platter suspiciously.

“I’ll speak with her,” said Damon.

“Not alone, you won’t,” said Kastet. “Lady Velanor and I will accompany you, in case your whereabouts are called into question for last night.”

The guards looked at each other again, and at least one looked borderline awestruck.

“You were… both with him last night?” asked the guard.

Kastet ignored the question. “Wait outside while we prepare ourselves.”

The guards nodded and obeyed. Damon strapped on his myrblade, turning to Vel, who looked extremely confused.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “Why is Kastet here? Damon, what happened last night?”

“It’s complicated,” he said. “We can’t talk about it now.”

It was an excuse, and one which he knew would only buy him a temporary respite from her questions. He didn’t have the heart to tell Vel about how Jilou had used her. Avoiding the subject felt cruel, but telling her the truth would be so much crueler.

“Let’s not leave my stepmother waiting,” said Kastet. “Damon? Would you escort me?”

He nodded, looping her arm through his. The three of them followed the two Queen’s Guards down through the castle and to the doors of the audience chamber. Queen Anise waited for them on her throne, with Captain Aldric standing next to her, face serious.

The queen seemed surprised to see Kastet and Vel alongside Damon, but she didn’t let it stop her from getting straight to the point. 

“Lord Damon,” said the Queen. “As I’m sure you are aware, Prince Gabriel has gone missing. We’ve found evidence that you may have been involved in his disappearance.”

She gestured to Captain Aldric, who drew a small, familiar looking knife from behind his back. It was from the food platter, the same knife which Vel, possessed by Jilou, had taken to Gabriel’s room the previous night.

Anise’s plan came into clearer focus as he considered the details. By having Jilou use a knife from Damon’s room, she could not only dispose of Prince Gabriel, but frame him in the process. As obsessed as Jilou had seemed with him, she was still Anise’s daughter. 

“Where were you last night, Lord Damon?” asked Queen Anise.

“I was in my room,” he said.

“He was with me,” added Kastet.

The queen narrowed her eyes. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Kastet cleared her throat meaningfully. “He brought me to his chambers to guard me through the night, as I am to understand that Captain Aldric has occasionally brought you to his room to guard you, in the same capacity. I felt very safe.”

It was petty. It was scandalous. It was perfect. Damon saw the surprise and anger in Anise’s reaction. Off balance, she took a moment to compose herself before continuing.

“Unfortunately, as Lord Damon is your retainer, your word is less than convincing,” said Anise. “We are searching for your brother and carefully considering what may or may not have happened to him. For the time being, Damon Al-Kendras must be considered a man of interest in Gabriel’s disappearance. Captain Aldric, take him to the dungeon.”

“I object,” said Kastet. “As you said, Damon is my retainer. I will testify on my family’s honor that he was with me for the entirety of the night.”

The subtleties of court politics were still somewhat mysterious to Damon, but he sensed the nature of Kastet’s approach. She was daring Anise to challenge her right to the throne. Could a queen by marriage effectively accuse a princess by blood of lying? Of having her brother assassinated, even?

“Kastet,” said Anise, with an almost convincing sigh. “I understand how close you and Lord Damon must be for you to offer such a spirited defense in his favor. I’m willing to compromise if you are. I don’t mean this as an accusation, but you stand to benefit more than anyone in the event of Prince Gabriel’s death.”

“Is that right?” asked Kastet.

“Objectively, yes,” said Anise. “If you will agree to support my regency while we settle the matter of your brother’s absence, I will hold off making any judgments or arresting any of your servants.”

Let me be Queen, and I’ll let you and your friends live.

It wasn’t entirely that simple. Damon suspected that Anise would risk civil war by making such a direct power play against the Alquin family line. She’d already played her hand aggressively with what she’d done to Gabriel. Her power was tenuous, existing as much in public perception as in truth. 

Kastet shook her head slowly. Damon’s heart sank. She knew the stakes. Agreeing to Anise’s condition would mean forfeiting the throne, perhaps just for the time being, but perhaps forever. Was she willing to gamble so much for the sake of him and Vel?

“Fine,” said Kastet. “I agree. We had nothing to do with Gabriel’s disappearance, and I’m sure any reasonable investigation will show that to be the case.”

The defeat in her tone of voice was impossible to ignore. Damon was surprised by how frustrated he was on her behalf. Kastet had no easy choices, no obvious route forward. She’d been outmaneuvered by her stepmother and was now at her mercy.

*** 
Queen Anise said little else before dismissing them. Damon and Vel walked beside Kastet in silence, first returning to their rooms to freshen for the day, and then rejoining for a walk through the castle’s gardens. It was a cloudy morning, with rain on the horizon.

“What really happened last night?” asked Vel. She directed the question at both of them. Damon was the one who answered.

“I still don’t know,” he said. It wasn’t a complete lie, but still avoided Vel’s question.

“The more I consider it, the more I see how the situation works perfectly into Anise’s favor,” said Kastet. “If Gabriel’s body had been found, she would have borne the brunt of the suspicion. With him simply missing, possibly presumed dead, she can use the ambiguity as an excuse to tighten her rule for the sake of finding answers.”

“What if we approach the same way we already were?” asked Damon. “Could you reach out to powerful allies? Maybe… seek a betrothal of your own to solidify enough power to stand against her.”

Kastet’s cheeks flushed at the suggestion. “It’s not a bad idea, but I don’t doubt the queen has ordered the gate guards to prevent us from leaving. We’re being followed right now.”

Damon shot a look at the two guards who’d been surreptitiously trailing them during their walk. “I noticed. Are there any other means through which we could escape the castle?”

“How can we even be sure that Gabriel has been murdered?” asked Vel. “The two of you speak as though it’s a foregone conclusion. What if he just ran off to be with Lady Candice, or for some other reason?”

Damon and Kastet exchanged glances. The moment wasn’t lost on Vel, who folded her arms in annoyance.

“Enough!” snapped Vel. “Stop this! You two are clearly avoiding my questions. What really happened last night?”

“Mind your manners, Velanor!” said Kastet, in a stern voice. “This is a complicated situation. Lord Damon and I are doing our best to work through it to the best of our ability.”

“I know that, I just—”

“You aren’t in control of your emotions right now,” said Kastet. “Why don’t you go see about having tea brought to my chambers? It will give you a chance to clear your head enough to contribute to this discussion properly.”

Vel reeled back in response to the reprimand. She gave a small bow and turned around quickly, shoulders shaking slightly as they often did when she was about to cry. Damon started to reach out to her, but Kastet stopped him.

“That was cruel,” he said once Vel was out of earshot.

“Telling her the truth isn’t exactly an option,” said Kastet. “In addition, any discussion we have in front of Vel is liable to reach the queen. In case you forgot, Jilou has easy access to her mind when she’s sleeping. Possibly to some degree when she’s awake.”

“That’s a valid concern,” he admitted. “Still… I care about Vel. I can’t just lie to her face.”

Kastet let out an annoyed sigh. “Leandra’s bush! Keep your mouth shut, then, and let me do the talking if she has more questions. I’m not about to let your sentiment for your sister back us into a corner.”

Damon didn’t have a good response for that. He knew she was right, but it was hard to dismiss his anger even in the face of that fact.

“She’s going to find out eventually,” he said. “She’s told me before that she remembers bits and pieces of what Jilou has her do through her normal dreams.”

“If and when she does, we’ll deal with it then,” said Kastet. “It’s not a perfect solution. It’s barely a workable one. But it’s all I have. Please. Trust me.”

She reached out and took his hand into hers. They’d hadn’t known each other for all that long, a few months and a scattering of days, but the gesture was still meaningful, coming from her. He nodded slowly and turned his thoughts toward surviving the next night.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
The rest of Damon’s morning and early afternoon was spent with Kastet and Vel in Kastet’s chambers, drinking tea and discussing everything but what was relevant. They spoke of their time back in Avaricia and on the farmstead. Damon shared stories from his days as a gladiator, and Kastet recalled a few tearful memories of Gabriel from her childhood.

“We must eat dinner in the feast hall tonight,” said Kastet, as the hour approached evening. “If there’s even a small chance one of the court nobles might be willing to lend us aid, we must seek it out.”

“Reasonable enough,” said Damon. “Does that seem likely to you?”

“Not really,” she replied. “It’s also about maintaining appearances. I am still a princess, am I not?”

Damon and Vel both nodded. Kastet gave them a forced smile, and the three of them set off for the feast hall.

As they had before, they took seats at a table separate from Kastet’s. Unlike the previous night, however, they sat alone. None of the noblemen and noblewomen in attendance seemed interested in risking their good relationship with the queen, now that the power dynamic had shifted.

Prince Gabriel had held a clear claim to his father’s throne. Now the situation was murky and uncertain, and any claim Kastet had was secondary to Anise’s grasp over Hearthold. Damon did his best to keep their conversation lighthearted as the food was served. Kastet looked as though she was on the verge of tears, despite her usual ability to effortlessly maintain her composure.

Anise was smiling at her table, which had every seat taken, many filled by nobles who’d rubbed shoulders with Gabriel the night before. Austine and Aldric sat with her, as well, though neither of them looked quite as pleased with the situation as Anise.

“I’m sure Kastet is simply upset over her brother’s disappearance,” said the queen, in an intentionally projected voice. “She deserves her space in this trying time.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Damon whispered to Kastet. “She’s trying to get a rise out of you. It would only bolster her current status if you started yelling.”

“I’m fine,” said Kastet. “Really. I am.”

“I believe you,” he said.

Damon barely tasted the food and had to force on a veneer of false cheer as the night went on. None of the nobles in attendance made so much as a passing appearance at Kastet’s table. He was helping her prepare to head back to her room with Vel when a familiar face crossed the feast hall to approach them.

“Damon,” said Austine. “Can I have a word?”

He hesitated, looking toward Kastet and Vel, who both nodded.

“I’ll catch up with you in a minute,” he told them.

He walked with Austine out of the feast hall and into the courtyard. Austine carried  a bottle of wine, which he offered to Damon, who took a small sip before passing it back.

“Queen Anise has asked me to return to Hearthold tomorrow morning,” said Austine. “She implied that Princess Kastet will be joining me, as well.”

“I see,” said Damon. “Anise has secured her throne for the moment, so she’s clearing house. Kastet will be much less of a threat to her across an ocean, under the Godking’s thumb.”

“That’s how it seems. If that was all, I wouldn’t have bothered giving you the heads up. It’s the fact that Queen Anise didn’t mention what your fate would be.”

“That bodes rather poorly for me,” he said. He accepted the wine bottle back from Austine and took a longer swig.

“I agree,” said Austine. “Rather poorly, indeed. I’m sure it would be most disappointing to her if you were to make yourself scarce by tomorrow morning.”

Damon looked at his old friend with serious eyes. “Why are you telling me this, Aust? You would have killed me during out fight in the Honorshade Tournament if you had to. You said it yourself. What makes this time different?”

“That would have been me killing you, Damon,” said Austine. “Not some stuck up Queen with no sense of adventure and no taste for playful conversation.”

“No luck on bedding her?”

“Nah, Captain Aldric’s got those thighs under lock and key.”

Damon snorted. “How tragic. Well, you’ll be home to your personal courtesans soon enough. Maybe our paths will cross again on the other side of the Endless Ocean.”

He passed the bottle back. Austine gripped his hand for a moment before pulling him into a tight hug.

“Take care, brother,” he said.

“You as well.”

Damon headed to find Kastet and Vel, mind already swirling with ideas. He gave Kastet a small frown as he entered her chamber. They needed to talk business, which meant that they needed to be alone.

“Velanor,” said Kastet. “Would you mind, um, getting us a bottle of wine for a nightcap?”

Vel gave the Princess a seething look as she forced a nod. Damon took her hand and squeezed it as she made her way to the door.

“Tell one of the maid servants that Kastet wants to take a bath, while you’re at it,” he said. “Tell them to bring the largest tub they have available, since it’s been such a stressful day for her.”

Vel quirked an eyebrow at Kastet, who nodded uncertainly. Vel departed, and once the door was shut, Damon explained the situation.

“Anise is sending you back to Avaricia tomorrow morning,” he said. “Which means we’re escaping tonight.”

Kastet folded her arms. “How?”

“The less I reveal to you right now, the better,” said Damon. “Have Vel help you pick out clothes for the road and pack a traveling bag. We’ll have to reveal that much to her, but there’s no way around it.”

“Where will you be?”

“Doing the same. Send Vel to knock on my door once your bathwater is lukewarm.”

Kastet raised a single finger, as though to ask one more question, but seemed to think for a while before letting it emerge. “Will this work, Damon? Are you confident we can escape, or are you just indulging me in my desire for a show of defiance?”

“I have a perfect track record when it comes to not being executed or thrown in the dungeon up until this point in my life,” he said. “I’d like to preserve that record for as long as possible.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Your stepmother is a political creature,” he said. “She’s smart, but prone to underestimating people. This will probably work.”

It was the best he could offer her. There was no guarantee. Even the logistics of his idea were still in motion, but given that the alternative was to wait and see what happens, he felt good about it.

Most of Damon’s traveling bag had never been fully unpacked from when he first arrived in the castle. He changed some things out, leaving a few threadbare articles of clothing behind in exchange for the loaned finery the servants had provided him with.

About an hour passed before a soft knock came at his door. He opened to find Vel, pouting to such a degree that for once, it looked entirely dramatic and sincere. She shook her head slowly at him and refused to meet his gaze.

“Princess Kastet wishes to see you, Lord Damon,” she said, sourly.

“Vel…”

“This way, milord.”

“Vel!” He caught her by the arm before she could turn and begin down the hall. “Can you just trust in my judgment for a night? I know you’re confused. The situation is just… really complicated.”

“Too complicated for my tiny maid servant brain,” she said. “Of course, milord.”

Her tone was bitter and sardonic, but there was an edge of real hurt underneath. Damon pulled her into a hug from behind, ignoring her reluctance.

“Trust me,” he said. “Please. Just for a little while longer.”

“Whatever.”

“Are you rolling your eyes at me?”

She made a noise and pulled free from his embrace. Damon followed her to Kastet’s room, making sure nobody else was in the hall in either direction before slipping inside.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes, but…” Kastet looked at Vel and then shot him a concerned glance. He shook his head.

“We can’t send Vel away this time,” he said. “We’ll just have to move fast.”

“Perhaps she could close her eyes and cover her ears?” asked Kastet.

“Enough!” shouted Vel. “Stop! It’s past time for you both to tell me what’s going on.”

“Look…” Damon chewed at his lower lip, considering how to phrase it to soften the revelation. “Jilou seems to be involved with Queen Anise’s scheming. We’re worried that she may be eavesdropping through you, Vel.”

Vel blinked, mouth falling open in surprise. “…Oh. I see.”

“We’re both sorry if it seemed like we were shutting you out,” said Kastet. “You’re our trusted ally, Velanor. Jilou… is not.”

“I get it,” said Vel. “I suppose it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

She looked a bit dejected, but she took up Kastet’s suggestion, covering her ears and closing her eyes. A knot twisted through Damon’s stomach as he saw her like that.

“Damon?” said Kastet.

“Right. You focus on barricading the door. Lock it, bar it, lean furniture up against it. The longer it takes for them to get in, the more of a head start we’ll have.”

“If we aren’t going out the door, then how are we escaping?” she asked.

“The window.”

“Are you crazy?” hissed Kastet. “We’re easily five levels up, and even if we climb down, we’d still have to make it over the castle’s wall.”

“I had something a bit faster in mind.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
Damon spent the next few minutes shouldering the massive, and incredibly heavy, bathing tub over to the window of Kastet’s chamber. 

“Are you sure this is going to work?” he whispered, setting a hand on his sword hilt.

“Positive,” said Myr. “Mostly positive. Almost halfway mostly positive.”

“The word positive normally implies… you know what? Never mind. Just give me any advice you think of.”

He drew his myrblade once the tub was in position, leaning his head out the window to take in the extent of the castle courtyard. There were several guards patrolling the gardens, and at least one walking the ramparts. 

Damon’s plan, the way he’d originally conceived it, consisted of creating a slide of ice across the open air, over the wall, and into the safety of the empty city streets on the other side. He now realized two things.

They would need to move quickly, or the ice slide would surely be spotted and give them away. There would be a small opening in which none of the guards were in the area of the castle he’d be creating over, and they’d need to time it just right.

The second realization was that the ice slide was going to have to be breathtakingly steep, possibly ending in a small fall to the ground. He didn’t have all that much water to work with. His myrblade could draw significant amounts of moisture from the open air, but only in the region directly around his person. The bathwater would have to suffice for the majority of the slide.

“Let’s hope I’m underestimating the volume of this tub,” he muttered.

Kastet shot him a worried look from the door, which she was still barricading. Damon waved a hand at her as though dismissing any possible concerns as invalid and unnecessary.

He tested the water, confirming it was cool enough, and let his myrblade’s edge sink into it. Exhaling a puff of frozen air, Damon got work.

It was impressive to watch, even to him. He coaxed ice out of the tub, letting it curl up and over the window’s lip. The bathwater drew upward, running over the first section of curled ice slab and slowly extending it, foot by foot.

Damon’s eyes searched the castle’s courtyard and wall for any approaching guards, but he’d gotten lucky, and they seemed to be on the other side of the area. He committed fully to the project, letting the water extend the ice slide further and faster. 

It was like watching a tongue of ice slowly uncurl from a mouth, in this case, Kastet’s window. He worried that the structure might crack at the midpoint, but he’d learned that ice was stronger than most people gave it credit for.

He let the ice use the castle wall as a support and continued to extend it blindly for another few feet before feeling as though his work was reasonably complete. He ran a hand over the slide, which was barely wide enough for a single person to sit and slide comfortably, and imagined how easily someone unused to the experience might fall off.

He quickly added a three-inch lip to either side to make his audacious idea for escape ever so slightly safer.

 “It’s ready,” he said. “Kastet, you’re going first.”

“What?” The princess frowned and gave her head a small shake. “Ah. It hasn’t been tested yet. Is it truly going to hold my weight?”

“You’re the lightest out of the three of us,” said Damon. “If it’ll hold anyone, it’ll hold you. I’ll send your bag down after you land.”

She looked rather small, and rather unlike a princess, in that moment. Vel had helped her pick out a pair of sturdy leather leggings and a plain tunic, along with a baggy cloak to help conceal her identity. The clothing looked wrong on her, as though the simple act of wearing it was sapping from her usual confidence.

“Trust me, Kastet.” He took both of her hands and led her over to the window. “Just sit right up here.”

He shifted her up onto the windowsill, sitting with her butt on the ice slide, legs extended forward.

“Try not to scream,” he added.

“What?”

He gave her a small push before she could raise more of an objection. To her credit, Kastet made more of a gasping noise than a scream. Damon watched her body pick up speed as it headed down the slide, almost too much speed. He considered it to be more of a feature than a flaw.

The angle left him with no view of her landing. He waited for a moment before sending her traveling bag down the slide, thinking ahead enough to send his and Vel’s down, as well. As he turned back toward Vel to let her know she could unplug her ears and open her eyes, he saw that she already had.

She smiled in a way that told him all he needed to know.

“It wasn’t my idea to frame you with the knife, you know,” said Jilou. She grinned madly at him, stepping forward, completely in control of Vel.

She’d been closing her eyes and covering her ears. Was that all the opportunity Jilou needed to usurp her former maid servant’s body?

  “Get out of her,” said Damon, through gritted teeth.

“It wasn’t!” said Jilou. “But Mummy told me that if you got in trouble for what happened to Gabriel, you’d have to stay here. She wouldn’t have let anything bad happen to you, and then we could have been together. Forever and for always…”

“Stop this,” he said. “Let go of Vel’s body!”

Jilou let out an amused giggle. “I don’t think so. It’s so easy to reach Velanor now. Her body is as much mine as it is hers. She wants this, too. Do you think she would let me in so freely if—”

“I don’t have time for this!” Damon seized her by the shoulders and shook her hard. “Vel!”

“Help!” screamed Jilou. “Guards! Help me! I’m being taken against my will!”

She was loud, and her voice emanated both out into the castle hallway and down into the courtyard. Damon clamped a hand over her mouth. Jilou began struggling against him, slapping with her hands and twisting Vel’s body in ways he worried might hurt it.

She bit his hand. Damon snarled and clasped tighter, trying to decide what to do. It was too dangerous to send her down the slide alone, but he hadn’t built it to support the weight of multiple people.

“Vel!” he hissed. “If you’re in there, please! Come back!”

Jilou kept struggling. Footsteps sounded in the hallway, followed by loud banging against Kastet’s door. He had no time and no options.

“If you struggle for this,” he said in a darkly serious voice. “You’ll kill both me and Vel. Stop.”

He squeezed Jilou in a dominant embrace. She went still. Damon took a breath, wondering if her obedience would even matter in light of how likely it was that the ice snapped under their weight.

He set her body in front of his on the slide, pulling forward with legs on either side of her, and then pushed off. The ice was shockingly cold, even through his clothing, and unbelievably slick. Damon and Jilou began picking up speed almost instantly, flying out of Kastet’s room and into the cool night.

The wall passed underneath him, and he barely had time to register what that meant before they were both airborne. They landed in a painful crumple on the street outside the castle, out of direct view of anyone watching, but still far from safety.

“Help!” cried Jilou. “He—”

Damon forced his hand back over her mouth. Kastet stood nearby, looking around nervously to see if anyone had overheard. She stiffened her expression and strode forward, staring into Jilou’s eyes as Damon held her still.

“Sister,” said Kastet. “I won’t forget what you did. I might be fleeing Hearthold, but I’ll be back, and we’ll settle this.”

“Can you convince her to leave Vel’s body, while you’re at it?” asked Damon.

“Maybe,” said Kastet. “Let me try something.”

She reached out, pulling Damon’s fingers back from Jilou’s mouth, and then slapped the possessed girl hard across the face. Damon winced, though he noticed the way Vel’s eyes briefly fluttered upward and felt the slackening of her muscles.

“Ow…” moaned Vel. “What… just happened?”

Her eyes were misty with tears, and there was a red mark on her cheek from Kastet’s slap. Damon still had his arms around her, though now he was hugging her instead of restraining her. A hard lump formed in his throat as he thought about what Vel was going through, how confused she must be, and the lack of time they had to explain anything.

“We have to move,” he said. “I’m sorry, Vel. We’ll talk about this later, I promise.”

“I know,” she whispered. “I… think I felt it, that time. Jilou’s using my body again, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” said Damon.

“Last night,” said Vel. “Was it her?”

He couldn’t answer, not without saying too much, while at the same time less than she needed.

“We should find an inn,” said Kastet. “If we rent a room discretely, we’ll be able to rest and plan our next move.”

Damon nodded, with a small amount of hesitation. “It’s a good idea. Just, uh, keep in mind that the inns that are as discrete as we’ll be looking for are not the most hospitable places.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
Damon held both Vel and Kastet’s hands as he walked through the slummy outskirts of the city. Despite the way Jilou had delayed them, it still seemed as though they’d gotten ahead of word of Kastet’s escape.

He could imagine how Anise, manipulative and duplicitous as she was, would present the situation to the city guard. The fair Princess Kastet, kidnapped by a man already under suspicion for attacking an innocent jeweler. The guards wouldn’t think twice about killing him and Vel if it meant having a chance to make it into the queen’s good graces.

Contrary to its name, The King’s Wayrest was as cheap and ramshackle as any inn Damon had ever seen. He led Vel and Kastet up to the door slowly, pulling them to the side as the innkeeper, a burly short haired woman, tossed a staggering drunkard out onto his ass.

“Try that again in my place, Benny, and you’ll get the sharp end of a broken bottle to your balls!” snarled the woman. “Oh! New patrons, right this way! Don’t be minding him.”

They followed her inside. The inn’s interior was little better than how it had looked from outside. The counter was crooked and leaned at a slant. The floor was dirty, with puddles of spilled ale in places. Cobwebs hung in the darkened upper corners of the common room.

“What can I get for you?” asked the innkeeper. “Food? Drink?”

“We’ll take a room, if you have any available,” said Damon.

“50 copper,” she replied. “Comes with food, just a simple hearth stew. Bed is small, but we’ve got no lice here. Are these two working girls?”

She eyed Vel and Kastet.

“No,” said Damon. “Why?”

“If they were, it’d be 75 copper, but I’d mind your privacy and stick to my story if anyone comes asking about you or them.”

“In that case, here’s 75,” said Damon.

Vel kicked him in the shin, and he could see Kastet shaking her head from the corner of his eye. They didn’t press their complaints, however, and the three of them each took a bowl of stew up to the room with them.

The bed was barebones, consisting of a thin straw mattress on a baseboard and a cloth pillow. The walls were thin enough for the sounds of ongoing conversations in the common room to leak through. What they’d paid for in discretion was inversely matched in their lack of real privacy.

Damon unshouldered his pack and sat down on the bed, turning his attention toward Vel and Kastet as he tested a spoonful of the stew. They looked shaken, Vel more than the princess, and uneasy over their current circumstances.

“We’ll be okay,” he said. “Tomorrow, we’ll head to the docks and look into finding a ship back to Veridan’s Curve. I meant to ask earlier, Kastet, but how much money do you have in your purse.”

“Four gold crowns and around ninety silver,” said Kastet. “Will that be enough? It was all I could gather in such a rush.”

Damon shrugged. “More would have been better, but that should be plenty to book us passage.”

He set his bowl down, moving to where Vel was sitting on the floor in the corner of the room. He sat down next to her and held her hand.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

She shrugged. “You never answered my question. Damon… I have to know. Was I the one who murdered Prince Gabriel?”

She looked at him with eyes that demanded an answer, while being so simultaneously vulnerable that Damon could only wonder if she’d be able to handle the truth.

“No,” he said. “Jilou… murdered Prince Gabriel. Not you.”

“Does it even make a difference?” whispered Vel. “I can’t stop her. She’s so strong. I don’t even realize what’s going on when she takes over, let alone have a chance to fight back.”

She sniffled, squeezing her fingers into his hand, and then broke. Damon pulled her into an embrace as she buried her face into his shoulder, and hot tears dampened his shirt. 

It was a window into the way Vel must have felt and reacted to the other situations Jilou had forced her into over the years. Dipping into the fountain naked. Seducing him during the Turning Festival. He couldn’t imagine what she was going through, coming back to herself with only hints to what her body had been used for.

“It wasn’t you,” he whispered, stroking her hair. “Jilou will never be you. I promise, Vel. We’re going to find a way to block her out.”

He shifted Vel’s face up and kissed her on the lips, ignoring Kastet’s presence. He needed her to know that he loved her, that he was there for her, and that he always would be.

They ate their food in silence. Damon brought the empty bowls back downstairs. They worked out their resting arrangements when he came back up, rolling out the bedrolls from his and Vel’s packs.

“Kastet didn’t have a bedroll to bring,” said Vel.

“Honestly, she might not need one until we make it across the Endless Ocean,” said Damon. “We have the single bed for tonight. It doesn’t look all that comfortable, but as the innkeeper said, it’s free of lice.”

Kastet made a face. “Um… Would it be rude for me to ask if I could sleep on your bedroll, instead, Damon? I don’t mind letting you have the bed.”

“Sure. I don’t plan on sleeping much right now, anyway. One of us needs to be on guard.”

He glanced toward Vel, wondering if she might want it for herself. Vel shook her head.

“I don’t think I’ll be getting much sleep, either,” she whispered.

He nodded. They found spots around the room, over the course of the next hour, started to relax.

*** 
The sound of deep, authoritative voices alerted Damon to the arrival of trouble far sooner than he would have liked. The thin walls of their room did a poor job of muffling the conversation taking place in the common room.

“You’re looking for somebody, then?” asked the innkeeper. “I’m always willing to help the guard to the best of my ability, but we don’t often have patrons staying the night.”

“Answer the question!” snapped a gruff voice. “Was she here or not?”

“If she had come through, 75 copper might be helping in waking up my sleeping memory.”

Damon moved as quickly as he could without making noise. He woke Kastet and Vel, who’d fallen asleep, despite her earlier resolve to stay up. He put his hand over each of their mouths as he shook their shoulders to ensure they stayed silent.

They hurriedly stored away their bedrolls, putting their packs on as heavy footsteps approached their door. Damon was sick of reacting and being on the defensive. He drew his myrblade, waited until he heard one of the guards coming to a stop outside, and slammed his foot through the door.

The man was thrown back into the wall. Damon slashed him across his sword arm, turning to catch the blade of another man as it came down into an overhead chop. He squeezed his sword hilt, drawing from Myr’s ice magic to freeze the other man’s weapon to his own. Pulling hard sideways, he stripped the sword from the guard’s grasp, kicked him hard in the stomach, and delivered a debilitating cut to his leg.

“What are you doing?” screeched the innkeeper. “Help! Help me!”

Damon sheathed his sword and pulled Vel and Kastet along with him. He didn’t take the door they’d entered through, instead finding one in the back of the inn that led to a sour smelling alleyway.

True to his suspicion, there were more guards waiting for them around the front of the inn. Damon tried to stay out of their field of view as he led Vel and Kastet in the only direction available, back toward the more populated sections of the city.

“Where are we going?” whispered Kastet.

“Not sure yet,” he said.

“They knew to check that inn,” said Vel.

“They may have been checking every inn,” he suggested.

“Maybe,” she whispered. “Or… Jilou may have seen where we were through my eyes.”

“If that’s the case, then so be it,” he said. “We can’t do anything about it now.”

“Damon…” said Vel. Her voice wavered, full of distress. “I could be a danger to you and Kastet both. What if—”

“Stop talking!” he snapped. “I need to think.”

They couldn’t stay out on the street. There were dangers in a city like Hearthold, muggers and roving street gangs. While they might not have been a serious threat to him with his myrblade, getting into an engagement would draw unneeded attention to their party.

In truth, Vel’s concern over her potentially leading the guards to them through Jilou wasn’t unfounded, either. Damon frowned as he considered how serious of an issue it actually was.

“The guards only found us after we rested at the inn,” he said. “I think Jilou’s eavesdropping might only be a factor if you fall asleep.”

“She’s reached out to me before while I was awake,” pointed out Vel.

“Recently?”

She shook her head. “No, not strictly speaking. I was tired when I had my eyes closed in Kastet’s chamber. The last time she did it when I was fully awake was during the Turning Festival.”

“That was months ago,” said Damon. “We’re going to have to act off the assumption that she isn’t listening in while you’re awake. If that isn’t the case, then there’s almost nothing we can do to escape Anise.”

He led them into another alleyway, recognizing the area. They were near Burgundy Street. An idea came to him that was just audacious and random enough to have potential.

“Does Anise know about my father?” he asked Kastet.

“She does,” said Kastet. “I had to explain the situation to Captain Aldric after your little incident. I’m sure he reported the details back to Kastet.”

“If that’s the case, no doubt Starch’s Jewelry and Finery was one of the first places they would have checked for us tonight,” he said. “And if they’ve already checked and found it empty…”

The door to the jewelry store was locked, but that was only a small obstacle to Damon and his myrblade. He pressed the tip of his sword to the keyhole, forcing an expanding mass of ice into the lock to break it through the sheer internal force.

He yanked the door open after a few tries and, after making sure they were unobserved in the street, let Vel and Kastet inside. The store was much as it had been during his last visit, darker, and much messier after his destructive episode, but otherwise quiet and empty.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” asked Vel.

“It’s the best I could come up with on short notice,” said Damon. “Our plan is otherwise unchanged. We wait here until just before morning, slip out, find our way to the docks, and get out of this realm.”

 “My stepmother is methodical,” said Kastet. “If she knows we’re attempting to flee by sea, she’ll have guards watching all outgoing ships.”

Vel wrapped her arms around herself, sinking a bit further into despair. “I’m going to stay awake for the rest of the night. If every time I sleep, I end up revealing our secrets to Jilou… then I simply won’t sleep.”

“I’ll stay awake with you,” said Damon.

There were no beds within the store, but they picked a corner to relax in, not risking taking the bedrolls out. Damon sat behind Vel, holding her in a hug almost like he’d held her on the way down the ice slide. He rubbed her hands, too focused on comforting her to let himself enjoy the physical intimacy and where it might lead.

They didn’t make it through the night.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
With several hours still to go before sunset, the door to the jewelry store creaked open. Wyden Starch strode inside, his posture stiffening as he took in the sight of the intruders. Damon’s hand played across his sword hilt, manifesting his conflict over what to do.

“You’ve got a lot of balls coming back here,” said Wyden. “Hands off the sword. My wife, Janie, is outside. You pull a weapon, and I’ll tell her to yell for the guards.”

“They wouldn’t arrive quickly enough,” said Damon.

“I’m familiar with how deadly swords can be, you little shit,” said Wyden. “You’d kill me, and then the guards would overwhelm and eventually kill you.”

“Please,” said Kastet. “This situation is far from what it looks like. I’m Princess—”

“Kastet,” interrupted Wyden. “I know who you are. I had Captain Aldric at my shop earlier today explaining how you’d been kidnapped by one of your retainers.”

“I can assure you that I haven’t been kidnapped,” said Kastet. “Damon is helping me escape a situation which would lead to my practical imprisonment, if not worse.”

“I don’t give a damn about that,” said Wyden. “You’re in my shop. You broke my fucking door. You—”

“You left me,” said Damon. “As a little boy. You left, and you never came back. I’ve thought about it enough to realize that it was probably for the best. But that happened, Danio, or Wyden, or whatever you wish to be called. If you don’t help me, here and now, you’ll have to live with that guilt twice over.”

Wyden barked a laugh. “I will, will I? I have all the power here, you self-righteous little shit. I could do more than just call the guards. The princess is clearly off limits, but your little blonde friend there is quite the looker. Do you want me to make this even worse for you?”

Damon gritted his teeth. He’d never felt so angry toward anyone in his life. He couldn’t simply repeat his outburst from his last encounter with Wyden. They were at his mercy.

“That blonde friend of mine also grew up under Malon,” said Damon.

Wyden flinched back as though Damon had prodded him with a burning brand. 

“She’s doing well, by the way,” he continued. “She raised three wayward children into capable, fair minded adults. She protects and guides her little slice of the Malagantyan, always kind, always humble.”

“Is that so?” muttered Wyden.

“That’s where we’re going when we leave this cesspool of a city,” said Damon. “Back home. Back to the tower. I’ll be sure to tell Malon all about how helpful you were, Wyden Starch.”

Damon’s father exhaled through his teeth. Wyden massaged his temples for a moment before holding a finger up and moving past them, into the shop’s back room. 

He returned a minute later carrying a missive bound with a wax seal. Wyden narrowed his eyes at Damon as he handed the letter over.

“Do you know what really makes a man into a man?” asked Wyden. “Learning to accept the difference between doing what you want and doing what you must.”

Damon shrugged and held up the missive. “What’s this?”

“Instructions to the man who’ll be saving your ass,” said Wyden. “Head down to the southside docks. Look for the captain of The Lonely Seagull later this morning. Give him the note, and make sure you don’t do anything to piss him off.”

Damon glanced toward Vel and Kastet, who seemed intrigued, if not eager to accept Wyden’s help. He felt more hesitant.

“How do I know this isn’t some trick?” he asked.

“You don’t,” said Wyden. “I’m not about to waste my time convincing you either way. If you decide to go your own route, don’t be stupid enough to keep that note on your person. Tear it up and stomp it out of existence.”

Wyden went to the door and pulled it open. He looked expectantly at his uninvited guests, eventually gesturing to the early morning, blue-black darkness.

“Is that it?” asked Damon.

“Just about,” said Wyden. “Tell Malon… Tell her I only ever did what I had to, and I know it wasn’t always right. Tell her I only ever had a few choices, and I always still found a way to make the bad ones.”

“Should I write this down?” Damon quipped.

“Get out of my fucking shop,” said Wyden, with a hint of a smile.

There was no hug, no handshake. Damon slipped the missive into the inner pocket of his tunic, made sure that Vel and Kastet were close by and following, and set off into the city.

*** 
The three of them did their best to avoid the guards for the next few hours, with mixed results. They were headed down a street that was empty, aside from a single city footman on patrol, when Kastet tripped over a loose stone and fell to one knee. Both Damon and Vel stooped to help her, which appeared to trigger the guard’s suspicion.

“What’s going on there?” shouted the man. “You three are out and about rather early.”

“We’re travelers,” said Vel, turning around and revealing her face. “Just getting a feel for the city.”

It was a smart risk to take on her part. Damon knew all of the city guardsmen would have been warned to Kastet’s “kidnapping” and given descriptions of both her and himself. Vel was the only one who could show her face with reasonable certainty of not drawing suspicion.

“A feel for the city, aye?” asked the guard. “Well… Are you looking to get a feel for anywhere in particular?”

Damon wasn’t a fan of the tone of the man’s voice. There was another guard coming from the other direction, further up the street. The situation was about to become dangerous if they didn’t find a way to move on soon.

“We’d like to find a store,” said Vel. “One with supplies and dried food. Traveling stuff… you know.”

“Is that right?” asked the guard. He glanced past them, toward the other guard, and gave a small wave of his hand. “Why don’t my partner and I show you where those stores would be, aye?”

Vel nodded uncertainly. Damon kept the hood of his cloak up, tempering his paranoia. Vel was pretty. The guard was likely reacting to that with his helpfulness. There was no need to panic just yet.

The second guard joined their small group. The sun was rising, and with it came the early risers of the city. Washwomen, pulling down clothing from lines. Street vendors pushing carts and preparing food. Tavern barmen pushing late night drunks out onto early morning streets.

 “You’ve arrived in Hearthold at a strange time,” said the guard. “Lots of rumors floating around about the queen and the prince.”

“I’ve heard a few of them,” said Vel. “What do you think is going to happen?”

“That’s what we’ve all been asking,” said the guard. “This turn up ahead.”

He set a hand on Vel’s shoulder and pointed to a side street leading off to the right. Damon reached for his sword hilt as he became more certain they’d stumbled into a trap. It was one he should have seen in advance, should have led them around, and now it was one he would have to fight them out of.

The street the guard had turned them into contained no shops and terminated in a dead end. Half a dozen off duty guards mingled about at outdoor tables, throwing dice and drinking liquor.

“Hey boys,” said the guard who’d been leading them. “This fine lady is a traveler. She’s looking to see a bit more of the city. Thought we might be able to show her some of it. Think she has a friend, too.”

Damon almost laughed as he realized they hadn’t been discovered, but they had blundered into a group of men with authority that they were eager to abuse. One of the men glared at him and jabbed a finger at his chest.

“You, my good man, should go for a walk,” said the guard. “Come back in a little bit and see what your traveling companions have learned about where to find things in Hearthold.”

Damon folded his arms and sighed. Several of the men stood up. At least one scooped up a cudgel from where it had been leaning against a table. 

“You have no idea who we are, do you?” asked Kastet.

“Should we?” asked one of the men. A few glances were exchanged among them. Kastet nodded to Damon and set a hand on his shoulder.

“Where do you want us?” she whispered.

Damon flicked his thumb toward a stack of crates Kastet and Vel could hide behind. He saw another man reach for a weapon and decided it was time for him to reveal his own.

He was ready to fight, but the sheer number advantage of the guards forced him to acknowledge that there was a very real chance he could lose. There were eight guards in total. Three of them were obviously drunk, but even clumsy strikes could overtake him if he was forced to contend with eight weapons at once.

“Hey!” shouted one of them. “Put that sword down.”

Damon shook his head. He let out a puff of frozen air and extended his myrblade’s ice thorns. The effect made the guards rear together into a clump. They kept their backs to the alleyway’s dead end, a cautious strategy, and one that was perfect for what Damon had in mind.

“He can’t fight us all at once!” shouted one of the men.

“I shouldn’t need to,” said Damon.

He kicked the nearest table over, spilling cups and bottles onto the already damp, humid ground. Stabbing the tip of his myrblade into the cracks between the stone, Damon focused his will and drew from his sword’s magic.

A wall of inch-thick ice rose upward from the ground, blocking the entire alleyway off as effectively as a locked door. Frozen condensation wafted off the ice, which looked pale blue in the light of the rising sun. Damon could still hear the men shouting and swearing in confusion on the other side.

“Come on,” he said, waving a hand at Vel and Kastet.

“Will that hold them if they try to smash through?” asked Vel.

“It’s an inch thick,” said Damon.

Vel frowned. “Is that a yes?”

Damon laughed and shook his head. “They could probably punch through it if they wanted to. I’m counting on the fact that they’ll be too stunned to try for the next minute or so.”

They took off at a run, leaving the guards to contend with their confusing, icy circumstances.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
Hearthold’s streets began to fill with people as the morning wore on, which was both a blessing and a curse for Damon and his companions. They could blend into the crowds and become anonymous, but with that came more determined guards.

“My stepmother will redouble her efforts to find us,” whispered Kastet. “I’m worried we might not even be able to make it to the docks, at this rate.”

The guards were setting up checkpoints in various sections of the city. There was no chance of Kastet making it through one without being recognized. Damon led the group down alleyways and side streets whenever he could, trying to avoid the scrutiny of the authorities wherever he could.

“There,” he said. “That’s the south side docks, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Kastet.

There weren’t as many ships moored along the south side docks as there were in the busier sections of the city’s docks. Damon saw only a couple of guards, but the fact that there were so few ships meant that simply approaching the area would immediately draw attention.

“Any ideas?” he asked. “We still have no idea which ship is The Lonely Seagull. It would draw even more attention to start asking questions and bumbling about.”

“We could wait,” said Kastet. “Listen to some of the conversations of the sailors as they pass by.”

“Also a double-edged sword,” he said. “Every minute we dally is more time for the guards to find us.”

He glanced toward Kastet, and then toward Vel. It was only then that Damon saw how unsettled and discomforted Vel looked.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She took a breath before answering. “I… can feel her. Damon, I don’t know what to do.”

She shook her head, looking so young and vulnerable. He was reminded of the Vel he knew from childhood, so small and sensitive to the world. He pulled her into a hug.

“Just breathe,” he said. “Is she seeing through your eyes right now?”

“No,” said Vel. “It’s more like… she’s whispering to me. Except her words don’t sound like just words. It’s more like she’s whispering the truth.”

“She doesn’t know what the truth is,” said Damon. “Jilou isn’t the True Divine. She’s a spellblood, and she’s just trying to get into your head, regardless of what it takes.”

“I know,” said Vel. “I’m trying to block her out. I just think… What if she doesn’t leave next time?”

“It’s your body,” he said, emphasizing her words by squeezing her tighter into the hug. “Not hers.”

She nodded and leaned her head against his chest, surrendering to his protective arms. Kastet tapped them both on the shoulder, drawing their attention.

“I think I found The Lonely Seagull,” she said. She pointed across the harbor at one ship in particular. It took Damon a minute of observing to notice it had a figurehead of a naked woman with wings and the head of a seagull.

“I doubt a seagull that looked like that would find herself very lonely,” he said. “Just saying.”

“Pervert,” whispered Vel.

It was easy enough to find the ship’s captain. He met them on the wharf, furrowing his brow in surprise as Damon explained their encounter with Wyden Starch. He passed the man the missive and waited a surprisingly long time for him to slowly read it.

“Alright,” said the captain. “We’ll need to be quick and careful about this, methinks. The queen has ordered regular searches of all ships departing the harbor, no doubt in search for her wayward daughter.”

Damon resisted the urge to glance at Kastet, unsure of how much the letter had revealed.

“To get the three of you hidden aboard, we’ll need to put you in a crate,” said the captain. “It’ll be a tight fit, but you’ll only need to bear through it until we’re out of view of the coast. No more than a days’ sailing, at most.”

Damon looked over at Vel and Kastet. Kastet frowned, but slowly nodded, while Vel gave an uncertain shrug.

“We can manage that,” said Damon.

The captain’s mention of a tight fit had done the crate they were to be smuggled in too much justice. It wasn’t high enough for Damon to stand up in, or wide enough for him to extend his arms to the side, or even long enough for him to lay down.

He was genuinely concerned that Vel or Kastet might raise a fuss as the three of them made their first attempt at fitting inside. The captain was eager to be done with the job, rushing them to cram in. There were several slats, through which air and a small amount of light filtered in from the top, which did a good job of at least warding off Damon’s claustrophobia.

He could always use his myrblade to free them, if it came to it.

“Feel free to share your thoughts about how this is going to work,” he said to Vel and Kastet.

“You’re the largest,” said Kastet. “Find your spot, and Vel and I will figure out how to fill the gaps.”

“That sounds reasonable.” He gave a forced smile and looked at Vel, who held one of her arms at the elbow.

“I’m a little worried,” she said. “It’s going to be dark inside the crate.”

“Dark, but safe,” said Damon.

“For you. What if I fall asleep? I’m so tired from last night. If I even just close my eyes, I’m afraid it might be enough for her.”

Damon gave the question some thought and came up with a surprisingly decent answer. “Put on the dreamspell amulet aesta gave you. Think about her as you fall asleep. She might be able to help against Jilou.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” whispered Vel. “Alright.”

She pulled on the amulet. The captain made an impatient noise from where he and his men, who were waiting to load the crate aboard, stood nearby. Damon ducked into the crate’s open side, made his way over to the far corner, and tried to get comfortable.

Vel deferred next pick to her princess. Kastet slowly climbed into the crate, attempting to slide down and against the side wall, perpendicular to Damon. The angle it left her legs at seemed like it would be painful to maintain for a longer amount of time.

She shifted so she was sitting between Damon’s legs, back pressed against his chest. “Is this alright?” she asked.

Damon shrugged in Vel’s direction. “I don’t have a problem with it.”

“It’s just for now,” said Vel. “I should be able to fit facing you both on the other side.”

She climbed in. Damon felt a slight resurgence of claustrophobia as the ship’s workers put the other side of the crate back on and nailed it into place. It was dark, cramped, and unexpectedly warm within their secret, mobile hideaway.

They were carried aboard the ship and below decks. Damon felt them being set down, followed by the men making their way back upstairs to tend to their departure. He waited a minute, listening to the silence of the cargo hold, before deciding it was likely safe for them to speak to one another.

“Well,” he said. “I now feel a bit silly for thinking that our original trip out from Hearthold was uncomfortable.”

“True,” said Kastet. “This is a fair bit less spacious than the previous private cabin Vel and I shared.”

Vel giggled, and Damon felt Kastet’s body writhing slightly against him as she joined in with her own laughter.

“Do you think it’s safe for me to go to sleep now that I have the amulet on?” asked Vel. “I’m actually surprisingly tired, and I’d rather sleep through this, given the choice.”

“Almost,” said Damon. “Wait until we feel the ship start to move a bit more. If Jilou can still discover your secrets, despite the amulet, then we should wait until we’re at sea and there’s no way for her to act on them.”

It wasn’t a long wait. No more than fifteen minutes later, the ship began lurching forward, swaying and bobbing from the waves. The sound of Vel’s cute, overtired snores came shortly after.

Kastet sighed and shifted herself back against him. Damon had been trying to figure out what do with his hands since they’d first assumed their positions within the crate. There weren’t many open places to set them that weren’t on her body.

“You make a surprisingly good chair,” said Kastet. She set her own hands on his thighs, as though letting them linger on armrests. It didn’t help Damon’s current predicament.

“Thanks,” he said. “I have a good track record for women being satisfied after sitting on my lap.”

Kastet let out a small snort and rubbed her hand along his thigh. “Funny. I was worried that having a princess residing on your legs might unsettle you.”

“Unsettle isn’t the right word.”

There was a beat of silence as Kastet took that in. “What is, then?”

She smelled so good, like expensive, but nuanced perfume and fine soap.

“We should rest,” he said, changing the subject. “Vel’s got the right idea of things.”

“I’m not tired,” said Kastet. “Just hot.”

“It’s probably going to get hotter in the near term,” said Damon. “Those slits don’t offer much airflow.”

“True.” Kastet began shifting more.

It took Damon longer than it should have to realize she was undressing.

“Are you… taking off your clothing?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Kastet. “I’m not interested in sweating through my clothes over the course of the next hour.”

“Is that really the best idea?”

“You’re going to levy complaints at a woman undressing in your presence?” teased Kastet. “I must have misjudged what sort of man you are, Damon Al-Kendras.”

“You’re a princess, not just a woman.”

“You can strip down, too, if you’d like,” said Kastet. “I’ve seen you in less, after all.”

It was as tempting as anything ever had been in Damon’s life, and he gave in. He took off his cloak, his tunic, and his pants, leaving just his undershorts. Kastet had a good point about how hot the crate was getting. 

“There,” she said, settling back into her spot between his legs. “Isn’t that better?”

“Much.” Damon rested his hands on her hips. “Is this alright?”

“It doesn’t bother me,” said Kastet. “I mean, you have to put your hands somewhere, don’t you?”

Damon slowly nodded. He let his fingers caress her bare flesh. She only had on her half-shirt and girlshorts. Her skin felt so soft and flawless, and he found himself imagining what she must look like in the light of day.

“Can you move your sword hilt into a new position?” whispered Kastet.

Damon cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I took my sword off with my pants… Your Highness.”

“Oh,” said Kastet. “So that’s… Oh! Um, I see.”

Damon flexed his cock without meaning to, pressing it into her lower back. He let his fingers slid further, passing onto her taut stomach. He was veering into gross territory and could only imagine how it was making her feel.

“We can shift around,” he said. “I’ll wake Vel and have her sit between my legs, instead.”

“I didn’t say it was a problem,” said Kastet. “I just didn’t know. I haven’t… been close with a man in a situation like this before. I wasn’t expecting your, ah, physical reaction.”

“You weren’t expecting me to get hard for you, Kastet?” he whispered.

He felt her flinch and suck in a breath. “I just didn’t… consider. Velanor has told me about you, Damon.”

“Told you about me, or warned you about me?”

“The way you handled Lilian was warning enough,” said Kastet. “You’re a bit of a rogue when it comes to women.”

Damon slid his hands further up her body, wondering the usual questions. What the hell was he doing? Why did he feel the urge to do it so badly? Most importantly, how far would he decide to go?

“So you, Princess Kastet, in your infinite wisdom, decided to strip your clothes off and sit in my lap.” He whispered his words into her ear, letting his lips brush her neck as he pulled back.

“Perhaps…” She cleared her throat, steadying herself. “Perhaps I was simply in the mood to tease you a bit. You know who I am, Damon. There are limits, lines in the sand, even for you.”

“Take a guess at what happens to the women who decide it might be fun to tease me,” he whispered. He slid one of his hands lower, letting it touch the upper hem of her girlshorts. Kastet writhed against him, unable to contain her reaction. Too easy.

“I’m not just a woman,” said Kastet. “I’m… a princess.”

“Yeah,” he said. “You’ll end up betrothed to some stuffy nobleman. Not someone you pick for yourself, but someone with the right last name. Sounds like fun.”

His fingers grazed across the silken fabric of her girlshorts. Kastet opened her legs a little wider for him.

“Passion isn’t the only thing in life,” she whispered. “It’s irrelevant in the greater scheme of—”

He probed a single finger into the hem of her underwear and she instantly cut off, exhaling a surprised, lustful breath. Damon knew he was playing a dangerous game. She truly was different from other women, a blood heir to a fortune of unimaginable proportions. There were few doors that would be opened by going down this path, and many that would be closed.

“I’m a rogue, but I’m not a fool, Kastet,” he said, gingerly withdrawing his hand. “Let’s try to get some rest.”

“Good,” she said. “I’m glad you came to reason. It’s not as though it would be proper for you to sample the goods before I… what was it you said? Ended up betrothed to some stuffy nobleman?”

“It wouldn’t,” said Damon. “I’d ruin you in the process.”

“Ruin me,” said Kastet, leaning back into him. “You have such an engorged opinion of yourself.”

“If you do end up losing your throne, you might just see why that is.” 

“I’ve already lost it, haven’t I?”

Damon shifted his hands up her body.  “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

“Damon…” Kastet shifted sideways, nuzzling him slightly with her head, presenting her lips to him. Did she even know what she was doing? Did he care?

He kissed her, feeling emotions he’d been harboring since Vel had first introduced him to Kastet back in Avaricia burgeoning to the surface.

He’d bedded women twice his age and then some before. He’d bedded women he’d considered family. He’d rolled around and mostly destroyed an inn room with Wrath in the throes of desire and lust.

Why was this any different? Kastet squeezed and shifted her ass against his cock with unpracticed, uncertain movements. He kissed her neck, trying to will himself to stop. This was a road he genuinely did not want to go down.

Even dispossessed of her throne, Kastet was powerful, made unique by her status. Her virginity and her composure, in a romantic sense, was valuable. To her, but also to him, as cynical as he felt in acknowledging it.

She could well end up being the Queen of Merinia within her lifetime, if not within a few years. Where would that leave him if it came about? Would he continue to be her retainer and trusted friend? No. More likely, he’d be a loose end.

He kissed her again, annoyed by the conflict the thought stirred in him. Kastet, so regal, so composed, so often manipulative. She was used to being in charge, to being obeyed.

He decided to tease her a bit more, even as he acknowledged it was a bad idea for a multitude of reasons. Sliding his fingers deeper into her girlshorts, Damon found the answer to a question he’d never stopped to consider.

Princess Kastet, the deposed heir to the Merinian throne did, in fact, shave down there.

“Oh…” she whispered. “That’s…”

She could barely speak, and her body quivered against him as Damon let his finger trace the lips of her womanhood.

“See what I mean, Kastet?” he whispered. “I’ve been here many, many times before, and it’s dangerous territory.”

Kastet made a breathy noise and reached behind her, groping at his cock. She squeezed it with her fingers, her movements harder than they should have been and clumsy in their rush to pull it free of his undershorts.

Damon gave the Princess a tight squeeze around the midriff, letting his cock settle flat between her thighs. He wondered if she realized how fast she was moving, and how foolish it was to put herself such a position with a man like him.

“I… didn’t realize it would feel like this,” she whispered. She rocked her hips back and forth, letting her underwear and what lay bound beneath grind against Damon’s hard cock.

“This is just a teaser of what it feels like,” said Damon. “And this is as far as I can let you go.”

He started to pull his hand out of Kastet’s underwear. She pressed her own against it, locking it in place with surprising strength. The Princess of Merinia let out a small, lustful growl as she continued to rock herself against him, squeezing her thighs to pin his cock between her legs.

He didn’t take it further, not out of fear, but out of respect for the consequences. He gently shifted her body in his strong arms, letting his cock stimulate her womanhood without ever running the risk of spearing inside.

It was like the reverse of Malon’s resistance to his attempts to seduce her. He found himself appreciating Kastet’s inexperience. If she’d been even half as horny and aggressive with him as he’d been with Malon, he would doubtless be inside her tight, virgin womanhood already.

The thought sent a new surge of arousal through him. Kastet leaned her head back on his shoulder. Damon cupped one of her breasts, bouncing her up and down, feeling the moment sprinting toward a conclusion. Kastet let out a reluctant whimper, stiffening against him before a tremendous shiver ran through her.

Damon kept moving her body, knowing how impractical and dangerous it would be to burst all over her, and also not caring. He let his teeth drag against Kastet’s bare shoulder as her pretty, petite body brought him over the edge. His seed spurted up like a blast from a geyser, covering her stomach and legs with a hot, sticky mess. Kastet seemed too out of it to care, at least at first.

“Are you alright?” he whispered.

He felt Kastet take a deliberately slow breath. “I’m fine, Damon. That was… imprudent. On both of our behalves.”

“I warned you.”

“I agreed with your warning,” she said, with a shrug.

“And yet here we are.”  

Kastet nodded. She reached her hands down, wiping herself off. Damon put his cock away, letting her shift back down, though it was barely any less hard than it had been. Before either of them could do any further processing of what they’d just done, Vel let out a low, worrying gasp from where she lay on the other side of the crate.

“She’s still sleeping,” said Kastet. “She must be… having a nightmare.”

“A nightmare named Jilou,” muttered Damon. “True Divine. I wish there was some way I could help her.”

It wasn’t until he said it out loud that he realized there might well be. If Vel had managed to reach out to Malon using her own dreamspell amulet, would it be possible for him to reach the same dream space with his own?

He was rummaging through his pack for the amulet even before he was confident the idea would work. He pulled it on and leaned his head back against the crate, sensing Kastet’s confusion as she waited, still mostly naked and entirely in his lap.

“I have to fall asleep,” said Damon.

“Right now?”

“As soon as I can,” he said. “It’s to help Vel.”

Kastet was silent, and it was hard to know if he’d offended her or if she was just her usual, thoughtful self.

“You really love her, don’t you?” she asked.

“I do.”

“She’s lucky to have a brother like you.” She shifted, turning sideways and reaching an arm up to stroke his hair. “Here. I used to do this for Gabriel sometimes.”

“Sorry,” said Damon, almost reflexively. “Gabriel was a good man, in the process of becoming a better one.”

“Don’t be sorry,” whispered Kastet. “Help me get my revenge.”






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
Despite the odd circumstances, and despite the distraction of Kastet’s royal, newly accessible body, Damon managed to fall asleep within a few minutes. The hot, stale air of the crate was more of a help than a hindrance, especially when combined with the ambient darkness.

The switch was night and day. He was in another world and could only do his best to make sense of what he could see. Malon was there, clad in her pink nightgown and nothing else. She stood over a stone slab the size and shape of a bed, upon which Vel’s naked body lay unmoving.

“Solas!” cried Malon. “You mustn’t be here! It’s too dangerous!

Surrounding them was a shimmering globe of crimson energy. Malon’s crest pulsed with matching power from her lower back, holding the spherical barrier in place. Every few seconds, a section of the barrier bulged inward, assuming the shape of a hand, or a glaring face.

“Let me help!” said Damon.

Malon shook her head. Her face was set into an expression of deep concentration. A few stray strands of red hair hung loose from her braid, and she dripped with sweat. 

“There’s nothing you can do,” said Malon. “Please! I can’t protect you both.”

“I’m facing her,” said Damon. “I might be the only one who can.”

“Solas!” cried Malon.

Damon pushed forward before she could object any further, letting himself pass through the barrier, which only seemed to inhibit attacks coming from the outside. He emerged into an open field, sparse of grass and free of trees in all directions.

Jilou stood no more than ten feet away from where he emerged. She wore her fanciful dress, her gleaming jewelry, and her ridiculous crown, but despite her childish appearance, her face was stony and harsh. She gave Damon a thin smile when she saw him.

“Sir gladiator,” she whispered. “I’m surprised you would elect to join us. It’s a pleasant surprise, mind you.”

“Jilou!” he shouted. “This has to stop! Vel was your friend. She trusted you. You can’t do this to her!”

“It was her choice to let me in,” said Jilou. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s my body as much as hers now.”

She waved a hand, and two looming, vaguely humanoid figures emerged from behind her. Lord Pupperstein and Lady Tigerclaw looked far less endearing and comical than they had during Damon’s previous encounter with them.

He reached for his sword, but his myrblade hadn’t made the transition into the dream. Pupperstein let out a low growl and rushed toward Damon on all fours, its eyes kindled with intelligence, while its jaws snapped with animal ferocity.

Damon shouted and kicked out at the monster, scoring a glancing blow across its snout. It wasn’t enough to stop it, however, and it leapt onto him, sinking its teeth deep into the flesh of his bicep.

It hurt. It most definitely hurt. Damon screamed and thrashed, only managing to fling the monster aside by sacrificing a mouthful sized chunk of his flesh. He tried to breathe and remind himself it was just a dream as he clasped that gory, nauseating wound left in the attack’s wake.

Tigerclaw slammed into him from behind, bringing him down to the ground as her jaws snapped for his neck. Damon shouted and tried to fling the cat monster sideways, claws raking against his chest and stomach as he pushed it away.

He could tell himself it was a dream all he wanted. It didn’t change his body’s instinctual reaction to being circled by two predators. The urge to run was near overwhelming, and Damon’s thoughts kept circling back to his myrblade as though he could simply will it into existence.

A triumphant laugh came from Jilou’s direction. She’d managed to shatter a person sized section loose from Malon’s barrier and was in the process of ducking through it. Damon sensed the monsters attacking in his moment of distraction.

He snarled as he delivered a punch to Pupperstein’s face, sending the dog flying. Tigerclaw slammed into Damon’s chest, but he stayed upright, attacking with his fingers as though he had claws of his own and headbutting the monster hard in the snout.

He flung the cat monster loose from him and staggered toward Vel. The barrier had completely dissolved now. Malon rushed to him as he approached the stone slab, taking him by the shoulders and pulling him close.

“Wake Vel up!” she yelled. “Hurry, solas!”

She pushed him hard in the chest. Hard enough to remove him from the shared dream.

*** 
Damon jerked backward, banging his head against the wall of the crate. He was still embracing Kastet, who was no doubt surprised by his sudden awakening. 

“Vel!” he said, sitting up. 

The crate was tiny, and finding her was a simple matter of reaching out with his hands. He gripped her body, cupping her head for support, and gently began shaking her.

“Come on,” he said. “Open your eyes. Wake up, Vel.”

“Damon, what’s going on?” asked Kastet.

“I have to wake her up!” he said. “Come on, Vel. Wake up!”

He shook her harder, stopping only to pull her into a tight hug and listen for signs of her stirring. She was deep asleep, held in her dream by a force greater than her own exhaustion.

“Vel!” he said, squeezing her shoulders. “Please! Come on!”

He shook her side to side. He pinched one of her arms hard enough to likely leave a bruise. Still, she refused to stir.

“Damon, someone’s outside the crate!” said Kastet. “They’re letting us out! We can ask them for water to pour on her face.”

Damon pulled Vel to his chest, praying it wasn’t too late. The front of the crate fell open, and blindingly bright lantern light greeted them through the gap.

“Well then,” said a familiar voice. “I’m going to have to ask that all of you step out into the open. This game has gone on for long enough, Your Highness.”

“Captain Aldric…” muttered Kastet.

“No!” shouted Damon. Rough arms grabbed him as he attempted to shift backward into the crate and unsheathe his myrblade. He was still mostly undressed, and he heard a chuckle sound among their captors as he was pulled into the open.

“At least your last moments of freedom were fun for you, Damon,” said Austine. He stood next to Aldric, along with half a dozen Hearthold guards.

“Unhand him!” snapped Kastet. “I am your princess! You’ve been lied to about this situation and are in no position to apprehend my retainer.”

“I’m afraid that’s not the case,” said Aldric. “We put this plan into motion with the queen’s blessing before you’d even set foot on this ship. We knew that Wyden Starch had a family connection to Lord Damon. He was surprisingly willing to set you up.”

“That bastard!” snarled Damon. He tried to twist free from the guards. A heavy hand cuffed him across the face, sending flickers of stars along the edge of his vision.

“It’s over,” said Aldric. “This ship is half a day out from Hearthold. Its destination has always been Avaricia. I’m surprised by how easy it was to lure you into such an obvious trap. I never thought it would actually work.”

“Aust!” said Damon. “Please! Do something!”

Austine’s face looked conflicted in the shadowed light of the lantern, but not overly so. He held his arms out, hands turned palm up, and shrugged.

“Sorry, Damon,” he said. “The situation is out of my control at this point.”

“The guards are under my command, regardless,” said Aldric. “The queen thought my presence in Avaricia would help stymie the princess’s rebellious streak.”

“She’s also looking to get married, so I’m sure it seemed like a convenient opportunity to reassign her favorite guardsman without too much awkwardness,” said Austine.

“Shut your mouth!” snapped Aldric.

Damon tried to pull free from the guard’s holding him once more, to no avail. Kastet had also been pulled free from the crate. He expected Vel to be carried out, as well, and blinked in surprise when she exited on her own feet.

“Captain Aldric,” she said. “Thank you for the timely intervention. Of course, it wouldn’t have been necessary if you and my mother had acted on my information more effectively.”

The guards looked at each other. Aldric smirked and held out his hand.

“That’s you then, Princess Jilou?” he said. “The queen mentioned you’d found a means to use your talents to extend your awareness into other bodies.”

“Indeed,” said Jilou. “I thought it might help Kastet’s transition if I stayed close and kept her company.”

“No!” shouted Damon. “Let her go! Jilou, you can’t do this!”

Aldric let out an exaggerated sigh. He drew a metal gauntleted hand back and struck Damon hard in the back of the head. He felt the blow, but he didn’t feel himself hit the floor.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
Damon’s arms where bound behind his back when he awoke. His captors had apparently gone through the trouble of putting his clothes back on him, though he could feel from the roughness of the fabric that his shirt was inside out.

He was in the ship’s brig, a small hold with wooden slats forming a private, almost cozy jail cell. His mouth was dry, and the intensity of his thirst was enough to make him wish he’d stayed asleep up to the moment they gave him food and water.

Assuming his captors would. He became less certain as he considered it. He was a dead man. They needed Kastet, and they would likely spare Vel, now that she’d been possessed by Jilou. They had no incentive to leave him alive, dangerous as he’d already proven himself to be.

The hatch to the brig opened, and a figure carrying a lantern came down the stairs. Damon recognized Captain Aldric’s serious face as he came to stand in front of the bars of his cell. He held Damon’s myrblade in his free hand and smirked slightly as he lifted the weapon for his own examination.

“You made quite the stir over your short time in Hearthold,” said Aldric. “It’s no wonder the princess was seduced by your plotting so easily. She’s always been weak in the knees for strong men.”

 “If that’s the perspective you’re viewing this situation through, I honestly pity you,” said Damon. “Princess Kastet is the rightful heir to her father’s throne. Queen Anise has usurped all of the limited power that she has.”

Aldric stared at Damon’s myrblade, not seeming to hear him. “I was Kastet’s first infatuation, you know. I expected her to still be nipping at my heels for whatever attention I’d give her when I came back.”

“Is that really what you came down here to talk to me about?” asked Damon. “If that’s the case, it must have been quite the shock for you when you found us in that crate. She was purring for me before you found us, in case you were unaware.”

If he could make Aldric angry enough to come into the cell, he’d have a chance. A small one, but a chance, none the less. He needed to work the man for a reaction.

“She’ll learn who her true allies are soon enough,” said Aldric. “I didn’t come down here to discuss Kastet. Your life is forfeit if you don’t start cooperating, Damon Al-Kendras. We can begin with the question of your enchanted sword. Tell me how to unleash its power.”

Aldric drew Damon’s myrblade slowly from its scabbard, holding the flat of the blade pressed between his fingers.

“Ew,” whispered Myr. “This man has no idea how to touch a sword.”

“I saw what you did during your dinner show the other night,” said Aldric. “Tell me how the magic of this weapon works, and you’ll earn a significant amount of goodwill. Enough to forestall your death for the time being.”

“There’s a trick to it,” said Damon. “Hold the hilt with both hands.”

“Like this?” Aldric furrowed his brow as he gripped the weapon.

“Exactly. And then twist it around and shove it straight up your ass.”

“Damon,” hissed Myr. “He’d better not actually do it. I don’t want to experience that!”

Aldric let out a sigh and sheathed the myrblade. He shook his head slowly, staring at Damon within the cell.

“So be it,” said Aldric. “You’ve all but sealed your fate. I hope you’ve made peace with Rovahn and Leandra, Damon Al-Kendras.”

The hatch leading to the upper decks opened, and someone new came down the stairs. Damon’s hopes spiked when he saw Vel’s face, only to immediately sink as he saw the expression on her face. Not Vel. Jilou.

“Has he begun to warm to your interrogation methods, Captain Aldric?” asked Jilou.

“Not as of yet, Princess,” said Aldric. 

“You aren’t going to harm him,” said Jilou.

“I…” Aldric hesitated, clearly uncertain. “I hope it won’t come to that. He is a prisoner, but he is dangerous.”

“I’d like him returned to Hearthold,” said Jilou. “Mother told me I could keep him if I aided her.”

Damon gritted his teeth, straining against his bonds. He wanted to kill Aldric. He wanted to seize Jilou by the shoulders and shake her hard enough to force her from Vel’s body. More than anything, he just wanted things to be different.

“It isn’t that simple, Princess,” said Aldric. “He is young and rebellious. He—”

Jilou cut him off with a kiss. Damon watched in silent agony as Vel’s lips pressed against Captain Aldric’s. He saw Aldric start to push her away and then seem to think better of it, reaching down to press one of his palms against her ass.

Jilou’s hands, Vel’s hands, reached for the myrblade. Damon realized the genius of her ploy as she pulled the sword loose from the scabbard and away from Aldric. She thrust it through the bars hilt first, her expression frantic and desperate.

“Hurry, Damon!” shouted Vel.

With his hands bound behind him, he had to turn and fumble blindly for the weapon. He took hold of it just as Aldric shoved Vel aside, and he felt a fresh wave of anger burgeoning within him.

“You stupid harlot!” shouted Aldric.

Damon tried to shift the sword to cut through his bindings, knowing his myrblade’s magic was useless to him if he couldn’t shift the weapon to direct it. Aldric was too fast. He threw the door to Damon’s cell open and kicked him hard in the back, knocking him down and the sword loose from his hands.

Damon tried to scramble back to the weapon, but even simple movements were made slow and cumbersome by his restraints. Aldric kicked him again, picking up the myrblade, and then set his foot on Damon’s neck.

“Guards!” shouted Aldric.

Several men responded to the command. Austine was one of them. Damon turned his head sideways, watching his old friend frown and avoid his gaze. To Austine’s credit, he did help Vel up and move to stand protectively in front of her.

“You’re too dangerous to leave alive,” said Aldric. “Bring him onto deck. This ends here and now.”

Two of the guards roughly pulled Damon up by the shoulders and marched him up the stairs. Vel screamed for help, for mercy on his behalf. It was a waste of breath. Damon didn’t want her to see what was about to happen. She wouldn’t have any good use for the memories it would leave her with.

The midday sun was blindingly bright after his time within the ship’s dank hold. Damon smelled sea salt on the air and took in the empty expanse of blue across the horizon. They were far out from land, on a ship controlled by Captain Aldric and Queen Anise’s men. Even if he managed to overwhelm Aldric with his myrblade, what then? Escape was more than just defeating ones’ enemies.

“Stop!” Kastet’s voice was loud and borderline shrill. “Captain Aldric, this man is my retainer! I order you to release him this instant!”

Aldric stared her down and shook his head. “He will be released, though not into your service. This man is too dangerous to be kept on the ship.”

He flung Damon’s myrblade into the distance and then nodded to the two men holding him by the shoulders. Kastet and Vel screamed in unison as he was unceremoniously flipped over the ship’s railing and into the depths of the open ocean.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
Damon struck the water headfirst and without the opportunity to take a proper breath. His wrists were still bound behind him, which further limited the actions he could take to forestall his panic.

He kicked his legs, eventually managing to get his head back above the water’s surface. Even the simple act of keeping his mouth and nose clear took every ounce of effort he had, kicking and flopping and balancing while sucking in desperate breaths. 

The ship was already pulling away from him as it caught the swift afternoon wind in its sails. It was out of earshot, though he doubted being to hear what was happening on deck would have changed his circumstances.

It was over. Despair overtook Damon as he accepted his circumstances, and his likely fate. He’d be lucky if he stayed afloat for the next few minutes. Swimming for long enough to reach any form of safety was so unlikely that it felt delusional to consider. This was it. 

He tugged again at his bindings, praying for the water to let them stretch enough to free one of his wrists. It was an empty hope, but the same could be said about every facet of his current situation.

“No…” he muttered. He sucked in a quick breath as a wave slapped into his face, saltwater forcing its way up his nose. He kicked harder. The panic rose within his chest, and he could do nothing to quell it.

Slowly but surely, Damon began to tire and sink into the ocean’s passively cruel embrace. He stopped trying to stay above the surface. Instead, he’d take a breath and let himself drop, going lower each time and having less energy left to bring himself back for the next breath.

He’d tried his hardest to save Vel and Kastet. He couldn’t fault himself. He’d trusted Wyden Starch, lacking any other real option, and it’d been a mistake. He could almost soothe his regrets with that pathetic sense of self-pity. It wasn’t his fault. He’d done his best and come up short.

“Damon!” whispered Myr. “Hey! Hurry up and come get me.”

He jerked, kicking again to rise above the water’s surface.

“Myr…” he muttered. “Where are you?”

“Down here,” she replied. “Um… Way down here. You’re a good swimmer, right?”

He wasn’t a bad one. He thought back to racing Ria in the lake, and splashing and wrestling with Vel. He was so tired, but he could do this. He had to do this.

“I’m coming,” he said.

He took a minute to twist his arms underneath his legs, so even though they were still bound, they were at least in front of his body rather than behind. He took the deepest breath he could manage while working to stay balanced before diving underneath the water’s surface.

The deep blue was inherently peaceful, serene in the face of the chaotic situation, along with the life and death stakes. It was indifferent, a silent spectator, a cool realm of endless, cerulean gradients sequestered off from the world of man.

Damon kicked his legs and arms in rhythmic opposition, swimming more like a sea snake than a person. Saltwater stung his eyes, and even after only a handful of seconds, he could feel the air going stale in his lungs.

“I’m further down,” said Myr. “Much further down. Please… Please don’t stop swimming.”

He wasn’t going to, but he had no way of telling her that. Instead, he just kept kicking, kept pulling with his arms, and kept the hope alive as he forced his body deeper.

“I’ve always believed in you, Damon,” whispered Myr. “You’re so much stronger than you know. On a level that goes deeper than skill or power. You have a strong heart.”

He could hear her voice as though it was closer, but the water was opaque even at a distance of a few feet. He’d gone so far down, and a burning ache was spreading through his chest.

“I don’t want to sound pushy, but it would be really unpleasant for me to spend the rest of my existence rusting at the bottom of the ocean,” said Myr. “You’re close. Turn right a bit. Your right, not mine.”

Damon scowled a bit and shifted his direction. He was too deep now, past the point of having enough breath to make it back to the surface. He’d had an idea about how to use the sword to help him back up when he’d first gone under, but it was hard to focus when the core of his effort was dedicated to controlling his growing sense of panic.

“Here!” cried Myr. “I’m right here! On the rock!”

He blinked, focusing his eyes through the cloudy water. His myrblade was balanced precariously on the edge of an underwater slope, with the ocean’s true bottom looming like a dark chasm off to the side. Colorful fish swirled in patterned masses, and seaweed swayed at the whim of the hidden current.

Damon seized the weapon in both hands as though taking hold of a lifeline in midair. He hissed out a stream of bubbles, heart pounding as he tried to think of a way to use it to save himself. He was drowning. It was the tradeoff he’d made to descend so deep.

“Just do what you’ve practiced,” whispered Myr. “You’re a wielder, Damon. Show them your heart!”

Her encouragement was vague, but still welcome. Damon shifted his legs into position to kick off the cliff. He felt a strange mixture of relief, confusion, and an overwhelming need to breathe. He thought of the stories Malon used to tell of the monsters dwelling deep underwater, sea dragons and leviathans.

His fingers twitched on the hilt of his sword.

*** 
Austine stared out into the ocean, watching a flock of gulls swooping and diving for fish in the distance. The ship’s deck was calm, almost quiet, though he could hear either Princess Kastet or Damon’s sister softly crying from where they stood behind him.

Strangely, he felt an urge to comfort them, or at least express his own conflict over how the situation had played out. He should have stopped Aldric, but then again, where would that have led? His hand went to the crest on his neck, rubbing it absent-mindedly, thinking about old decisions and new mistakes.

“I know it was you who gave them the warning before they left the castle,” said Aldric. The Captain of the Queen’s Guard moved to lean against the railing next to Austine. One of Aldric’s hands hung near his sword hilt, hinting at a threat which Austine knew the other man was smart enough not to commit to.

“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” said Austine.

“Get your loyalties in check,” said Aldric. “You serve Avarice. Queen Anise is the Godking’s faithful ally. You have no business interfering in her family matters.”

“You’re paranoid, Aldric. Have you spent much time in Avaricia? I can recommend a few brothels to help you relax once we arrive in the city.”

Austine shifted forward against the railing, still looking out across the ocean.

“I intend on reporting your insubordination to the Godking,” said Aldric. “Let your master decide how much he values obedience in his lessors.”

“Go right ahead.”

Austine’s aloof dismissal of the other man’s concerns seemed to enflame him, rather than push past the issue. Aldric seized him by the shoulder, but hesitated, following his gaze instead of escalating the conflict.

“You keep staring out into the ocean,” said Aldric. “Expecting company?”

“It’s always a possibility.”

“He’s dead,” said Aldric. “You saw him go under. Dead, or soon to be dead.”

“Maybe,” said Austine. “But maybe not. I know Damon Al-Kendras. He’s resilient, not unlike myself.”

“I would recommend against projecting the size of your ego onto his odds of survival.”

Austine snorted and was about to clap back with a quip of his own when the gulls in the distance suddenly fled from their spot in the ocean. The water was deceptively still for an instant that felt paused, almost frozen.

A series of concentric ripples emanated from a point amid the waves, and then a monster burst forth. It gleamed like crystal in the light of the afternoon sun, rising alongside the ship before curling overhead.

It was a sea snake, wide enough to swallow a man and longer than the galleon itself. Its body was made of pure ice, but that was a fact that unnerved Austine even as it let him make sense of the thing.

He looked toward the monster’s head, and as expected, saw a familiar figure mounted atop it.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 41 
Damon sucked in several blessedly sweet breaths of air as he clung to his carefully constructed ice leviathan. He’d been stealthy on his approach, only poking his head above water when he needed to breath and keeping his creation otherwise hidden until he’d drawn near the galleon.

He’d never applied his myrblade’s ice magic to such a large project before, though of course, he’d never tried using the blade in the midst of an ocean of near limitless resources. His only constraint lay in the extent of Myr’s magical reserves, which would recover in time and had barely been tapped since he used the weapon to help Vel and Kastet escape the castle.

He let the ice leviathan’s body curve as he angled the frozen monster over the ship, punching a hole through the main sail as he passed by. It was all a ruse, all for show, but no less impressive because of it. 

The ice leviathan wasn’t actually maneuverable or dangerous, at least not in the way the men watching from below might assume. The only difference between it and the basic ice pillars he’d trained back at the farmstead was in its detail and form. And, True Divine, what a difference that was.

He suppressed a shiver as he let the ice leviathan dive low, sinking back underneath the ocean’s surface. Let the men on the ship panic for a minute as they considered what mayhem the sea monster might cause from below. 

Damon tightened his grip on his myrblade, freezing the ship’s rudder solid as he passed by underneath. He surfaced again on the back of the ice leviathan, this time letting it smash through the ship’s railing and slide to a stop on deck. Hopping down, he let the construct dissolve before any of the sailors could get a close look. No need to expose his trick for the deception that it was.

“It’s over, Aldric,” he called. “My companions and I will be departing this ship. It’s up to you how much of your men’s blood will stain the deck before we do.”

Aldric drew his sword, his face contorting into a mask of rage and disbelief. Some of the armed men on deck followed suit. Others shifted toward more distant sections of the ship, as though they could dissolve into the background.

It was a confidence game, or in less flattering terms, a bluff. Damon couldn’t fight Aldric, Austine, and the rest of the men. He needed to get Kastet and Vel, who were both watching from the upper deck, and get off the ship.

“Lord Austine,” said Aldric. “Handle this fool.”

Austine let out a derisive snort. “I think I’ll pass. We aren’t due for a rematch just yet.”

He shot Damon an encouraging smirk and stepped back. Aldric glanced over his shoulder at his men before locking his gaze back on Damon.

“I’ll handle him myself, then,” said Aldric. “You’re no soldier, Damon Al-Kendras. Your sword and magic tricks won’t save you in a real duel.”

Damon furrowed his brow, intrigued by Aldric’s murky logic. He caught Aldric’s sword as it came down for the opening strike, deflecting it neatly. They circled each other with mutual wariness. Aldric was good, Damon could tell that much from simply watching his footwork.

They parried a few more strikes, momentum shifting back and forth, never settling. Damon’s thoughts were as much on his objective as they were on the duel. He wasn’t there to beat Aldric, and in fact, doing so through conventional means might even work against his end goal.

“I’m barely even exerting myself,” said Aldric. “Is this the best you can do?”

Damon resisted the urge to answer honestly and admit that no, it wasn’t. He was distracted, and Aldric took advantage of it, pressing on the attack and forcing him back. One of Aldric’s slashes clanged forcefully against his myrblade, nearly bouncing the water-slick hilt out of Damon’s grip.

He caught the next strike and deflected it to the side but wasn’t ready for the low kick Aldric followed it up with. An unfortunate and rather painful pop sounded from his knee, and he found he could no longer put his full weight on the leg. He’d been lazy, and now Aldric was intent on making him pay for it.

Damon fell back, defending as Aldric pushed him toward the gap in the railing where the ice leviathan had crashed onto the deck. It was right where Aldric wanted him, defending with his back to the open ocean, primed to be pushed off the ship at any time.

Coincidentally, it was also right where Damon wanted Aldric.

“Can I ask you a question?” he said. 

Aldric had pushed him within a few feet of the gap in the railing. He literally had no room to retreat backward, and with his injured leg, no dexterity to evade to either side. Aldric grinned, pausing for long enough to glance over at his men and savor his imminent victory.

“Of course, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Aldric. “If your tone is polite enough, perhaps mercy is still within the realm of possibility.”

“How long can you hold your breath?”

Aldric stared at him, shaking his head in misguided amusement. Damon let the tip of his myrblade touch the puddle of water left over from his ice leviathan, which both men were currently standing in.

The ice locked Aldric’s feet to the deck first, securing him in place. It moved upward from there, creeping along his body. There was no shortage of moisture to supply Damon’s magic, and in truth, he didn’t need all that much. 

“What is this?” cried Aldric. “Treachery! You cheat!”

The Captain of the Queen’s Guard slammed his sword down into the ice as it worked its way up his legs, covering his waist. Damon didn’t bother freezing his arms, instead focusing the ice over the other man’s neck, and then his face. He saw the look of horror in Aldric’s eyes as the ice plugged his mouth and nose.

Leaving Aldric’s arms free meant that the ship’s crew were able to watch him panic from a distance as he tried to claw the ice off with his fingertips, to no avail. Damon slowly sheathed his myrblade, gesturing to Kastet and Vel to hurry over to him.

“Captain Aldric never answered my question, so I have no idea how long he’ll last like that before suffocating,” said Damon. “My companions and I will be taking your rowboat, enough food and water for two weeks, and our belongings. I would recommend you prepare that for us before we begin to test the limits of Aldric’s lungs.”

From nearby, Austine began to laugh uncontrollably. Damon’s hand shot down to his sword hilt, ready for another fight, until he realized his old friend had no intention intervening.

“Well played, Damon,” said Austine. “I suppose I’ll see you on the other side of the ocean. I hope you have a plan for managing the waves in that rowboat.”

“Would I trust the lives of myself and my friends to it if I didn’t?” asked Damon.






 
   



  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
“Can’t you use your ice magic to propel us forward somehow?” asked Vel.

“It’s not that simple,” said Damon. “The trick with the ice leviathan would probably end up capsizing the boat, rather than speeding our progress. Same with ice gliding.”

The three of them were sitting on the benches within the rowboat. Damon had taken up the majority of rowing over the past few hours, as it required strength that Vel and Kastet simply didn’t have. They’d been out of sight of The Lonely Seagull for most of the afternoon, but it was hard to tell if they were making much progress beyond the pull of the current.

“You should rest,” said Kastet. “I’m sure we’ll find a ship capable of picking us up sooner or later. Rowing faster won’t lead to it happening sooner.”

“True enough,” said Damon. He sighed and stretched out his shoulders. “Well, at least you’ll have an interesting story to tell about your harrowing escape from your evil stepmother, Kastet.”

Kastet smiled and set her hand on his leg. “An interesting story, indeed. Though I still question whether Anise is truly evil, or just misguided. We know so little about what really happened. Gabriel’s body was never found, after all.”

Vel drew inward, hugging her knees. Damon reached out, gently rubbing her shoulders.

“How do you feel, Vel?” he asked.

“Better,” she said. “Ever since aesta helped me when Jilou was attempting to invade my dream, it’s felt as though my mind is back to being my own. I can hear her whispering, now and then, but it’s distant and a little easier to ignore.”

“You had me fooled along with Captain Aldric when you played as though she’d possessed you,” he said.

Vel shrugged. “It’s not a hard role to pretend when it’s one I’ve previously lived.”

She looked out across the water, and a dark expression took hold on her face. Damon pulled her into a gentle hug and sought her lips with his.

She gave him her cheek, though Damon could tell from her eyes that she wanted more, just as he did. Kastet was with them, and the three of them wouldn’t be getting much privacy for the next few days, or possibly weeks. 

He considered what that meant. He would need to explain to Vel what happened between him and Kastet in the crate, and explain to Kastet why it was something that could never happen again.

It was a small price to pay for their safety and freedom. He’d done the impossible, and he was proud of himself beyond words.

Damon worked the oars to keep them moving, stopping late in the afternoon to rifle through the supplies Aldric’s men had been kind enough to lend them. He let out a triumphant laugh when his search turned up a bottle of deep amber liquor.

“Now look what we have here,” he said. “Is anyone else in the mood to get drunk? There’s plenty to share.”

“We’re adrift at sea, under the hot sun, with a limited supply of clean water,” said Vel. “Liquor seems like a bad idea.”

“I agree,” said Damon. “Best to get rid of the evil temptation as soon as possible.”

He popped the cork and took a long sip, sighing as the drink relaxed muscles he hadn’t realized he’d been tensing. The boat swayed over the waves. The sun dipped low on the horizon, its red-orange reflection distorted across the ocean.

“I suppose I could use a few sips of that after what I’ve been through,” said Kastet.

“Here.” Damon slid over to her, putting an arm around her shoulders as he handed over the bottle. “Drink as much as you want.”

“Damon!” said Vel. “Don’t be so familiar with her. She’s still a princess!”

“It’s fine,” said Kastet. “Damon will always have a place in my heart for how willing he was to help me and my brother.”

She sagged a bit at her own mention of Gabriel. She made to hand the bottle back to Damon, but he shook his head, encouraging her to take another sip.

“We’ll avenge him, Kastet,” he said. “It may not be a fast or direct process, but eventually, we’ll find a way to do him justice.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Really, Damon. Thank you for everything. There will be no small amount of compensation in store for you once I find a path back to my inheritance.”

“I like the sound of that,” said Damon.

Kastet gave him a curious smile as she turned her face toward his. “Anything you want.”

Damon squeezed her a bit closer with the arm he still had around her. “Money. Maybe a title to go with it. I got used to the way you called me Lord Damon.”

“It does have a certain ring to it, doesn’t it?” said Kastet. “Lord Damon.”

“I want a horse for reward, if it’s not too much to ask,” said Vel. “A pretty, purebred one that’s young and fast.”

“Just a horse?” asked Kastet. “I could help find you a husband, as well?”

“Um…” Vel gave an ambivalent shrug. “Maybe?”

“We’ll have to throw a feast once you’re back on your throne,” said Damon. “With plenty of wine and meat. Some pies and candied fruit.”

“Fresh apple pie would be divine,” said Vel.

“Cakes, too,” said Kastet. “A fruitcake with maple frosting.”

They continued on, listing off foods and drinks in the earnest manner only castaways can. The future, beyond the clouds, was bright.
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Damon felt a palpable sense of homecoming as he made his way down the road leading from Morotai toward the farmstead. He and Vel had set out to Hearthold nearly two months earlier. Between the chaos of the capital city and their meandering route across the ocean, it felt like a far longer absence than it had been, in truth. 
 
    The afternoon was crisp and sunny, imbued with the gentle serenity common to the forest once the season had passed midsummer’s peak. Damon walked at the front of the group, though it made no real difference, as close to home as they were. He and Vel could find their way back blindfolded at this point. 
 
    “Can we slow down for a bit?” asked Kastet. “I’m afraid I’m out of breath.” 
 
    The young, currently disinherited princess was doubled over and sweating profusely. She wore a plain gray tunic, one of Vel’s old ones, which had been Ria’s long before that, along with plain leggings. Her chestnut-brown hair was tied up into a simple bun, though a small collection of unruly strands seemed insistent on coming loose across her face. 
 
    “Of course, milady,” said Vel. She stepped up to Kastet’s side, pulling out a waterskin and presenting it to her. Vel’s traveling outfit was similar to Kastet’s, though the style fit her far better. She stood at her princess’s side, obedient, demure, so different from the oftentimes bratty girl she presented to her family. 
 
    “I didn’t realize it was going to be such a long walk,” said Kastet. “I can’t help but wonder if it would have made more sense to take a carriage.” 
 
    Damon resisted the temptation of a teasing smile. “We already took a carriage from Silke to Morotai. It would have been money wasted on a needless convenience.” 
 
    It would also have been far from the first unnecessary expenditure of coin throughout their journey, though he knew better than to point it out. After their escape from The Lonely Seagull, they’d spent a day and a half adrift in a rowboat before being picked up by another ship headed to Telsius, an island city state in the middle of the Endless Ocean. 
 
    Kastet had insisted on staying at the most expensive inn available, which would have been fine, had they not lingered for nearly a week waiting for a suitable ship to carry them the rest of the way back to Veridan’s Curve.  
 
     “I’ve always been of the opinion that carriages are efficient in terms of cost,” said Kastet. “It’s paying for a utility, rather than splurging on a needless extravagance.” 
 
    “I respect that distinction, but we don’t have coin left over for utilities or splurging,” said Damon. “We’re lucky we managed to make it back to the tower, given how fast we burned through our funds.” 
 
    He turned around, making to start back down the trail as much to get home as to hide his current expression. He was unnerved by the way Kastet spent her money, but the fact that she had almost nothing left with which to pay him, her essential and loyal retainer, was what truly horrified him. 
 
    He would have made more if he’d stayed behind and helped Malon on the farm. The tradeoff being that Kastet would likely still be imprisoned or dead if he had, and Vel might be magically enslaved as Jilou’s puppet. 
 
    Life was full of sacrifice and disappointment. 
 
    “We aren’t far away, milady,” said Vel. “It’ll be so nice to be back. We’ll be able to rest, and my aesta will no doubt have advice for us on what to do next.” 
 
    “I would gladly accept any that she has to give,” said Kastet. “I have my own thoughts on how to move forward now that Anise has usurped the throne, but the situation is complicated, I must admit…” 
 
    She stopped to breathe again, her face flushed and slick with sweat. Damon let his pace slow, meandering over to the side of the trail to clear a young branch which was beginning to encroach into traveled space. 
 
    “You might not like what she has to tell you,” said Damon. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” said Kastet. “That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t hear it. I appreciate Lady Malon’s support, as I appreciate yours, Lord Damon.” 
 
    She stood upright again, smiling and setting a gentle hand on his shoulder. Damon noticed the way Vel’s mouth quirked sideways as she watched them, as it had for so many of the small, borderline intimate gestures with which Kastet had favored him over the past weeks. 
 
    He moved to stand next to Vel as soon as they continued forward, letting his fingers brush hers, but not making a move to hold her hand. She could hold his if she so chose. That was the message he both wanted and needed to send. 
 
    Vel would never be so open about her feelings toward him in front of Kastet. She cared about her Princess’s opinion, even when it ran directly contrary to her own emotions and desires. Especially now, given how Damon and Kastet’s relationship had veered slightly beyond basic friendship. 
 
    He felt as though he’d been engaged in a prolonged tightrope walk in his efforts to hold the balance between both women. More often than not, it came down to simply maintaining his own sense of control. Vel was a sister to him in all but name. Kastet was silver spoon royalty, destined for either greatness or great chaos. 
 
    “Another sip of water, maybe,” said Kastet. “Thank you, Velanor.” 
 
    She accepted the waterskin, spilling half the contents on herself and Vel in her haste to uncork it and take a drink. They both brushed away the spill, pulling their shirts downward and taut against their chests in the process. The wet fabric was woefully inadequate to hide the young, untouched curves of their breasts. 
 
    Damon couldn’t look away. He wasn’t a slave to his desires, but he’d gone so long, True Divine, so long without sex, and Vel and Kastet were young, attractive, and genuinely fun. They both might be willing to play in different contexts, and they both were off limits. 
 
    “We can have my aesta wash and dry our clothes when we reach the tower,” said Vel. “It’s no trouble for her. We can bathe in the lake and change into some of my spare stuff when we’re ready to relax.” 
 
    Vel and Kastet, naked and soaping themselves up in warm lake water… The mental image was almost too much. 
 
    “I would prefer to take a proper hot bath, I think,” said Kastet. 
 
    “There is our preference, and then there is reality,” said Damon. “We aren’t always so lucky as to have them align.” 
 
    Kastet frowned, shaking her head slightly. “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.” 
 
    “Um…” said Vel, awkwardly. “We don’t really have a bathtub at the tower, milady. We’ve always just bathed in the lake.” 
 
    Damon suspected that the confused stare the princess offered back at Vel was one he’d be seeing often over the next few days. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    The farmstead drew into view as Damon and the others approached the end of the trail and the edge of the clearing. He slowed his pace, accepting an unexpected mixture of emotions upon taking in the sight of his home. 
 
    The tower looked smaller after experiencing the grandeur of the buildings in Hearthold, smaller even than it had when he’d first come home from Avaricia. It was still a subtle effect, a matter of perspective, easy to shake off, but impossible to ignore completely. 
 
    It was no more than an afterthought in his mind, however, as he thought of his impending reunion with Malon, and hopefully Ria. Vel, who carried both her own traveling bag and Kastet’s, seemed as though she was ready to take off toward the tower at a sprint if not for the weight of her burdens. Damon shared her enthusiasm. 
 
    Malon was in the garden, and he saw her before she saw him. She was down on her knees, weeding the potato plants, hands and upper arms streaked with dirt. She’d tucked her red braid into the neckline of her shirt, and her face had a light tan that paired well with the light freckles across her face. 
 
    She was a beautiful woman, imbued with the types of assets that men would obsess over and go to war for. She was also surprisingly youthful in appearance, despite having raised three children to adulthood. Damon pinpointed the instant her green eyes finally flicked in their direction and let himself sink into the beautiful smile she flashed in reaction. 
 
    “Aesta!” shouted Vel, running ahead of him and Kastet.  
 
    “Seta,” said Malon, pulling her into a tight embrace. 
 
    To Damon, it felt so right, so perfect, to see them share a reunion like that. Vel had sought out Malon’s help often in the days after their escape from Hearthold, both to keep Jilou at bay in her dreams, and for the simple advice and comfort her aesta had to offer. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be back for a few days to come,” said Malon. 
 
    “Kastet was keen on us taking the most… expediated travel options available,” said Damon. “It’s good to see you again, aesta. Truly.” 
 
    He moved to give her a hug of his own. She folded her arms and stepped back, making no attempt at accepting the embrace. 
 
    “It’s good to have you back home, solas,” she said. Her voice was cool, almost annoyed, and he felt suitably rebuffed. He was crushed to be on the receiving end of her ire for no real discernable reason after so many days on the road. He didn’t let it show. 
 
    “You haven’t seen the tower yet, have you, Kastet?” asked Damon. 
 
    Vel answered for her, seeming much more like herself back among family. “She had little reason to come out this way, so there was no chance for me to show her my true home. Allow me, milady, to give you a proper tour.” 
 
    She grinned and gestured for Kastet to follow. Damon felt a sneaking premonition as he walked along after them, with Malon just behind him. 
 
    “Velanor, when you told me we could seek refuge at your estate, I had no idea it would be in such a… far-flung location,” said Kastet. 
 
    “I would have assumed Velanor had told you more about her home,” said Malon. 
 
    Vel’s shoulders slumped a bit as she sensed the princess did not necessarily share her enthusiasm for their new living situation. 
 
    “Um…” said Vel, opening the front door. “This is the common room. We usually eat our meals together, here, around the table.” 
 
    “And your food is cooked in the…?” Kastet glanced around, searching for a dedicated kitchen which didn’t exist. 
 
    “Over the fire,” answered Damon. A slanted smile snuck across his face. Kastet’s confusion felt like fair revenge for being unable to stop her from wasting money on so many overpriced inns and unneeded carriages. 
 
    “You have a cook, though, I would assume?” asked Kastet. “Along with someone to tend to the small chores?” 
 
    “Our aesta handles most of the cooking, though we all pitch in with scrounging up ingredients,” said Damon. “The small chores, such as chopping firewood, or shoveling the horse dung, get shared by all of us. You’ll be taking a turn at them soon enough.” 
 
    “I… will?” asked Kastet. “Will I?”  
 
    She shot a confused glance at Vel, and then one toward Malon, who seemed ever so gracious and understanding.  
 
    “The pace of life may be different from what you’re used to, Princess, but I’m sure you’ll adjust easily enough,” said Malon. “We’ll find means for you to contribute in your own way. There’s no sense in saddling you with chores that are a bad match to your experience.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that, Lady Malon,” said Kastet, with a slight curtsy. “Just out of curiosity. What’s the quality of the inn we passed on our way through Morotai?” 
 
    “The Smoke and Stage,” said Damon. “That’s Jonna’s inn. It’s nothing like what you’re used to in Hearthold, but that’s beside the point. You don’t have enough money for that.” 
 
    “I have accounts in my own name,” said Kastet. “…Back in Hearthold.” 
 
    The defeat was obvious in her tone. Damon almost felt bad for her, if not for the nature of her current circumstances, then for the simple shock it must have been to have her entire life uprooted so swiftly. He could relate to that kind of change. 
 
    “We have plenty of room for you here, Kastet,” said Malon. “Or at least, we will, with a bit of adjusting. I found an extra mattress at a cheap price the last time Ria and I were in Morotai that I can set out for you.” 
 
    “How has Ria been?” asked Damon. “Is she off wandering again?” 
 
    Malon gave him a genuine smile and shook her head. “She’s mostly stayed close. She’s taking to training in the forest, but I have no doubt she’ll return tonight for dinner.” 
 
    At Kastet’s insistence, Vel continued the tour into the lesser-used, upstairs floors of the tower. Damon wondered if the princess was holding out hope that there might be hidden accommodations more suitable for her higher up. Regardless, it give him a chance to speak with Malon alone and honestly. 
 
    “I missed you,” he said, stepping forward. “It wasn’t the same seeing you through dreamspelling, though I did appreciate having the amulet on hand.” 
 
    Malon sighed, fighting a smile as she set her hands on her hips. Damon finally pulled her into the hug she’d managed to avoid earlier. Her body was so soft and familiar. He inhaled, smelling faint traces of crimson sap and wildflowers. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered. 
 
    Damon kissed her on the cheek, letting the embrace grow deeper and distinctly less appropriate. Malon’s plump breasts pressed against his chest. He ran a hand up her back, touching and playing with her braid. Malon cleared her throat and pushed him back just as he began to grow hard. 
 
    “I have missed you,” he said. “Not just as my aesta.” 
 
    “Hold your tongue,” said Malon. “You have things to answer for.” 
 
    She prodded him in the chest with a finger to accentuate her point. Damon shook his head and frowned. 
 
    “What did I do?” he asked. 
 
    “Seta. We’ve kept in touch through the dreamspell amulet, as I’ve kept in touch with you. She isn’t good at keeping secrets, solas.” 
 
    Damon almost wanted to argue that point, but the words died on his lips as he realized what Malon meant. “She… told you about what happened between us in Hearthold?” 
 
    He and Vel had given in and had sex. Several times, though it had only been before the situation in Hearthold had grown turbulent. They’d managed to stay appropriate with one another after that, in no small part due to Kastet’s constant presence. 
 
    “We had a deal, solas,” said Malon. “You agreed to it willingly, and then failed to uphold your end. Why didn’t you reach out to me?” 
 
    He resisted the urge to apologize as he thought about what had actually happened in Hearthold. “It wasn’t that simple.” 
 
    “This is what men so often say after making a bad decision off the edge of their lust.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it any less true,” he said, stepping closer. “It was after I went to see my… after I saw Wyden Starch.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Damon nodded, feeling no need to elaborate and no willingness to. He reached out, gently teasing the end of Malon’s braid. 
 
    “Vel was there for me after it happened.” He shrugged. “I needed her. I’m not perfect, aesta. Far from it. But as much of a mistake as it was to give in, I question the path I might have gone down if I hadn’t.” 
 
    Malon sighed, taking her hand into his. “I can understand how emotional you may have been at the time. Truly, I can. But it’s still no excuse for breaking a promise. Seta at least expressed regret over what happened.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” said Damon. “She tends to lean into her sense of responsibility and propriety when she’s around Kastet. I almost forget how bratty she can be at home sometimes when I see her as a prim and proper lady-in-waiting.” 
 
    The sound of Kastet and Vel coming back downstairs drew both of their attention. 
 
    “Her worlds are about to collide,” said Malon. “I get the sense that the next few days are going to be rather complicated for her and her princess.” 
 
    “Lady Malon, I thought I might draft a few letters to send by courier to some of my allies in the area,” said Kastet. “Do you have any capable ones nearby who might deliver them to town for me?” 
 
    Vel cringed from where she stood next to Kastet. Damon and Malon exchanged knowing smiles. 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have any couriers here, Your Highness,” said Malon. 
 
    “You… don’t have any?” repeated Kastet. 
 
    “I get the feeling this is going to take some adjusting for you,” said Damon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Damon volunteered himself for a few chores to get back on Malon’s good side. He spent an hour chopping firewood and doing his best to keep from looking in the direction of the lake, where Vel and Kastet were bathing. 
 
    Vel had threatened to advise Kastet to execute him once she was back in power if he peeped, and while it was clearly an empty threat, he was aware of how tough the first few nights at the tower would be for the princess.  
 
    Despite the odd sense of enjoyment he took in watching such a powerful, pampered woman squirm, Damon empathized with the cards Kastet had been dealt. Unlike him and Vel, she had no home to return to, no loving family waiting to welcome her back. She was alone, and he doubted she was handling that fact as well as she seemed to be on the surface. 
 
    After finishing with the firewood, Damon paid the horses a visit, brushing them and mucking out their stalls. Vel and Kastet had finished bathing, so he headed past the lake and back to the tower. 
 
    Ria stood in the common room. She wore a traditional Remenai spiral tunic made from twisting leaf cloth, with a skirt long enough to wear as a dress. Her black hair was longer than Damon remembered, falling just past her shoulders, with the single stripe of silver pulling away from the rest of her locks. 
 
    She was tall, with the telltale pointed Rem ears and fantastically vivid violet eyes. She turned to face him as he entered, setting a small parchment-wrapped bundle on the table behind her. 
 
    “Damon,” she said, her voice flowing and playful. “You’ve returned.” 
 
    “I have,” he said, grinning at her. “It’s good to see you, Ria.” 
 
    It was an understatement by miles. He’d missed Ria fiercely, and unlike with Malon, he had no way of communicating with her when the two of them were apart. He’d missed her so much that he wasn’t sure how to greet her, whether to play it cool and simply talk, or rush over and pull her into a lover’s embrace. 
 
    Their relationship had stretched and shifted over the past half year. Damon still remembered how wild their initial romance had been, with him drawing the matridai on her face and ploughing her so intensely that Malon had sent him on errands outside the farmstead just to put distance between them. 
 
    “Was your journey enjoyable?” asked Ria. 
 
    “At times,” he said. “It was certainly eventful.” 
 
    “Did you partake in many new experiences?” Ria leaned back against the table, crossing her legs. 
 
    “Here and there,” he said. “But you know me. I’ve seen enough of the world to be resistant to its novelties and enthrallments.” 
 
    Ria let out a small snort. “You are still imbued with a high opinion of yourself, it seems.” 
 
    “Always.” He took a step forward, closing the distance between them, though still not facing her directly. “Hearthold is a bustling city, but it takes a lot to draw me in.” 
 
    “Not as much as you seem to think,” said Ria with a smirk. 
 
    They stared at each other for several silent, wavering seconds. Damon was as unsure as ever where he stood in Ria’s eyes. She was so different from Vel, with her bratty exterior and tender core, or Malon, authoritative and off limits. Ria was inherently wild and unpredictable, in both the best and worst ways. 
 
    “I hope you’ve been keeping up with your training,” said Damon. 
 
    “Is that a challenge I hear in your tone?” asked Ria. 
 
    “Of course. It’s been too long since we’ve last sparred.” 
 
    “For good reason,” said Ria. “I had thought you were still sore over being handled by me in the tournament.” 
 
    “It’s been months since then. It won’t be you handling me this time.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ria’s smirk became a full-blown grin. “You think you can take me, young Damon?” 
 
    He got in her face, loving her for the way she did whatever it was she always did. “I do, and I will.” 
 
    “Dangerous words.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip. Damon’s fingers grazed the side of her hip. Footsteps sounded from upstairs, and he let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding as he and Ria rushed to move away from one another. 
 
    “Good timing, solas,” said Malon. “I have the water boiling for the stew. Can you chop up the potatoes for me?” 
 
    “I’d be more than willing to, aesta,” he said. 
 
    “So obedient,” said Ria. “You have missed Malon as well, then?” 
 
    “I’ve missed you both,” said Damon, a little tersely.  
 
    “Seta, would you mind checking on Velanor and Kastet?” asked Malon. “It would be best for the three of you to work out your sleeping arrangements now, rather than at bedtime. We have an extra mattress, but it will still need to be set down on the floor.” 
 
    “The room will be crowded with three beds, won’t it?” asked Damon. “Why not put the spare mattress in my room?” 
 
    Malon sighed and shook her head, while Ria didn’t even bother attempting to contain her laughter. 
 
    “Did you actually think I might agree to that, solas?” asked Malon. 
 
    “He does not think in terms of logic and reason when it comes to sleeping arrangements, it seems,” said Ria.  
 
    “I’m just saying…” 
 
    “We know exactly what you’re saying,” said Malon. “You need to watch yourself. We have a guest.” 
 
    She gave him a pointed look. Damon let it drop and focused on cutting potatoes. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the stew to cook once it was underway. Vel and Kastet entered the common room, both freshly clean and wearing nightclothes. Damon blinked in surprise, recognizing the nightgown Kastet was wearing as one of Vel’s, and finding it hard not to compare and contrast the fit.  
 
    Kastet was a small woman, more petite even than Vel, which left the gown’s front sagging low enough to reveal newly acquired tan lines across her pale flesh. She noticed Damon looking at her, blushing and giving him a not unwelcoming smile. 
 
    “It feels so wonderful to have a full table again,” said Malon. “Damon, could you grab a bottle of wine from the pantry?” 
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    He stood up, bringing glasses with him as he came back, and poured everyone a drink. He hesitated as he reached Vel’s cup, wondering if Malon would interject, given her previously expressed concerns of Vel drinking while technically under her twentieth year. Vel shot Damon a subtle glare that made him stifle a smile as he quickly poured her some. 
 
    She was close to her normal self again, which was more of a relief than he could put into words. Damon still remembered how distraught and lost Vel had seemed after being used as Jilou’s weapon against Prince Gabriel. They hadn’t spoken about it since leaving Hearthold, and he doubted they’d speak about it that night, unless Vel brought it up. 
 
    “I have heard some of the tale of what the three of you went through in Hearthold,” said Ria. “Kastet, do you mind if I delve for more detail on a few points? I would like to be of a deeper understanding of the current political situation.” 
 
    “I’ll answer to the best of my ability,” said Kastet. “I know only about what happened in Hearthold’s court. I was hoping to reach out to Lilian and get a sense of what’s occurred in Avaricia over the past few months, but I’m increasingly unsure of how to do so safely.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Damon listened to Ria asking a few basic questions about Queen Anise and Princess Jilou as he dug into his stew. It was hot and full of flavor, beef, and potatoes and salt. Malon had warmed fresh bread to eat alongside it, with generous pats of butter, a rarity in their household, spread across each slice. 
 
    “I was hoping I could use the inroads you have with the Remenai clans of the Malagantyan to reinforce my claim,” said Kastet. 
 
    “It is… not that simple,” said Ria. “The clans I have spoken to were already hesitant to involve themselves in the political struggles of the Merinians.” 
 
    “This situation affects all of Veridan’s Curve,” said Kastet. “I do still have allies. I’m sure Wrath will offer her support in whatever way she can once I’ve caught her up on the situation.” 
 
    Kastet shot a glance in Damon’s direction that he neither wanted nor needed. She and Vel had been at the inn on the night before they’d left for Hearthold, when Wrath had come to his room. They’d overheard enough to know that he’d bedded her, but it wasn’t as though a single night of impulsivity gave him any deeper sense of her. 
 
    “I would not place my trust in one of the Divine Remnants without understanding more about their true intentions,” said Malon. 
 
    “Wrath holds a deep grudge against Avarice, one that’s spanned lifetimes rather than years,” said Kastet. “I believe I can trust her to stand against the Godking, and my stepmother along with him, given their alliance.” 
 
    Damon glanced toward Malon and then toward Ria, both of whom seemed openly skeptical. He looked at Vel as well, though she seemed less than interested in contradicting her princess. 
 
    There was an obvious point that none of them had brought up or addressed. The question of whether Kastet was truly safe on the farmstead given how eager Queen Anise would be to recapture or even assassinate her, was a valid one.  
 
    Damon would have raised it directly if not for the fact that there was little they could do to avert such a scenario, other than staying vigilant. He decided to be a bit more circumspect. 
 
    “What’s the situation been like here at the tower?” asked Damon. “Has anyone new passed through the area recently?” 
 
    Malon shook her head. “It’s been quiet. I’ve had my hands full tending to chores. Seta has been more active in the forest. She might be able to provide a deeper insight on the matter.” 
 
    “Nothing new to report,” said Ria. “I hear your concern, however, young Damon. I will be alert to any changes over the next few days.” 
 
    She nodded to him, taking a sip of her wine. Damon wanted to ask about the bundle he’d seen her with as well, but he got the sense that she would have brought it up if it had been a topic meant for open discussion. 
 
    “Solas…” Malon folded her hands next to her bowl, looking at him with concern. “I still haven’t had a proper chance to discuss with you what happened with your father.” 
 
    Damon shrugged, keeping his expression still and ignoring the deep emotional ache. “It went how I should have expected it to, given what I knew about him. He had a message for you, aesta. So much was happening that I forgot to bring it up.” 
 
    “He did?” Malon furrowed her brow. 
 
    “He told me to tell you that he only ever did what he had to do, and knew it wasn’t always right. He said he only ever had a few choices and still found ways to make all the bad ones.” Damon looked at the faces around the table, taking a moment before finishing. “He said that to me before selling us out to Queen Anise and Captain Aldric.” 
 
    Nobody said anything. Ria reached her hand over to set atop his, and Vel rubbed his shoulder. 
 
    “Say the word, and I will go with you to seek revenge on this man,” said Ria. “He is not of your family, not as we are.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Damon. “I don’t care. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    He shook his head, wishing more for the emotions and memories to be gone, rather than hating the man.  
 
    “Danio was an untrustworthy fool back when I knew him, solas,” said Malon. “I don’t mean to speak ill of the man, given your relation to him, but I want you to know that I share your perspective. He is a coward, and you are a better man than he ever was.” 
 
    Damon nodded, still keeping his face under control despite the surge her words sent through him. He wanted to doubt her, even though all of his experiences with his father supported her claim. She thought he was a better man than Danio had been. His heart raced as he thought about what that meant, and he forced himself not to read too deeply into it. 
 
    The conversation around the table shifted to lighter topics as the meal progressed. Kastet asked a few questions about the local area, namely where she might find a clothier and a perfumery. Vel gently explained that Morotai had neither, and Damon bit back a joke about how it made no difference, since she could hardly afford such expenses. 
 
    He finished his wine and helped Malon clear the table as the others began retiring to bed. The tower felt lively with Kastet as a guest. He found himself thinking of when Bylia had come to visit, and how tense it had been balancing his strange intimacy with Malon and the others against his romance with her. 
 
    It was different now, and he felt far less pressure to keep those secrets despite Kastet’s status. Perhaps because of her status. She was a princess, and they were coming to her aid in her time of need. Her concerns were on a higher level than who Damon was embracing or with whom he shared a bed, regardless of how lurid of an arrangement it may be. 
 
    Malon, on the other hand, was still diligent when it came to applying her watchful eye. She frowned at Damon as he brought back freshly washed dishes and began putting them away. Vel and Kastet were already in bed. Ria was loitering around the common room, ostensibly to finish her wine, though she kept shooting obvious glances in Damon’s direction. 
 
    “You’ll need your sleep after your long journey,” said Malon. “I’m trusting you not to get into any unneeded mischief tonight, solas.” 
 
    He tried to make his expression equal parts confused and innocent as he answered. “I’m not sure what you mean, aesta. I have nothing on my mind other than sleep.” 
 
    “Of that, I’m sure,” said Malon, looking back and forth between him and Ria. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Damon waited with Ria in the common room until it became clear that Malon had no intention of retiring to bed before them. He resigned himself to getting some sleep and being patient.  
 
    He could always find time to spar with Ria tomorrow, perhaps take their training into the forest. Imagining the two of them, sweaty and panting, wrestling and rolling in the grass, made it impossible to deny a few shameful impulses roiling through both his loins and heart. 
 
    He didn’t fall asleep right away, which as it turned out, was rather fortunate. A quiet knock came at his door around an hour after he’d climbed into bed. He opened the door, finding Ria standing on the other side, clad in the green nightgown he’d bought her many months earlier and nothing else. 
 
    She didn’t say anything, merely flicking her head toward the tower’s door and stepping back. Damon didn’t bother putting clothes on beyond his undershorts, expecting the night to be warm enough to get away with it. 
 
    He and Ria crept through the common room, paying Malon’s ears the respect they deserved as they moved as silently as they could. They slipped outside and into the night. The stars were out, and a sliver of the ghost moon cast a teal-green hue across the clearing. 
 
    Ria had brought a lantern with her, and it wasn’t until they found a spot on the far side of the lake, out of view of the windows of the bedrooms, that Damon understood why. She pulled out a thin, leaf-rolled spliff, passing it to him to examine. 
 
    “This is heartlift weed,” he said, smelling the familiar aroma.  
 
    “We call it shienzyn in Konokai,” said Ria. 
 
    “You brought me out here to smoke with you?” 
 
    “Are you not interested?” she asked. 
 
    Damon chuckled. “I’m interested. I’m just surprised.” 
 
    He passed it back to her, and she quickly lit it from the lantern. Damon watched her pursing her lips as she inhaled, the ember on the opposite end flaring with orange. A sudden suspicion hit him, and he put it to voice. 
 
    “The bundle you had earlier today,” he said. “Was it more of this?” 
 
    “You are of a quick mind, young Damon,” said Ria. “Yes, it was. I wanted to speak with you about it.” 
 
    “The entire thing?” he asked. “How in the world did you get so much?” 
 
    She passed him the spliff. Damon took a slow hit as he listened to her answer. 
 
    “It is part of what I have been up to while you have been away,” she said. “One of the friendly clans I interact with had some shienzyn seeds they were willing to trade. I planted them, and the harvest was surprisingly good.” 
 
    “You’re growing your own heartlift weed?” he asked. “Does aesta know?” 
 
    “Do you suspect she would accept happily if I told her?” asked Ria. 
 
    “Maybe.” He shrugged and passed her the spliff back. “Probably not. She might be alright with it if you agreed to only use it for medicinal purposes.” 
 
    “She would demand that it stay in her alchemy cabinet,” said Ria. “I detest the way she treats us like foolish children. We are grown adults and have been for years.” 
 
    Damon nodded, feeling the heady, floating sensation of the drug overtaking him. “I mean, I can see where she’s coming from. This stuff can be addictive.” 
 
    “Addictive is another word for fun,” said Ria. “Though, I have more in mind to do with it than simply smoke it myself. Young Damon… Do you know anyone who might be interested in purchasing this shienzyn, this heartlift weed?” 
 
    He laughed outright and waited to take another hit before responding. “I would think you could find buyers among the Rem.” 
 
    “It is a common herb in the Malagantyan,” said Ria. “The price it goes for is far less than how it is valued in the Merinian colonies.” 
 
    She was sitting close to him and set a gentle hand on his leg, the tips of her fingers veering to rest on his inner thigh. Damon’s cock raced to a state of hardness at even that. It had been so long since he’d had any fun. 
 
    “I’d be the one fronting all the risk,” said Damon. “You need a license from the Godking to sell heartlift weed in Veridan’s Curve, one which I could never get.” 
 
    “When have you ever shied away from taking risks?” Ria bit her lower lip and slid her hand further up his leg, letting the edge of her fingers graze his cock through his undershorts. 
 
    “I’m saying you’d have to cut me in,” he said. “I want a share of the profits.” 
 
    “I could be flexible about that,” whispered Ria. “I would make sure you were satisfied.” 
 
    She began outright touching his tool, gently rubbing it through the fabric. It was painfully hard, and Damon’s breath caught as Ria touched him with fingers that knew all his weak points. 
 
    “You’re evil,” he said. “This isn’t a fair negotiation.” 
 
    “You love this, Damon,” she whispered. She stretched out, setting her head in his lap and kissing his inner thigh. “Be reasonable. Think about how much fun it could be to work together on this.” 
 
    Evil suddenly seemed like a gross under-assessment of Ria’s methods as she planted another kiss on his inner thigh and nibbled at the lower hem of his undershorts. Damon took a shallow breath and tried to keep from actively angling his erection to be closer to her mouth. 
 
    “Please, young Damon?” she whispered. “Think of the many perks that might come along with engaging in such mischief.” 
 
    She groped his bulge with one hand as she began to pull down his underwear with the other. Damon didn’t stop her. His cock sprang out into the open, as stiff and pointed as a dagger. Ria made no move to touch it now that it was loose, instead just watching his expression. 
 
    It was a mindlessly easy decision. All he had to do was agree, and he could sink his cock into her slutty mouth and dissolve into pleasure. All he had to do was agree… to sell heartlift weed without a license, as a wanted man who’d recently kidnapped a princess. 
 
    “The answer… is no,” he said, forcing the words out through gritted teeth. “It’s too risky, and I don’t like you manipulating me this way.” 
 
    “Manipulating you?” Ria let out an overly innocent-sounding gasp. “Damon, I have simply missed you. This deal would benefit us both, and once we have finished talking about it, I can show you just how much I have missed you.” 
 
    She slowly licked her lips, exhaling and letting her hot breath tickle his shaft. She really was evil. Well, two could play at that game. 
 
    “You know what?” Damon reached down and pulled his undershorts back up. “I think aesta should know about the heartlift weed.” 
 
    “You would not dare!” Ria grabbed his foot as he made to stand and walk away. “Damon!” 
 
    “I’m telling her,” he said. “It’s what you deserve after—” 
 
    Ria tackled him before he could start off toward the tower. They wrestled in the grass, both of them muttering out their irritation for the other. 
 
    “You are like a little boy for your precious aesta, ready to run off and tattle at a moment’s notice!” hissed Ria. 
 
    “Shut up!” snapped Damon. “You’re still doing it.” 
 
    “Doing what?” asked Ria. “Making valid points that leave you questioning your nature?” 
 
    He twisted, pinning Ria beneath him. She writhed, bucking her hips and making a significant amount of contact between their crotches. Enough for him to notice she wasn’t wearing girlshorts. 
 
    His lips found hers, though he wasn’t sure if he’d kissed her or she’d kissed him. They moved together, still wrestling, but now for very different reasons. Damon stripped his undershorts off, and in one swift, blissful motion, buried his cock midway into Ria’s tight, wet womanhood. 
 
    “Oh!” she moaned. “Mmm…” 
 
    “That’s my counteroffer,” he whispered. 
 
    “You foolish ass!” hissed Ria. “This will not happen tonight unless you agree to help me.” 
 
    “I’ll tell aesta,” said Damon. He got in a quick thrust, followed by three more, while she was still defenseless. 
 
    “Agree to help me at least find a buyer, Damon,” she said. “And then…” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    She rocked her hips back and forth. “You know what then.” 
 
    Damon nodded. Ria’s legs abruptly closed around him, like a pitcher trap ensnaring a bee. Damon thrust into her madly, giving in to weeks of pent-up arousal. Being around Vel and Kastet had provided too much stimulation and not enough release. Ria, tall and tanned and curvaceous, was going to be his release. 
 
    “No patience,” moaned Ria. “No control. No…” 
 
    She trailed off as he fucked her harder. He groped one of her breasts and held her by the shoulder, squeezing his fingers as though still convinced she might try to squirm away. Ria was doing a lot of squirming, but it was for reasons separate from escaping him. 
 
    He kissed her and felt her tongue teasing his as her mouth sucked back greedily. His body tapped out a telltale, clapping rhythm against hers that seemed to infect the night with their lewdness. It was bold and wrong in all the best ways, and in all the worst ones. Malon had tried to stop them, so they’d snuck out, smoked together, and rolled around on the grass. 
 
    “True Divine.” Damon let out a low growl. “I forgot how tight you were.” 
 
    “Tighter since you left,” she whispered. “You need to stretch me open again, Damon.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. “This is an ongoing deal.” 
 
    “Mmm…” 
 
    “Anytime I want.” 
 
    “If you can take me, you can have me.” 
 
    He kissed her again, letting his fingers entwine with hers and pin one of her hands to the grass. He had no idea what she meant. If he could take her, he could have her? Did she really mean that? 
 
    At some point, they’d lost the spliff in the grass. Damon didn’t care. Ria was his drug for the night. He sank his cock as deep as it would go, leaning over her and grinding as though he was trying to work his sword into slightly too small of a sheath.  
 
    Ria whimpered, pressing her face, and then her teeth, into his shoulder. He’d have bite marks come morning, but he could worry about that later. He started pumping again, building up to an inevitable pace. 
 
    “That’s it,” she whispered. “Make me come, husband.” 
 
    Hearing her call him that was too much. Her fingers dug into his shoulders as he blew his load, tensing with disappointment. He had the wherewithal to pull out at the last second, finishing on her grass and her stomach, as Malon had once made Ria promise to make him do. 
 
    “So close,” sighed Ria. 
 
    “Who says I’m done?” 
 
    Damon slid downward, bringing his mouth to her second set of lips. Ria jerked and stiffened as he began gently kissing her, and then licking and sucking. She screamed in passion as she came. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    They cuddled together on the grass, both sweaty and panting and satisfied. Damon hadn’t realized how much he missed Ria until that very moment. It felt as though he’d been ignoring or perhaps even denying a part of their relationship, aided by the ocean between Hearthold and the tower. 
 
    Though now, she was looking at him with an expression that was less about romance. Damon tried to keep from smiling as he noticed her pleading eyes and the way she was gently drawing a circle on his chest with one finger. 
 
    “Will you at least consider helping me with my idea?” asked Ria. “I was counting on your agreement when I committed myself to growing the shienzyn.” 
 
     She kept up with the eyes and the dramatically desperate expression. Damon let out an exaggerated sigh and shook his head. 
 
    “You’re as bad as Vel when it comes to begging me for what you want,” he said. 
 
    Ria’s mouth twisted sideways into a curious smile. “Interesting that you would bring up Velanor at a time like this.” 
 
    “I just meant…” He winced, considering the greater context in which they’d just engaged with one another. “Ria. You should know that Vel and I were intimate during our time in Hearthold.” 
 
    “Were intimate?” 
 
    “We had sex,” he said. “More than once.” 
 
    “I know.” Ria rubbed her hand along his chest. “Malon told me.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to care as far as he could see, or at least wasn’t going to make a big deal out of it this time. He still remembered how she’d reacted to him going to Vel on the night after the Honorshade Tournament. 
 
    “It was after I met with my father,” he said. “I was in an emotional place. He said some things to me which… got inside my head.” 
 
    “He was a real bastard, was he not?” said Ria. 
 
    Damon nodded. Ria leaned her head on her hand, elbow propped against the grass. 
 
    “I have explained to you before that I do not mind you being intimate with Velanor,” she said. “Yet you still have such guilt in your voice when you speak of being with her.” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Aesta warned me away from leaning on the two of you like that. As though you were just… willing women, instead of family.” 
 
    He almost continued on to mention the deal that Malon had gotten out of him, which he’d quickly broken. He wasn’t sure he could endure Ria’s potentially mocking reaction if he explained it. 
 
    “Malon’s concerns are not unjustified, but the situation is not as simple as she attempts to make it,” said Ria. “Personally, I am glad Velanor was able to help you in Hearthold. As I have said before, I do not begrudge sharing you with her.” 
 
    “You say that so casually,” said Damon. “I’m not even sure that’s what this is.” 
 
    “I could be wrong,” said Ria. “She might be of a phase, for the moment. I still envision her marrying some dashing nobleman someday.” 
 
    “Why do you have to say things like that?” 
 
    “Jealous, young Damon? At such a small quip?” 
 
    He shot her a mock glare, and within seconds they were wrestling again. Damon was about to do more than just pin her when she grabbed his shoulder, squeezing in warning. 
 
    “Did you see that?” she whispered. 
 
    Damon frowned and shook his head. He rolled off her, following the arm she pointed into the darkness with his gaze.  
 
    A small movement amidst the trees held his attention, though trying to discern what had caused it was impossible in the limited light of the moon and stars. He exchanged a glance with Ria, who shook her head. 
 
    “I thought I saw someone,” she said. “It may have been… a trick of the eye.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “We could go look around.” 
 
    “It would be unproductive in the dark,” she replied. “It may just have been an animal.” 
 
    “Still, let’s wait a bit. See if our midnight guest makes a return.” 
 
    They stayed out by the lake for half an hour without seeing anything before retiring to their beds. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon slept fitfully, and it still wasn’t enough to save him. It was late in the night when he opened his eyes, took a breath, and smelled smoke. 
 
    He was already coughing as he rolled out of bed. He felt ridiculous, almost disassociated, as he began pulling on clothes against instincts that screamed for him to run immediately. He picked up his myrblade and pushed out into the common room. 
 
    Orange flames had already consumed much of the space, clustering thickest around where the stairs led to the upper levels. Damon’s eyes burned from the smoke, and he couldn’t breathe without coughing. 
 
    “Fire!” he shouted. “The tower is…” 
 
    He forced himself to think, rather than simply react. Unsheathing his myrblade, Damon began drawing from its magic. He brought it down in an overhead arc designed to disseminate its frozen aura, rather than do damage.  
 
    The ice magic pushed back against the fire, giving him a small amount of breathing room, in a figurative sense. He felt a burst of hope, redoubling his efforts as he tried to clear the rest of the common room. 
 
    For each small fire he put out, however, five larger ones continued growing, creeping, consuming the family home. Damon let out a shout, feeling something breaking inside of him as he realized the futility of the situation. 
 
    “Damon,” whispered Myr. “I can only put out the fire. I can’t undo the damage it’s caused.” 
 
    She was right, and he was wasting what little time he had. 
 
    “Aesta!” he shouted. “Ria! Vel!” 
 
    He heard a cry come from the front door. A rising wall of flame cut him off from the avenue of escape, but he made quick work of it with his myrblade. He rushed forward, coughing as he emerged into the cool, dark night.  
 
    Someone was waiting for him outside, and he nearly collided with them as he tumbled forward. Damon blinked smoke from his eyes, recognizing Vel’s silhouette as she helped him to his feet. 
 
    “The others…” he said.  
 
    “They’re outside,” said Vel. “We left together. We called for you but you didn’t hear, and then the fire…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Where are they?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” said Vel. “Aesta and Ria were going to get the horses, and, and…” 
 
    It was only then that Damon thought to look toward the stables. They were covered by a similar blaze, and a rush of horror hit him as he realized what that meant. 
 
    “The horses!” he shouted.  
 
    He ran over, knowing from the smell that the animals were already dead and gone. A fury unlike anything he’d ever felt overtook him as he thought about the gentle beasts suffering through the last few terrifying moments of their lives. 
 
    “Damon, look out!” 
 
    He threw himself sideways just as a hulking shape lumbered toward him, tackling through the space he’d just occupied. Damon sprang back to his feet, glancing over his shoulder to make sure Vel was safe before leveling his sword at his opponent. 
 
    The man must have been seven-and-a-half feet tall. He was a hulking giant, wielding a halberd that would have been cumbersomely sized for anyone else. His head was bald and waxed to a sheen, shedding a surreal orange gleam from the light of the surrounding fires. 
 
    “Fight me, little pepper,” said the man, in a low voice. “Let’s see if you’ve spent enough time in the sun.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Damon didn’t feel as though he was entering a fight or facing an opponent. He only felt his rage, an overwhelming sense of hatred and bloodlust toward whoever was responsible for burning his home and murdering his horses. 
 
    He rushed the giant, manifesting his myrblade’s ice thorns, and attacked in a blur of hacking strikes. The halberd the giant wielded was a solid weapon, and he managed to rebuff most of Damon’s attacks. One of them snuck through, striking the massive man in the side, but not piercing through more than the top layer of his clothing. 
 
    Chainmail. Annoying, but not insurmountable. Damon spun, swinging for the man’s exposed head and neck instead. 
 
    A hissing noise sounded from behind him and to his left. With it came a strange pull, as though a hidden wind was attempting to strip Damon’s myrblade from his hands. His fingers stayed tight against the weapon’s hilt, but the sucking sensation did manage to strip something else away. 
 
    The weapon’s magic seemed to leave it all at once, ice dissolving even as Damon willed the thorns to stay manifested. He took a step back in surprise, eyes flicking toward the source of the effect. 
 
    A rather unassuming man with dark brown skin and long, braided hair stood behind him, one arm raised with fingers splayed outward. Damon looked between him and the giant, swearing under his breath in the face of a sobering realization. 
 
    He knew who these men were. If he was right, Malon and Ria were likely dead. 
 
    A groan came from the tower as a few bricks in the lower portion crumbled from the heat. The entire structure tipped sideways, collapsing in a mess of smoke and flames and nearly landing on Damon and his opponent as it came down.  
 
    He’d just witnessed the destruction of his home, the only place he’d ever cared about, and he didn’t have even a second to mourn for it. 
 
    “Vel!” he shouted. She was closer to him than he realized. Damon grabbed her wrist as he sprinted by her, pulling her into a mad dash toward the trees.  
 
    The two men didn’t immediately follow, instead moving to stand and converse with one another. They were confident, almost aloof, and in no rush to run down their quarry. It was only that fact which let Damon and Vel escape. 
 
    He knew they weren’t alone. There’d be more, possibly men surrounding the tower from out of sight of the clearing, and at least one archer who’d stepped out of a nightmare, from the rumors he’d heard about her. Still, Damon pulled Vel forward, running through the familiar forest, heart aching as his emotions struggled with conclusions his conscious mind wasn’t ready for. 
 
    “The others…” said Vel, her voice strained with despair. 
 
    “We’ll find them,” he said. “They’ll be fine. I promise, they’ll be alright. We’ll find them.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand, never slowing down as they continued deeper into the trees. Branches and brambles scraped at his skin and clothing. Vel had her traveling bag with her which was a small miracle, but it also gave the forest something else to grab at, and she couldn’t move through the trees as quickly as he could. 
 
    It was hard to tell if minutes had passed or hours when they finally came to a stop. Damon would have pushed them farther forward, but Vel reached a point where she was too tired to continue without catching her breath. 
 
    They took a rest behind a thick oak tree, and he stood with his sword out, listening for any trace of their pursuers. Damon’s thoughts were too tumultuous for him to make sense of. They had to find the others. That was all it came down to. 
 
    “I’m scared,” whispered Vel. “How could they have done that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I should have been more careful. We were too comfortable… too lazy.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Damon let out a slow breath, remembering the figure Ria had mentioned seeing earlier in the night. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    They’d only traveled a short distance from where they’d stopped to rest when Vel let out a sudden gasp. Damon spun, readying his sword to cleave through an enemy. Instead, he found Ria standing behind Vel, one hand clamped over Vel’s mouth to keep her from shouting in surprise. 
 
    He nodded as Ria gestured for them both to follow. They traveled for another few minutes in silence before reaching their destination. Malon and Kastet were waiting at the bottom of a small slope, hidden from view by the terrain and the shadows of night.  
 
    They all hugged each other, pulling together amidst emotions and tension. Nobody said anything right off, but the sounds of shaky breathing and stifled sobs reflected everyone’s general mood. When they finally parted, everyone looked toward Malon, whose face was resolved and stony in the light of the situation. 
 
    “We’re all alive,” she whispered. “First and foremost, we have to recognize that fact and be thankful for it.” 
 
    “The horses,” said Vel. “Aesta, we—” 
 
    “We saw,” said Malon. “It’s a tragedy, truly. They were our friends, our loyal companions, and they were taken from us tonight.” 
 
    Damon took a moment to examine the state the others were in. Like Vel, Malon and Ria had gotten the chance to grab their traveling bags. Kastet was still clad in one of Vel’s nightgowns, though she had managed to put her boots on.  
 
    He felt like an idiot for not taking anything with him when he’d woken, but the fire had already consumed so much of the tower by then. He found a tree to lean against and took a moment to close his eyes and breathe. 
 
    “Who were they?” asked Ria. “Do we have any clues we can use to inform ourselves as we move forward?” 
 
    As we move forward. He knew what Ria really meant. It was her way of alluding to the revenge they would have to seek against the people who’d destroyed their home and killed their animals. 
 
    “One of them was a dampener,” said Malon. “A spellblood capable of absorbing certain forms of magic. I tried to overwhelm them with my power, but in the face of that man, I was rendered completely ineffective.” 
 
    “Paid assassins, then,” said Ria. “I can only assume they were chosen because of that, specifically. I still wish we knew more about them.” 
 
    “I can tell you exactly who they were,” said Damon, opening his eyes. “I recognized the bastards.” 
 
    All eyes turned toward him. He sheathed his myrblade and shook his head, trying to keep his face from looking as disparaged as he felt. 
 
    “They’re known as the Blacksoul Band,” he said. “They’re a notorious group of assassins-for-hire. I heard rumors about them during my time as a gladiator, whispers of some of the horrible things they’ve done. They’re true evil, as close as any can get.” 
 
    “What do you know about these assassins?” asked Kastet. “Even if the information is unpleasant, we should know what we’re up against.” 
 
    “Their company has several dozen members, but the trio that leads it are the infamous ones.” Damon ran a hand through his hair, pulling from old memories. “The giant goes by the name Jerome Numbers, and is generally the most recognizable.” 
 
    “Jerome Numbers?” asked Vel. 
 
    Damon nodded. “Most people would assume that he’s just a strongman, all brawn, no brains. They’d assume wrong. He’s dangerously smart. He… apparently is a poet and math practitioner. Though obviously, the larger part of his reputation comes from his killing ability. 
 
    “I saw a woman with them,” said Ria. “A woman with a crossbow.” 
 
    “That would be Agatha Milkthigh,” said Damon. “Don’t make the mistake of laughing or joking about her name when she’s in earshot.” 
 
    “Is she sensitive about it?” asked Ria. 
 
    “Very much so,” said Damon. “She’s a poisoner. Every crossbow bolt she shoots has some type of deadly alchemy concoction on its tip, but more often than not, she’ll just sneak into wherever her targets are staying and poison their food.” 
 
    He saw the others exchange glances as they all considered the stew they’d eaten earlier that night. Damon did his best to keep in mind that he’d helped Malon prepare it and would have seen if something had been off… hopefully. 
 
    “What of the dampener, solas?” asked Malon. 
 
    “His name is Shagille Monamu,” said Damon. “I’d heard rumors about him having some sort of dark power, but the stories were always vague about what he could do. I experienced it, too. It was as though he was sucking the magic out of my sword.” 
 
    He suddenly thought of Myr and felt a stab of worry run through him. He ran a thumb over his sword’s pommel. 
 
    “I’m fine,” whispered Myr. “Try to avoid getting close to him in the future, if you can. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation, by any means.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Vel. “Why would these people want to kill us?” 
 
    Damon had expected the question. As much as he would have preferred to stay silent and leave his best guess unvoiced, the others needed to hear it. 
 
    “They often take debt contracts of dangerous people,” he said. “It’s likely that they were after me, collecting on my father’s debts.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Kastet. “I believe Wrath mentioned to me that she currently owns the majority of your debt.” 
 
    Damon nodded and he saw understanding dawn in her eyes. 
 
    “She may have decided that I’m too dangerous to leave alive, or perhaps this is just some sick test on her part,” he said. 
 
    “I know that Wrath has taken a minor interest in you before, Damon, but this seems different,” said Malon. “You seem strangely certain in this theory.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment before shifting her stern gaze onto Vel and Kastet. Apparently, the night he’d shared with Wrath hadn’t been part of Vel’s confession to her aesta. Damon cleared his throat awkwardly, not seeing any reason to intensify their current situation by bringing it up. 
 
    “There are less convoluted explanations for these assassins,” said Ria. “It would seem obvious that Princess Kastet’s presence might also serve as a catalyst for such an attack.” 
 
    “I would have to agree,” said Kastet. “My stepmother isn’t above hiring assassins to capture or kill me, by any stretch. Given how long we were waylaid on our journey back, the timing of this attack would suggest that the Blacksoul Band was watching the tower, lying in wait for my arrival.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Malon. “Yes. That seems like a sensible explanation.” 
 
    She glanced toward Damon again, giving him a chance to provide a counterargument and offer up his secret. He avoided her gaze. 
 
    “In any case, we can’t stay here,” he said. “We have to run.” 
 
    “Do we?” asked Ria. “Could we face them, Damon?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “With Shagille, the dampener, it would just be the two of us against their entire company. They didn’t arrive in full strength at the tower, but I have no doubt that they’ll use their numbers now that they have us on the back foot.” 
 
    “We will continue to put distance between ourselves and our pursuers, then.” Malon lifted her pack, pulling it on with a strained expression.  
 
    She’d used her magic during the fight, by her own admission. Damon frowned as he considered the toll he knew her crest took on her. It wasn’t anything they could address at the moment, however. They had to keep moving. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    The next few minutes mainly consisted of taking stock of their supplies. They had three packed traveling bags, which meant three tents, three bedrolls, and three waterskins, though only one waterskin was completely full. None of the bags contained any food, and most of the spare clothes within them were already dirty and worn, garments forgotten after previous journeys. 
 
    Vel pulled out a pair of slightly stained leggings and an off-smelling tunic for Kastet to change into, which she did behind a group of trees. She returned carrying her nightgown, along with her coin purse, which she opened and presented to the group. 
 
    “I have just under thirty silver sables,” said Kastet. “I wish it were more.” 
 
    Damon bit back a comment about how it would have been more, perhaps enough to make a significant difference, if she’d been a bit wiser with her spending during their journey to the tower. 
 
    “I have a few coins as well, but not much,” said Malon. “Damon? Did you manage to grab your money on the way out?” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head, looking toward Vel and seeing a similar expression of regret. 
 
    “It makes little difference,” said Ria. “The sensible path forward is for us to escape deeper into the Malagantyan. We may be able to find one of the clans I have dealt with before and appeal for their aid.” 
 
    She looked around at their group, watching their faces as she waited for a response. 
 
    “No,” said Malon. “It’s too much of a gamble. We can’t assume that we’d find the assistance we’d need among the Remenai.” 
 
    “Where would we find assistance, then?” asked Ria in a terse voice. “From your master? From Lascivious?” 
 
    “Watch yourself, seta,” said Malon. 
 
    “That is where you would have us go, is it not?” snapped Ria. “You would trust one of the Forsaken over the Remenai. Over my people, my heritage!” 
 
    “Ria…” Damon set a hand on her shoulder, but she shook it loose. 
 
    “It’s been a stressful night,” said Malon. “You assume too much. I harbor no prejudice against the Remenai, Ria. How could you even think such a thing?” 
 
    “What issue do you have with my approach, then?” she asked. 
 
    “The only way we’d receive aid from one of the clans is if we explained why we were being pursued,” said Malon. “I agree with Kastet’s logic. I think the assassins are after her, and revealing that we’re on the run with an heir to the Merinian throne would mark us out. We’d be potential assets, at best, and targets, at worst.”  
 
    “What would you suggest instead?” asked Ria. 
 
    “We flee north along the edge of Veridan’s Curve, paying for whatever amount of transport we can afford,” said Malon. “If we could reach New Florencia before our pursuers caught up with us, we may find a certain amount of safety. The Godking’s reach doesn’t extend to colonies of Emperor Argenstein.” 
 
    Ria was already shaking her head. “You would have us travel openly? Think of how foolish that would be! You will get us all killed.” 
 
    “And what will surrendering ourselves to one of the Remenai clans at random achieve?” asked Malon. “Seta, I know how much trust you have in your people, but—” 
 
    “But what?” snapped Ria. “You act as though you have no faith in my status. I am a known warrior now throughout much of the Malagantyan. A hero of the Remenai, in the eyes of some, after my performance in the Honorshade Tournament.” 
 
    “This is not a matter up for discussion,” said Malon. 
 
    Damon winced at both her choice of words and tone of voice. He saw Ria’s fingers twitch toward the throwing dagger at her waist, and he saw the way Malon’s jaw was tight with anger. He stepped in between them, setting a hand on each of their shoulders. 
 
    “You’re right, aesta,” he said, glancing toward Ria before she could interject. “She is. We won’t discuss this. We’ll decide together, as a group. It’s not as though we’ll get anywhere if we aren’t all on board.” 
 
    His suggestion wasn’t enough to abate the tension, at least not at first. The two women continued their stare-off, their bond as aesta and seta distorted in the face of current and past conflicts. They were almost rivals in a way, though the word was far too simple and straightforward to accurately describe the progression of their relationship. 
 
    “Vel?” said Damon. “Kastet? What do the two of you think about what we should do?” 
 
    “Well…” Kastet cleared her throat and fidgeted with the bottom hem of her borrowed shirt. “I suppose I would be inclined to trust Ria in her judgment. I intend no offense, Lady Malon, but I’ve been formulating strategies in the background with her for many weeks now. Reaching out to friendly Remenai clans has been a part of our agenda from the start.” 
 
    She moved to stand next to Ria, sparing a quick glance over one shoulder for Vel, who stayed where she was. 
 
    “I think aesta’s plan is sound,” said Vel. “We can travel faster if we stick to the roads, even if it does leave us exposed in places. We’re on the run from these assassins, after all, right?” 
 
    Kastet frowned at her lady-in-waiting, but it was hard to tell whether it was out of disapproval for contradicting her, or the equal respect her opinion carried within the group. Vel moved to stand next to Malon. All eyes turned toward Damon. 
 
     It wasn’t an easy decision to make, but that fact was more due to the subtleties of their complex family dynamic than anything else. Malon watched him with an expression that was both stern and vaguely desperate. She needed him, his support, and most of all, his acknowledgment of her authority. 
 
    Ria was smiling, smirking, almost. She stood with her arms folded over her breasts, chin lifted to emphasize the long line of her slender neck. Her lips moved, mouthing a silent word that was just for him. 
 
    Husband. 
 
    Damon sighed, running a hand through his hair, knowing there was no option that wouldn’t hurt someone’s feelings and no easy middle ground. 
 
    “Aesta’s right,” he eventually said. “We don’t have the supplies we need to trek into the Malagantyan.” 
 
    One of Ria’s eyes twitched as her smile faded. “We can forage, and it is not as though we are unfamiliar with the landscape. Assuming we avoid any wildfires, survival is a trivial matter.” 
 
    “For now, maybe,” said Damon. “We have no store of longer-lasting food, and no margin for error. If we stick to the road, we at least have a chance of resupplying properly. Heading deeper into the forest only positions us for disaster if one of us gets injured or we can’t maintain our pace of travel.” 
 
    He didn’t stop himself from glancing toward Kastet as he spoke the last part. The princess was subdued in her reaction, though clearly annoyed by his assessment, however accurate it may have been. 
 
    “It’s settled, then,” said Malon. “We’ll head toward the Malagantyan’s outskirts, find a road, and follow it to a town. We’ll be far safer among people than here in the forest.” 
 
    Damon and Vel nodded, and Kastet didn’t object openly. 
 
    “Seta?” said Malon, addressing Ria. “Is this agreeable to you?” 
 
    Ria looked away from them, as though a fleeting glance toward the trees might help her better consider her options. “If this is what the group has decided, so be it.” 
 
    She didn’t look at Damon as she walked alongside the others. It was going to take some work to smooth out the damage he’d just done to her trust in him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    They continued traveling at a grueling pace, only slowing when they had to, and only speaking when it was absolutely necessary. The Malagantyan was not a forgiving mistress after nightfall. The canopy of foliage and branches overhead choked out what little light from the moon and stars would have normally trickled down to them, turning traveling into a clumsy affair. 
 
    The combination of silence and empty moments left Damon with room to finally grapple with difficult questions. The tower was gone, destroyed by fire, collapsed into a pile of stone and rubble. Their home was gone, and the balance of life and love it had harbored was now vulnerable and exposed. 
 
    Where would they go? The plans presented by Malon and Ria had been focused on avoiding the Blacksoul Band, rather than leading to a true, durable endpoint. They’d lost so much more than just a roof over their heads, beds to sleep in, the horses, and the farm. Their previous path through the world crumbled to dust along with the tower’s oft-repaired walls of brick and mortar. 
 
    It wasn’t easy for the group to make progress, even as the first hints of sunrise began to filter through the trees. The light let Damon see his companions more clearly, and it was only then that he could appreciate what a ragged group they were. 
 
    Malon looked tired, the sort of tired that came from a deeper place than just physical exertion. Damon hadn’t seen her portion of the fight against the assassins, but he could imagine her going all out with her magic before realizing that the dampener negated it completely. 
 
    Kastet, as he’d expected, was completely unused to traveling at such an intense pace. She favored one leg to a significant degree, often lagging toward the back of their line. They could only travel as fast as she could, and Damon had to keep his frustration in check at the idea of being overtaken by the assassins due to Kastet having a blister or sore heel. 
 
    Vel looked distant, almost detached from the situation. He remembered how she’d been during their escape from Hearthold, the way the combination of her exhaustion and Jilou’s dreamspell whispering had pushed her to the brink. Damon felt like cursing as he considered how much stress the past month had saddled her with. She’d only just gotten home and been given no real room to rest before being thrust into a new catastrophe. 
 
    Ria was the only one who seemed to be adequately managing the stress of the moment. She was more familiar with traversing the outer reaches of the Malagantyan and had been through the area most recently. Damon was confident following her as she led the group forward, but he could sense the lingering conflict between her and Malon threatening to resurface. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the way, seta?” Malon stopped to pull a branch out of the way for Vel and Kastet to pass by. 
 
    “You question my knowledge of this area?” asked Ria. “Or perhaps you make to accuse me of leading us toward where I want, rather than where we have agreed upon?” 
 
    Her tone simmered with a fair amount of leftover anger. Malon didn’t respond to it directly, which was a relief to Damon. 
 
    “My vision is not as good in the early morning light as I would like,” said Malon. “I only ask because I suspect I can’t see as well as you.” 
 
    “I can hardly see at all,” said Vel. “My spectacles were in my room in the tower, and I didn’t think to grab them amidst the chaos.” 
 
    “We’ll get you another pair,” said Damon. 
 
    Their pace slowed as they continued onward, though this time it was related more to the exhaustion of the entire group than the state of any one person. Damon noticed Malon leaning over to gather some wild blueberries and resolved to also keep his eye out for any food to forage. 
 
    He found a small patch of mature wild carrots which he pulled loose from the soil and wiped clean. Kastet also found some berries, though they weren’t completely ripe, and Ria managed to unearth a few sweet radishes. 
 
    When they stopped to eat a little after midmorning, what they’d collected was all they had. Damon tried to keep from outright scoffing as he accepted his tiny portion of carrot, radish, and berries.  
 
    He bit back the impulse, knowing how quickly a desperate atmosphere could turn toxic. His stomach growled in frustration as he ate what amounted to no more than a couple of bites of food. It left his hunger demanding more of his attention, primed instead of sated. 
 
    “We still have plenty of water,” pointed out Malon. 
 
    “True,” said Damon, trying to help her fill the silence. “We can forage for more as we continue through the Malagantyan. Maybe even hunt a little as we go. Once we reach a town, we can use what money we do have to buy food and whatever else we need.” 
 
    It was wishful thinking, empty words for empty stomachs in an attempt to hand-wave away part of their misery. Damon took up the rear of the group as they continued forward, regretting it a bit as it gave him a clear view of his exhausted and despairing companions. 
 
    He’d hiked and camped through the Malagantyan so many times before. This felt different. There was no warm and safe home for them to eventually return to, no carefully thought-out supply pack. They were still early in their journey, and he could already feel the way each small problem accumulated and glommed onto the greater whole of their struggle. 
 
    Morning passed into afternoon. The group’s pace slowed, and it became clear to Damon that they simply couldn’t continue much farther without pushing Kastet or Malon to the point of collapse. He got the attention of the others as they came into view of a river, shifting their course to find a suitable camping spot. 
 
    “We should rest here for the night,” he said.  
 
    “I agree, solas,” said Malon. She looked toward Ria, as though expecting a remark or objection. Ria merely nodded her head, sliding to sit with her back against a tree trunk, too tired to consider protesting. 
 
    “Are we still being followed?” asked Vel. 
 
    Nobody answered for a moment. Damon couldn’t bear to be the one to snuff out her potential hope, but he wasn’t about to lie to her, either. 
 
    “We haven’t seen any sign of the assassins for a while, but it seems unlikely that they’d have completely lost our trail,” he said. 
 
    “I doubt they are traveling at the same pace we are,” said Ria. 
 
    “Will we be safe here for a night, at least?” asked Kastet. 
 
    Damon nodded, feeling as though it just might be the truth. He wasn’t sure it mattered even if it wasn’t the case. They couldn’t continue on for much longer without rest, and he doubted they were liable to find a better place to camp. 
 
    He took on as much of the work as he could as they settled in, pitching the three tents and surveying the surrounding area for anything resembling dinner. He found a small patch of wild rhubarb, which was a bit overripe, but still edible. 
 
    “We’re going to bathe in the river,” Malon announced. “Can you keep your distance for a bit, solas?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    He sat with his back against a tree on the edge of their camp, facing away from the river. He might have been much more tempted to peek if not for how exhausted he was. Sleep seemed like a more seductive prospect than stealing forbidden glances of naked butts and exposed breasts. 
 
    Or so he thought. 
 
    “Mmm…” sighed Ria. “This is exactly what my body desired.” 
 
    “I know, right?” said Vel. “The water is so much warmer than I expected it to be.” 
 
    Damon heard a splash, followed by an exaggerated, feminine snarl. 
 
    “You’ll pay for that, Ria!” shouted Vel. 
 
    “You assume it was intentional,” said Ria. “I did not assume you would slip.” 
 
    “Easy, you two,” said Malon. “Princess Kastet, you needn’t keep your clothes on if you don’t wish to. Damon will mind his eyes. I promise.” 
 
    “I am just… unused to bathing in front of others,” said Kastet. “Are you certain the water is safe?” 
 
    “The dangers of the Malagantyan do not generally extend to the rivers,” said Ria. “There are a few types of water snakes to look out for, but they are uncommon, mostly limited to the lower depths.” 
 
    “Water… snakes?” asked Kastet. 
 
    “They’re uncommon, as seta said,” said Malon. “I wouldn’t allow this opportunity to pass you by, Kastet. It might be a long while before we have another chance to clean up.” 
 
    “…Alright.” 
 
    Damon heard the sound of a fourth body splashing down into the slow-moving river. He considered taking a walk as his mind began to fixate on his naked companions, his mind’s eye running wild with lurid pictures. 
 
    “I did this once before with my brother, when we were young,” said Kastet. “Gabriel was a better swimmer than I was, and he had to help me get back up on the riverbank.” 
 
    Her voice wavered as she finished speaking. There was genuine pain, albeit of the repressed sort, in Kastet’s voice. It was a stark reminder of just how raw the events across the ocean in Hearthold still were, not just for her, but also for Vel. 
 
    “You have a right to be mad at me, if you want, milady,” said Vel. “I… still don’t remember. So often I’ll experience Jilou’s memories of controlling my body through my dreams, but I haven’t seen what happened that night yet. I don’t remember it, but it was me. My body. My hands.” 
 
    “Seta!” said Malon. “Don’t think in such ways. Kastet would no more blame you for her brother’s death than you would blame her for what happened to our home.” 
 
    There was a telling beat of silence before Kastet cleared her throat to voice her thoughts. 
 
    “Lady Malon is right,” she said. “I am still contemplating what happened to Gabriel, much as you are, Velanor. We needn’t speak of it now.” 
 
    Damon wasn’t sure if Kastet was doing Vel much of a favor by putting off an open discussion of the complicated emotions they were both struggling with. Of course, they had more pressing concerns. It was sobering to acknowledge that the danger they were in superseded taking the time to mourn, be it for a lost brother or a lost home. 
 
    They could well still lose more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Damon went for a walk as the women continued bathing, foraging for more food without much success. When he returned, Malon and the others were clothed and out of the water, hair hanging loose in wet, scraggly locks. 
 
    “I think I’ll take my own turn washing up,” he said. “Anyone care to join me?” 
 
    Malon sighed and folded her arms. Kastet furrowed her brow, eyes darting from Damon to Ria and Vel as though attempting to discern whether he’d been joking. 
 
    He was efficient with how he spent his time bathing, stripping off his clothes and getting straight to work scrubbing himself off. His foot sank into a patch of mud along the river’s edge in between two rocks. He flinched and yanked his leg back as he felt something pinch his toe before stopping to consider what it meant. 
 
    Damon returned to the camp site with more than just a freshly scrubbed face. He presented the river crab he’d liberated from the rocks to Malon, who was already in the process of assembling their meager ingredients into a simple meal. 
 
    “That’s a nice catch, solas, but I’m unsure if we can risk a fire,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll keep it small,” he said. “Just large enough to boil water. You have your camping pot with your pack, right?” 
 
    Malon nodded, and her frown faded into a reluctant smile. It was a pretty big crab, not enough to feed all of them on its own, but enough to go far if put into a soup. 
 
    Ria emerged from one of the tents wearing her half-shirt and girlshorts, and she came over to help him with the fire. She knew the Malagantyan better than any of them, and she had tips about controlling and hiding smoke.  
 
    She was smiling and readily held his gaze in that intriguing, dangerous kind of way. He wondered if he could risk pulling her in for a kiss. Probably not. Malon was there, observant as always, along with Kastet, who would have no shortage of questions. 
 
    “Here,” said Vel. “I saw some water lettuce in the river. It’s edible if boiled, right?” 
 
    “It is,” said Damon. “Not the tastiest vegetable, but still a good find.” 
 
    He set it out on a rock next to the crab, which he’d begun breaking apart with his myrblade. Malon moved into place with the pot as Ria got the fire going, ready to assemble the simple ingredients into the evening’s meal. 
 
    They didn’t say much to one another as Malon cooked, and the silence held even as the smell of the soup began to permeate the air and prime their appetites. Lacking individual bowls and spoons, they all took turns eating from the main pot once it was ready and sufficiently cooled. 
 
    “It’s delicious,” said Kastet as she took her turn. 
 
    “Starvation truly is the best spice,” said Damon. 
 
    Malon feigned offence with an exaggerated mock glare. “I would think it would still be passable even if it wasn’t all we had.” 
 
    “I like it,” said Vel. 
 
    “I didn’t say it was bad,” said Damon. “Just that anything would taste good at this point.” 
 
    “That is rather close to a backhanded compliment, young Damon,” said Ria. 
 
    He chuckled and accepted the pot as Kastet passed it to him. There wasn’t much left, and he didn’t take a lot for himself, wanting to make sure everyone else had enough. 
 
    They began sorting out the sleeping arrangements shortly after sunset. They had three tents, and Malon insisted on sharing one with Ria, with Vel and Kastet in the second and Damon in the third. 
 
    “I’ll take first watch,” he offered. 
 
    “Wake me up for the second,” said Ria. 
 
    She walked over and pulled him into a hug on her way to her tent. Damon held her, feeling the emotion underneath the embrace. It felt like so long since they’d been back at the farmstead, naked under the stars, even though it had been less than a full day. 
 
    Vel said goodnight to him next, sneaking a kiss on the lips as she hugged him. Damon felt Kastet’s eyes watching him, but he’d always been a bit over-affectionate with Vel, even around her. 
 
    “Goodnight, solas,” said Malon.  
 
    She smiled, but made no move to hug him as the others had. Kastet simply gave him a small wave as she passed by on the way to the tent she’d be sharing with Vel. Damon shifted his back a bit straighter against the tree, and stared out into the night. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They didn’t bother to keep the fire going past dinner, which meant that the forest was a mesh of pitch blackness. The sound of the river was soothing and constant, but it also made it a challenge for Damon to discern whether he was listening to the wind, or a scampering animal, or an actual threat. 
 
    He did identify the sound of one of his companions leaving their tent. He glanced over, unable to make out their identity in the dark, at least until they came up to him and began to speak. 
 
    “I can’t sleep,” whispered Vel. 
 
    Damon almost replied with a quip before recognizing the tension in her voice. “Nightmares, or Jilou?” 
 
    Vel sat down next to him, her back against the side of the same tree he leaned against. “Jilou. I can hear her whispering again. I think being so exhausted makes it easier for her to reach me.” 
 
    “She can’t do anything to you here,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” said Vel. “That’s not it. I’m not worried about her taking over my body again. It’s more like… I almost don’t know how to say it. As if I’m worried about her, I guess?” 
 
    Damon furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Even after everything she’s done, everything she’s used my body for, she was still my friend,” whispered Vel. “I hate her, but at the same time, I pity her. She reaches out to me sometimes out of sheer loneliness. I wish so badly that she’d made better choices.” 
 
    “I think we all wish for that.” 
 
    He considered asking her about what happened to Prince Gabriel, but he didn’t know how to phrase his concern, or if he even should. Instead, he simply found Vel’s hand in the dark and held it. She shifted closer to him, drawing near enough for him to smell her hair. He put an arm around her shoulders, only then noticing what she was wearing… and what she wasn’t. 
 
    She was stripped down to her small clothes, half-shirt and girlshorts. Damon nuzzled his hand against her shoulder and neck. Vel let out a small, contented sigh and made no move to stop him as his hands began to roam. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered. 
 
    “Trying to help you get to sleep.” 
 
    Vel cleared her throat. “You… know of something that might help?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He kissed her neck, putting a firm arm around her waist and shifting her into his lap. He was surprised at how horny he suddenly was, but it wasn’t just arousal that made him want Vel. He craved intimacy and sensual closeness.  
 
    The chaos of the day had tested both his resolve and his ability to keep the people he loved safe. He didn’t have it in him to keep himself restrained when Vel was so close to him at night, in the dark. 
 
    “We shouldn’t,” she whispered. “Someone will wake up.” 
 
    “Then head back to your tent.” 
 
    “Damon…” She exhaled against his shoulders. “You can be so demanding sometimes.” 
 
    “Am I being demanding?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    He sighed, unsure of what, exactly, he was feeling. 
 
    “It just feels so unnecessary,” he said. “Even now. Even on the run from assassins, with no food and not enough bedrolls in the middle of the woods… I still have to be mindful of who I love. Mindful of how I love, of who’s watching and how far I can go.” 
 
    “I know how much you love us, and how hard you’re trying to keep us safe,” whispered Vel. Truly, Damon, I do. But you’re acting like a spoiled little kid who wants to play with a toy at the dinner table.” 
 
    Damon had to turn his face away to keep her from seeing the begrudging smile creeping on his face. “Fair enough. I do feel the need to point out that in the analogy you just used, you’d be my toy.” 
 
    Vel let out an annoyed huff as he let one of his arms curl further around the front of her body and gently grope one of her small breasts. 
 
    “I didn’t come out here for this,” whispered Vel. “I genuinely couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    “My suggestion was sincere,” he replied. “Nothing gets me to sleep faster.” 
 
    She slid closer to him, and then shifted to a new spot entirely. Damon stayed where he was as Vel moved to straddle him. He hesitated for only a moment before pulling his pants down and letting his cock spring into the cool night air. 
 
    “Only until I get tired,” she whispered. “And I swear, Damon, that if you get rough or go too fast, I’ll step on your prick on my way back to my tent.” 
 
    “You’re scary sometimes.” 
 
    Vel wiggled out of her girlshorts, most of the movement hidden by the outline of her silhouette. Slowly, she lowered herself. Damon was still thinking about what she’d said, and he wondered if he was being unreasonable in the way he saw her, Ria, and Malon. 
 
    The thought dissolved into the mists of pleasure and sexual heat as Vel sank herself down on his hard cock. He let out a low groan and squeezed her butt, wondering what her face looked like at that moment underneath the veil of night’s shadow. 
 
    He sought her lips with his, feeling it hard to remember her earlier threat as she hungrily kissed him back. Vel took a shaky breath as Damon slid her lower, spearing up into her.  
 
    He let her move, gently urging her on with small touches and caresses. She did care about keeping quiet, stopping several times to listen to cracking branches or tiny noises from the tent. 
 
    She was the one who’d sought him out. Vel wasn’t as naïve or young as Damon often assumed she was. She had her own swirling mass of young adult urges and impulses to navigate through. 
 
    He gave her ass a rough squeeze and let his teeth drag gently along her neck and shoulder. Vel bucked her hips and wrapped her arms around him. She hugged him, holding tighter than she needed to. Holding on as though she was afraid of losing more on a day when they’d already lost so much. 
 
    “I’ll protect you,” he whispered. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I love you, Vel.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “Damon… I—” 
 
    “I know.” He took over, seizing her hips with his strong hands. Pumping her body up and down and putting his strength into it. He slowed the pace as soon as she started to moan, aware of how badly they needed to stay quiet. 
 
    It was cautious sex, with small movements, rocking her back and forth as though he was comforting her in her time of need. He wondered how far that was from the truth as Vel buried her face in his shoulder, wiggling her butt as he gently guided and urged her. 
 
    “Oh, Damon,” she whispered.  
 
    She shivered, and her womanhood squeezed tight around his cock, almost pinching it, even. The feeling was too good, and for a few seconds, he bounced her up and down with enough force to punctuate the air with lewd, rhythmic claps. 
 
    “True Divine, Vel,” he muttered. “You’re going to make me break aesta’s rule.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear him, at least not right away. She kept moving, matching the pace he led her at. Her body was so soft, and she still smelled clean from her bath in the river, though with a distinct undercurrent of ripe sex. 
 
    “What?” she finally whispered. “The… rule?” 
 
    “I’m so close,” he said. “I’ll pull out.” 
 
    “You would do it… inside?” she said.  
 
    “In an instant, if I could.” He squeezed her butt hard, mashing her down on his tool. “I’d fill you up.” 
 
    “Oh, Damon!” she cried. “I… You can’t…” 
 
    He wouldn’t let himself. He was trying to stop. Vel wasn’t helping in the way she squeezed herself tight on him as they continued chasing their mutual release. He felt her quiver, pressing her mouth against his shoulder and biting as the pleasure of her climax threatened to break her control and resolve. 
 
    “Vel!” he growled. 
 
    He bounced her faster, putting his arms into it, heedless of the noise and who might overhear. One of his hands slid up to her hair, and he gently laced his fingers through it and pulled back to shift her angle. He kissed and sucked on the nape of her neck. She made a mewling noise, too deep in her pleasure to have a defense against anything he might do. 
 
    He was past his bursting point, and as Vel came down and bottomed out on his cock, he let out a grunt and unloaded. Rule or not, the first throbbing burst of his seed went straight into where he’d promised to never let it go. 
 
    Damon had the sense to lift her up and slip his tool out before taking any further liberties. He held her like that, hugging her on his lap, for long minutes in the blissful aftermath. 
 
    “Are you still careful with Ria about, um… aesta’s rule?” asked Vel. 
 
    He nodded slowly, feeling a bit awkward about the topic. “I am. Vel, you should know that Ria and are still… intimate with each other. Last night, before the attack, we spent some time together. Time like this.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” said Vel. “Ria and I are honest with each other, Damon. She would have told me herself if not for the chaos of last night.” 
 
    “The two of you talk about me when I’m not around?” 
 
    She let out a quiet, but genuinely amused laugh. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t we?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Vel returned to her tent soon after they’d finished their lovemaking, and the rest of Damon’s night was uneventful. He switched off with Ria after a few hours and managed to get a decent amount of sleep before waking up the next morning. 
 
    There was no need for a fire, as they had no food to prepare for breakfast. Malon had already taken down her and Ria’s tent, and she flashed a subdued smile at him as he bent down to help her. 
 
    “Morning,” he said. 
 
    “Good morning, solas,” she replied. “Did you get a fair amount of sleep last night?” 
 
    She watched him as she asked the question, genuinely interested, rather than suspicious.  
 
    “I did,” he said, nodding slowly. He felt an odd sense of conflict as he thought of how he and Vel had snuck about.  
 
    He almost would have preferred her ire to complete obliviousness. When Malon caught them in the deed or after the fact, Damon wasn’t left feeling as though he was keeping a secret. He understood why she was so intent on keeping their relationships within the proper boundaries, and successfully managing to defy her behind her back left a bitter flavor in his mouth. 
 
    He was disappointed in his own behavior, and it was a strange realization to accept. The balance, the very essence of their once close-knit family was exposed and vulnerable. There was no home for them to return to, no comfortable farmstead with familiar roles and dynamics.  
 
    The tower had given them normalcy and routine, and even with that to ground them, he’d still seen how his indiscretions with Vel and Ria had negatively affected Malon. For her to have it thrust in her face again on top of losing so much and fighting for their very survival would be like rubbing salt in an open wound.  
 
    “We’ll continue heading west, veering north as we reach the edge of the Malagantyan,” said Malon, once Vel, Kastet, and Ria had come over to join them. “It’s essential that we find a town to resupply before our pursuers have a chance to catch up with us.” 
 
    “Will we have enough money for that?” asked Vel. 
 
    “There’s little need to be concerned about that,” said Kastet. She’d tied her hair up into a simple bun well suited for traveling. “I am still the princess of Merinia. No doubt, I could arrange a fair loan from a money lender with little need for much collateral beyond my word.” 
 
    “In doing so, you’d announce yourself and expose your presence,” said Damon. “Which would only lead to trouble for us down the line. For the time being, we can’t take advantage of any preferential treatment you might normally receive as Princess Kastet.” 
 
    “She could, if she wanted to,” said Ria. “Perhaps not among the colonists of Veridan’s Curve, but there are many clans within my people who would honor her status.” 
 
    She spoke her words calmly, stating a fact, rather than issuing a challenge. Malon responded with an equal level of tact. 
 
    “They would be as liable to exploit her for their own gain as they would be to lend genuine aid, seta,” said Malon. “You know as well as I do that politics are far from a simple matter. The Remenai are just as adept as the Merinians at identifying and obtaining advantage from a situation.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Ria. 
 
    The discussion didn’t rise beyond that level. Damon helped pack up the last tent, exchanging a few smiles and tender hand touches with Vel when no one else was looking.  
 
    Still, he saw Ria shoot a few knowing glances in their direction. He wondered if she and Vel had already had the conversation she’d alluded to the previous night, or if Ria was just that perceptive when it came to sensing and understanding their moods. 
 
    He shouldered one of the packs as the group set out, following the river west. Their pace was slower than it had been the previous day, despite the massive shift in visibility provided by the daylight. They were all hungry, and few sensations could match the oppressive atmosphere of intense hunger early in the morning. 
 
    Malon and Ria did their best to forage as they went, finding small patches of wild berries and a few edible mushrooms. There was food in abundance throughout the Malagantyan, but the amounts it grew in weren’t enough to fill all their stomachs. 
 
    Damon gave up most of his share, knowing that his body would outlast most of the others in terms of sheer endurance. Kastet and Vel needed to keep their strength up the most. Malon as well, though she seemed more rested now that she’d had a chance to sleep after using her magic. 
 
    “Jad’s mercy!” hissed Ria as she swatted a hand onto a horse fly which had landed on her shoulder. She flicked the dead insect off with a finger, knocking it to the side without looking, where it bounced off Vel’s cheek. 
 
    “Gross!” she snapped. “Ria! You did that intentionally.” 
 
    “It is just a bug,” said Ria. “A dead one, at that. Set your Merinian court expectations aside, Velanor. They will not serve you here.” 
 
    “You were the one swearing because a fly circled your head!” said Vel. “I don’t care about bugs. I just don’t want them flicked at me out of nowhere!” 
 
    “Then walk further to the side!” 
 
    “Hey,” said Damon. “Take a breath, you two. We’re all hungry, and we’re all grouchy, but the last thing we need is to start bickering with one another pointlessly.” 
 
    He caught an exchange of glares between Vel and Ria that seemed more intense than their current conflict justified. 
 
    Hours passed by in a routine of slow progress along the river. They forded it at one point, at Ria’s suggestion, to make their trail more difficult to follow. Damon saw few signs of the assassins in their wake, but he wasn’t about to mistake not seeing them for their lack of existence. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon when they finally caught sight of a town in the distance. The party came to a stop atop a small slope overlooking an array of buildings and farms split down the center by the river. 
 
    “I know this place,” said Damon. “It’s Valleystripe. That puts us farther north than I realized we’d traveled.” 
 
    “Valleystripe,” echoed Malon. “I’ve heard of it before, but never visited, myself. Can you tell us anything about the people here?” 
 
    “I’ve only passed by at a distance,” he replied. “It’s a Merinian farming town. Quiet and unassuming, but larger than it seems. Much of this section of the Malagantyan’s outskirts has been cleared completely for crops. This is the town the nearby farmers bring their goods to when it’s time to sell, not unlike how we used to bring ours to Morotai.” 
 
    It hurt to mention their old routine, so comfortable and familiar, and so impossible for them to ever get back. He shared a meaningful glance with Malon before folding his arms and looking back at their destination. 
 
    “We’d be too conspicuous going in together,” said Malon. “Most of our group will need to wait in the forest and stay in hiding.” 
 
    “What?” said Kastet. “But… we’ve reached a town! Surely, we could find an inn to shelter us for the night if we tried hard enough.” 
 
    “We don’t have the money for it,” said Damon. “That’s just a fact. There’s five of us, Kastet. We’ll be lucky to get the supplies we need and a small amount of food with the coin we have.” 
 
    She looked as though she wanted to protest. It wasn’t that Damon couldn’t see where she was coming from. Kastet had grown up in Hearthold, with everything she could ever ask for available at the wave of her hand. Even during her time in Avaricia, under the Godking’s thumb, she’d still been pampered and waited on. 
 
    “Solas is right,” said Malon. “We’ll need to make the funds we have stretch a long way. He and I will head into town and quickly handle the shopping. We’ll camp nearby tonight, which will at least provide us with an option if we’re attacked in our sleep.” 
 
    “Perhaps Damon and I should be the ones to head into town?” suggested Ria. “It makes little difference which of us go, and there may be Remenai in a town like this who can aid us in ways the Merinians cannot.” 
 
    Malon shrugged. “You may be right, seta. I’ve no problem with you going in my place. Just be sure to get everything we need.” 
 
    She began listing off the purchases they’d need to carefully budget as the group pooled their coins into a single, heartbreakingly light purse.  
 
    Two extra bedrolls to bring them to five total, oats, dried beans, and any other staple foods well suited for traveling. The last items on the lists were as many cloaks as they could afford, both because of how much cooler the climate to the north was and for the sake of obscuring their identities. 
 
    “Is that everything?” asked Damon. 
 
    Malon nodded. Vel and Kastet exchanged a glance, both clearly unhappy with being made to wait behind in the forest. 
 
    “Be careful, Damon,” said Vel. She planted a quick, reasonably chaste kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “I will,” he said. 
 
    “I shall bring my pack with me to carry our purchases,” said Ria. She smiled as strode forward to walk alongside Damon. The two of them made their way down the slope, and Damon spared one last glance at where they’d emerged from the forest to burn the spot into his memory. 
 
    “We can speak openly now that we are out of earshot,” said Ria. 
 
    Damon furrowed his brow. “We can. Is this about, ah, last night?” 
 
    “About how you helped Velanor get to sleep?” asked Ria. “No, though I am aware. We were of a spat about it this morning. Less about the fact, and more over her poisonously smug mood.” 
 
    “I noticed,” he said. “Now really isn’t the time for your sibling squabbles.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should be mindful about waving your dagger around camp,” said Ria. “Regardless, that was not my point. I have a secondary motive for wishing to handle this.” 
 
    “Which would be?” 
 
    “Open the front pocket of my pack.” 
 
    Damon did, and the smell that greeted him was enough to make needing to rifle around the pack’s interior unnecessary. “Heartlift weed. You managed to get what you harvested out of the tower.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And now you want me to help you sell it in a city with which neither of us have more than a passing familiarity, with no legally obtained sales license, when we’re already striving to keep a low profile?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ria. “I know how the idea must seem, young Damon, but consider how this could change our circumstances. We will use the money we make from selling the shienzyn to fund our journey. It is a resource for us to make use of.” 
 
    “I can’t tell if this is a horrible idea or a brilliant one,” said Damon. “There’s no chance that aesta would approve.” 
 
    “Which is why I did not tell her.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Valleystripe was on the large side for a Merinian farming town. From a distance, it gave off the ambience of a quiet and respectable rural community. The type of place most people who aren’t born there would simply pass through on their way to their true destination. 
 
    It did have a distinctive smell, however. It reminded Damon of an old, stale barn which had been used for a range of different animals, dried cow dung and feathers and butchered meat.  
 
    It sprawled through the eponymous valley, with a stone arch bridge connecting the two halves of the town to the north, and a rickety wooden bridge doing the same in the south. Damon made sure Ria was close to his side as they started down the main road leading into Valleystripe from the east. 
 
    A pair of old women were hanging clothes on a drying line between two houses. A group of shouting young boys were in the midst of wrestling over a long, leather-wrapped stick with dangling tassels. Little attention was paid to Damon and Ria as they made their way forward, which was ideal. 
 
    Damon had been ready for the possibility of the Merinian colonials expressing prejudice toward his companion, but Valleystripe had the same cheery, aloof atmosphere as Morotai, at least on the surface.  
 
    Remembering Morotai hurt him, and he knew it might be a very long time, if ever, before any of them were able to return. It broke his heart to think of Jonna and her family hearing of the tower’s destruction and wondering what had happened to him and Malon and the others. 
 
    “There,” said Ria, gesturing ahead of them. “That would appear to be a market square.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Damon. “We do have some money. We should get as much of the shopping done as we can before we start taking any risks.” 
 
    They found a food stall with plenty of typical traveling foods easily enough. Damon bought a bag of oats, a bag of dried beans, and a small basket of discounted bruised fruit. They had enough left over to buy the bedrolls Malon had mentioned, and they bought a single, slightly used cloak with their remaining fifty copper. 
 
    “There,” said Ria. “You have handled your aesta’s errands. Shall we get down to our true business?” 
 
    Damon tried not to smile as he saw the way she looked at him. Her expression was expectant, almost pouty, not unlike Vel could be when she wanted something from him. 
 
    “I’m not really sure what you’re expecting from me,” he said. “I’m a man of many talents, but selling vices in a town I’ve never been to before isn’t one of them.” 
 
    “I am not asking for you to do anything but try,” said Ria. “I trust your judgment in this over my own.” 
 
    She looped her arm through his as they started walking again. To anyone watching them, they would have looked like a couple. True, it was a bit odd to see pairings between Merinians and Remenai, but Damon still felt as though the majority of gazes that fell upon them were filled with genuine appreciation for young love. 
 
    “Let’s find an inn,” he said. “The seediest one in town. That’s where we’ll start.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon’s idea wasn’t a bad one. He and Ria eventually found an inn with a heavily weathered set of stairs leading to a dirty porch with a sign out front that said Red Toma’s Bed and Brew. He watched a few patrons entering and leaving before deciding that it fit the bill for what they were looking for. 
 
    He still wasn’t entirely sure of his approach as he loitered outside. It felt as though heading in to discuss the matter of heartlift weed with the proprietor would be too earnest and direct, especially if whoever was behind the bar didn’t take kindly to illegal vice sales in his establishment. 
 
    Instead, Damon had Ria take out some of the weed and roll him a basic spliff. He and Ria headed into the inn, and he still had just enough coin left to buy them each an ale. The bartender was an older, easily distractible man, and he made no objection when Damon lit the spliff from one of the inn’s lanterns. 
 
    They went outside to smoke it, standing on the corner. Damon’s theory was that the smell of heartlift weed would be obvious and recognizable enough to draw in those with interest of the drug toward making a purchase. He’d seen other heartlift merchants use a similar method. It was a simple and relatively lowkey method, and he hope it would be effective. 
 
    What skipped his mind ahead of time was how quickly the effects of the drug would begin to affect him. He wasn’t entirely sure if it was from his exhaustion, hunger, or some combination of both, but Damon felt as though the world was spinning around him after just a few hits. 
 
    “Damon,” said Ria. “Look.” 
 
    She elbowed him in the ribs and gestured across the street, where a figure watched them from an alleyway. Damon passed her the spliff, trying to will his focus back to let him interact with the world. 
 
    His optimism faded as their observer stepped out into the light, revealing a young beggar boy who couldn’t have been older than thirteen. Damon had done a variety of things he wasn’t proud of before, but selling heartlift weed to a literal child was not something he’d ever consider. 
 
    “Hey,” called the kid. “You new in town?” 
 
    Damon nodded. “Just arrived this afternoon.” 
 
    “Figured,” said the kid. “Haven’t seen you before. Or her. She your servant, or is she for hire?” 
 
    “I am his wife,” said Ria, answering before Damon could. 
 
    “Ah, man!” said the kid. “I was hoping you were for hire. I’ve never seen a Rem naked before.” 
 
    Ria blinked, aghast and bewildered. Damon set a hand on her back to help keep her calm, sensing that they might be able to profit off the boy’s frankness and irreverence. 
 
    “Do you know a lot of people in town?” he asked. 
 
    “I know everyone!” said the kid. “Well, mostly. All the people worth knowing, at least.” 
 
    “We were hoping to find someone who might have an interest in doing business with us.” Damon wiggled the spliff he held in between his fingers. “Do you understand my meaning?” 
 
    “I ain’t stupid,” said the kid. “It’s why I came over here in the first place. Well, that and to hopefully see some Rem titties.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” said Ria. 
 
    “If you’re helpful enough, nothing’s off the table,” said Damon. 
 
    Ria punched him in the shoulder. He laughed and took another hit from the spliff, which he recognized for a mistake as the world once again began to spin. 
 
    They followed their new friend down the road and around the corner. He led them to a surprisingly upscale brothel poised by the intersection next to the stone bridge. The boy pushed through the brothel’s front door, weaving through several men and women composing the early evening crowd. 
 
    The main room was well-lit, with a clean floor, circular glass windows, and a large hearth. Several reasonably attractive girls carried bottles of wine out for the patrons already sitting at the tables, all of them attired in matching dresses with impressively tight tailoring in the chests. 
 
    “Davy,” called the boy. “Is Ysabel in back?” 
 
    “Aye,” said a pudgy man polishing glasses behind the bar. “But what makes you think she’ll want to see you, Dolin?” 
 
    The boy, Dolin, apparently, gestured toward Damon and Ria. “I met some interesting folks.” 
 
    The bartender looked them up and down, sighed, and then disappeared into the inn’s back room. He returned no more than a minute later, motioning for them to enter the door he’d just been through with a subtle gesture of his head. 
 
    Damon glanced at Ria, who mounted no protest with her eyes or expression. He walked forward slowly, following Dolin into a section of the brothel that felt more like an exclusive lounge than a private back room. A large, red-faced man sat on a cushioned chair, drinking wine and receiving a dance from a young woman wearing thin silk sarong and half-shirt. 
 
    They passed through another door, finally coming to a stop in a small study chamber decorated with a range of different works of art. Expensive tapestries hung from the walls, and a wood carving of a horse rearing up on its back legs took up most of one corner of the room. 
 
    A thin woman in spectacles with gray-streaked black hair sat reading a ledger behind her desk. She frowned when she saw Dolin, and then sighed and gestured to the singular chair on the door side of her desk. Damon made no move to sit down, instead folding his arms and letting some of his uncertainty show in his expression. 
 
    “Dolin,” said the woman. “Would you mind explaining who these people are and why they’re here?” 
 
    “Travelers, Ysabel,” said Dolin. “I saw them loitering outside Toma’s place smoking heartlift weed. They asked me about selling it.” 
 
    “Is this true?” asked Ysabel. 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. “It is. My name is Anders. This is my wife, Heather. We came to town looking to do a bit of discrete business with our year’s harvest, if you catch my meaning.” 
 
    Ysabel let out a slow chuckle, the sound lingering in the stuffy space. She set her quill down and leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers. 
 
    “How much do you have?” she asked. 
 
    Damon gave Ria a nod, and she opened her pack and removed the bundle of heartlift weed. She set it down on the desk, unfolding the oiled parchment paper to reveal the heady scented buds. Ysabel made a contemplative noise before picking one up and sniffing it. 
 
    “Mmm…” She gave them an appreciative nod. “I could certainly find buyers for heartlift weed of this potency. You came to the right person.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” said Damon. 
 
    “Leave this with me and I’ll be able compensate you in the realm of, oh, perhaps two silver per each of the small buds, and five for these larger ones. It’ll take me a week or two in order to move this much.” 
 
    “We need the money upfront,” said Ria. “I am afraid our travels keep us from being of a single place for that long.” 
 
    Ysabel gave them a gentle smile that veered into condescending territory. She had the confidence of a woman who was used to getting her way, which said a lot about her status in the relatively backwater town they were in. 
 
    “I’m not inclined to do business in such a manner,” said Ysabel. “You must consider the risk I’d be taking in such an agreement. If it turns out that there is less demand than anticipated…” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Damon shrugged and reached forward, pulling the heartlift weed back toward them before she could say anything else. “We’ll look elsewhere for offers. Thank you for your time” 
 
    “Not so fast…” said Ysabel. 
 
    Damon hardened his expression, setting his hand on his sword hilt and making his weapon obvious. “I’m sure a woman as busy as you has more pressing matters to attend to than engaging with travelers like us. Now, unless you plan on doing business, my wife and I will be going.” 
 
    “Slow down for a moment,” said Ysabel. “We can still work out a… mutually beneficial arrangement. I may not have the coin on hand to directly purchase all of your supply, but a deal for a small amount could be achieved.” 
 
    Money appeared out of the table from a purse she apparently kept in a drawer just out of sight. Damon did his best not to gape at the amounts she laid out before them. 
 
    In truth, it wasn’t that much money, just under a hundred silver sables. Damon could have earned that much in a busy week as a gladiator. Given their current situation, it was a lifeline, a miracle, even. 
 
    “Do we have a deal?” asked Ysabel. “I can purchase about half right now. Then, if you’re still in need of a buyer down the line, perhaps next week, bring me back the rest.” 
 
    “Heather?” said Damon. “What do you think?” 
 
    Ria stared blankly down at the money on the desk until he punctuated his question with a small nudge to her ribs with his elbow. 
 
    “Ah, right!” she said. “This seems sufficient.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    They left the brothel with pockets bulging with coin, as neither of them had managed to get their dedicated coin purses out of the tower. Damon shared a grin with Ria as they walked out onto the street.  
 
    They took the time to peruse the market square once more, and Damon purchased some smoked sausage to cook for the others that night, along with a small bottle of plum brandy. He was euphoric as he walked alongside Ria back to the edge of town, and he threw caution to the wind, pulling her in close for several passionate, celebratory kisses. 
 
    “We might just have saved ourselves,” he said. “We have enough money to pay for transport for all five of us anywhere along Veridan’s Curve, along with whatever food we need.” 
 
    “That was only half,” said Ria. “Perhaps we might consider taking Ysabel up on the rest of her offer?” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. “She was generous once she got going.” 
 
    They were approaching the edge of town, needing nothing else from Valleystripe, for the moment. Damon saw a group of rather rough-looking men waiting in clumps on either side of the bridge. 
 
    “She was suspiciously generous,” he said, feeling a premonition. 
 
    The boy, Dolin, was standing with the men, and his eyes flicked toward Damon and Ria a few times in conspicuously quick succession. 
 
    “Need anything before we do this?” he whispered to Ria. 
 
    “Another kiss.” 
 
    He grinned and pulled her to him. She bit his lip gently and let out a low, satisfied sigh. Damon rested his hand on his sword hilt and watched as Ria palmed her throwing dagger. 
 
    “Greetings,” called Damon. “I can’t help but notice that you and your friends have moved into position to block the bridge. It just so happens that my wife and I need to head over this bridge. Do you see our dilemma?” 
 
    The men exchanged a few looks, a few breaking into dark chuckles. 
 
    “Sorry, mister,” said Dolin. “I really do think your wife is pretty. Still want to see a Rem naked one day.” 
 
    “Get out of here, kid,” said Damon. 
 
    Surprisingly, he did just that, jogging off into the distance and leaving the adults to their unsavory business. Damon counted five men, and he took a moment while the situation was still calm to look around for any other spots that might hold an ambush, seeing nothing. 
 
    “If you’ve got any money or anything else of value, hand it over and we won’t hurt you,” said the man in front. He was tall and well-muscled, with a mop of curly red hair. 
 
    “Move.” Damon drew his sword. “I’m tired and have no mind for threats right now. Just move.” 
 
    The men pulled out their own weapons, most of them wielding short swords or cudgels. Damon stepped forward without preamble and began hacking at them, cutting one in the shoulder and another in the ankle before they began to put up any real resistance. 
 
    Ria surged to his side, stabbing a third man in the stomach. They were just thugs, small-town muscle, underequipped and inexperienced with doing much more than making lazy threats. The fight was over almost as soon as it had started. 
 
    “True Divine!” cried the man with the curly red hair. “Just go! We… we didn’t—” 
 
    “You didn’t what?” snapped Damon. “Think we’d put up a fight? I’ll forgive you for lacking any semblance of how hellish our past few days have been, and how ready for this sort of thing we are. I won’t forgive you, however, for threatening my wife! Get his coin purse, Heather.” 
 
    Ria was cleaning blood off her throwing dagger. It took her a second to remember that she was Heather and jump into action, patting the man down and pulling loose his money. 
 
    “It’s nearly empty,” she said. 
 
    “That’s fine. I’ll still take it. I actually need one.” 
 
    He sheathed his sword, took the man’s coin purse, and shouldered past the thugs who were still on their feet. Ria followed him, still watching the men carefully. 
 
    It only took them a few minutes to walk up the slope and make it back to where they’d left the others. Damon wasn’t able to suppress the grin on his face as he presented them with the food and supplies. 
 
    “We got everything you asked for, aesta,” he said to Malon. “Also, we managed to earn a bit of money while we were at it.” 
 
    “Nearly a hundred silver sables,” said Ria. 
 
    “Is that right?” Malon’s smile looked brittle and false. “Would you mind elaborating on what this work entailed?” 
 
    Damon exchanged a glance with Ria. He had no real desire to lie to Malon, but it couldn’t be avoided without coming clean. 
 
    “Just a few odd jobs,” he said. “Nothing too outlandish. I bought some smoked sausage. If we find a camping spot a bit farther into the forest, we should be fine to make a fire.” 
 
    “Sausage…” said Vel with an appreciative sigh. “Never in my life did I think that the idea of eating sausage would be so breathtakingly exciting.” 
 
    “Well, ah, there’s a first time for everything,” said Damon. 
 
    He helped Vel with her pack as they set out to find a place to camp for the night. Malon was deliberate in how she walked beside him, setting a hand on his shoulder to slow him down as the others moved on ahead. 
 
    “You reek of heartlift weed,” she whispered. 
 
    Damon’s neck muscles tensed. “There’s a good reason for that.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    Malon could be scarily intense when she wanted to. Damon thought of a few excuses, each one less believable than the last. His aesta saved him from having to lie to her again, however. 
 
    “How about I tell you what I already know?” she suggested. “Ria has been either trading for heartlift weed with some of the Remenai she deals with or growing it herself. She told you about it the other night, when the two of you slipped outside after you thought everyone was asleep.” 
 
    “That’s… not inaccurate,” he admitted. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” asked Malon. “I can understand being concerned about how I might react under normal circumstances, but our current situation is fairly desperate. I need to have all the facts before coming to a decision.” 
 
    “I didn’t know until earlier, when we first entered Valleystripe,” said Damon. 
 
    “Would you have told me if you’d known before that?” 
 
    Damon looked away, unsure of both whether he wanted to answer, and what the answer would be. “Look, it doesn’t matter now. You know the truth. You know that we’re in a much better position because of what we did. Do you really need to lecture me on this?” 
 
    Malon folded her arms. “You didn’t smoke too much, did you?” 
 
    “Not really,” he said.  
 
    “Heartlift weed is addictive, both mentally and physically,” she said. “If you have any left, I’d appreciate it if you gave it to me. I’d feel more comfortable holding onto it for the group.” 
 
    “Ria has the rest of it.” 
 
    “I’ll speak with her, then.” 
 
    Damon sighed, feeling so much as he had when Malon used to catch him when he was up to mischief as a little boy. She was still his aesta, even now. It was a fact that was more comforting than annoying, even if it had her treating him like a child again. It made him feel as though not all of what they’d lost when the tower had crumbled was really gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    They set up camp half a mile outside of Valleystripe, far enough away to give them some privacy without completely abandoning the benefits of being near a town. Damon had seen several carriages available for hire, and with their new windfall of coin, they could book passage north the next morning if they so chose. 
 
    “You know,” said Kastet. “We could seek out a representative of Emperor Argenstein once we reach New Florencia. It’s entirely possible that the local governor would be willing to provide his assistance once he understood the situation.” 
 
    They’d risked a small fire, and everyone’s faces were illuminated by its warm glow in the cool night. Malon was cooking the sausages in their travel pot alongside a generous helping of beans. The smell was incredible, though Damon knew that was at least in part due to the influence of his ravenous hunger. 
 
    “I am not familiar with New Florencia,” said Ria. “Do they have prejudice toward the Remenai?” 
 
    “I… honestly don’t know,” said Kastet. “Avarice sees them as a rival faction in the region. I would assume they’d at least be open to discussing a potential alliance if it included a temporarily exiled Merinian princess and a few powerful Remenai clans.” 
 
    Ria nodded slowly. Malon looked far less certain. 
 
    “Contrary to what’s commonly said, the enemy of your enemy is not always your friend,” said Malon. “I would recommend a patient path forward, Your Highness. Easier and safer opportunities for you to regain power will eventually present themselves.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Kastet, with a sigh. “However, patience requires time. Do we have that much of it?” 
 
    It was plain what she was asking. The assassins were still on their tail, as far as any of them knew. They might need powerful allies sooner, rather than later. 
 
    “For tonight, at least, I think we’re safe enough to be patient,” said Malon, with a gentle smile. “Solas? Was that brandy I saw in the bag of supplies you brought back?” 
 
    “You saw correctly,” he said. “Should we open it?” 
 
    It was more of a question than it seemed. They weren’t necessarily safe, even with their proximity to a town. Then again, they might not be truly safe again for quite some time, and there was no sense in hauling an extra bottle around in one of the traveling bags indefinitely. 
 
    They passed both the brandy bottle and the pot around, lacking cups or bowls or anything beyond the most basic utensils to eat with. Sausage and beans was a pairing of food to which Damon had never given enough credit before, the meat spicy, the beans soft and savory.  
 
    The brandy was a nice addition, and between the five of them, it didn’t amount to enough liquor to get anyone overly drunk. Damon sat between Vel and Ria, both of them sidling up near enough to be almost openly cuddling him. Malon eyed them suspiciously as she took a sip from the brandy bottle, but she didn’t let her disapproval rise to the point of open complaint. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll see about hiring a carriage,” said Damon. “It’s time for us to travel out of Veridan’s Curve and into New Florencia. That should be enough distance for us to finally start letting our guard down.” 
 
    “I agree, solas,” said Malon. “For tonight, however, it would be best for us to stay alert. I don’t mind taking the first watch, since—” 
 
    A branch cracked in the distance, the sound just loud enough to stand out against the ambient chirping of the crickets and rustling of the trees. Damon reached for his myrblade, feeling Vel and Ria stiffen straight. 
 
    Before he could draw his sword, however, a figure strode out of the forest, drawing into the circle of illumination provided by their fire. Damon recognized him by his hulking silhouette, if not his distinctive facial features. 
 
    “Hello,” said Jerome Numbers, of the Blacksoul Band. “Is there enough room for one more by your fire?” 
 
    Damon rose to his feet, unsheathing his sword in a slow, deliberate motion. The others were up and they moved to stand in positions that made tactical sense. Ria was next to him, while Vel and Kastet stood safely in the middle, and Malon faced outward, toward the forest behind them. 
 
    “You caught up with us, it seems,” said Damon. “Given how fast we’ve been traveling, I have to imagine it was a bit of a struggle.” 
 
    “We do what we do not just because we’re good at it, or because of the money.” Jerome reached down to pick up the discarded brandy bottle, wiggling it back and forth before downing the dregs. “A pepper must take passion in their work. There’s no purpose in living a life that goes against the beating of one’s own heart.” 
 
    “How very profound,” said Damon. “Is this also part of the passion you take in your work? You could have attacked us without warning, but instead, you come to talk?” 
 
    “Agatha poisoned your food.” 
 
    Damon felt his mouth go dry for an instant. A slow smile crept onto Jerome’s face, and he eventually waved a finger at them. 
 
    “That was a jest,” said Jerome. “Look at your faces! No, in truth, I came ahead to make this easy and straightforward. We only need two of you. Princess Kastet and her kidnapper. The rest may walk away with no further molestation.” 
 
    “I was not kidnapped!” shouted Kastet. “I was saved from imprisonment, and likely death, by Damon Al-Kendras. Neither he nor I will surrender to your company of assassins.” 
 
    “The truth is and always has been available for purchase,” said Jerome. “The facts of your situation are whatever my employer whispers into my ear.” 
 
    “We aren’t asleep in our home this time around,” said Damon in a low voice. “If you want to find out what happens when you face us in a fair fight, then bring the rest of your men out from the shadows.” 
 
    Jerome nodded and waved a hand. A ring of armed men, most of them wearing armor or chainmail, emerged from the shadowed trees. Damon spotted Agatha and Shagille, who walked forward to stand next to Jerome.  
 
    “Get down!” shouted Malon.  
 
    Damon dropped, pulling Vel and Kastet with him, aware of what his aesta likely had planned. Shagille was a dampener, but his ability to absorb magic wasn’t limitless. 
 
    Malon’s crest gave off a bright, crimson glow from underneath her tunic as she threw her arms sideways, launching thick plumes of flames toward the mercenaries approaching from the trees.  
 
    Near a dozen of them fell instantly, engulfed by the intense bursts of Malon’s magical fire. The screams of the men were thick on the air, and Damon couldn’t decide whether the ones still conscious enough to attempt to roll their own burning bodies out on the ground were lucky or cursed. 
 
    “Handle the sorceress,” Jerome said, addressing Shagille. 
 
    Damon launched himself forward, swinging his myrblade at the dampener as he moved to contain Malon’s spellcasting. The rest of the mercenaries were already closing in.  
 
    The danger was too spread out for them to have much strategy in their defense. Agatha levelled a crossbow at the center of their group, no doubt loaded with poisoned bolts. Jerome smiled and watched, prepared to charge forward at any moment. 
 
    Damon saw Ria dodge sideways out of the corner of his eye, letting her dagger fly toward Agatha. The twang of the crossbow shooting sounded in the same instant. The projectiles collided in midair, in an event of incredible improbability. 
 
    Ria rolled forward to collect her throwing dagger as more of the mercenaries closed on them from the trees. Malon was still flinging fire, but Shagille took another step toward her, holding his arms up and suddenly muting her magic as though blowing out a candle. Malon glared at him with gritted teeth, swinging a hand at him in a hard slap that missed by a few inches. 
 
    Damon held off the bulk of the mercenaries with quick, accurate sword strikes. He drew from his myrblade’s magic, not manifesting the ice thorns, but letting each strike cast a lingering freeze effect upon its target. 
 
    They weren’t going to win the fight. He could feel the truth of that on a deeper level amid their growing sense of desperation and despair. Damon looked toward Ria, catching her eye in between attacks. 
 
    “Grab Kastet!” he shouted. “Run!” 
 
    It wasn’t as much of an admission of defeat as it seemed. If he could split the Blacksoul Band up, their own chances of surviving the encounter would increase substantially. Ideally, Damon would split off from Malon far enough for at least one of them to be free of Shagille’s dampening aura, but their positions made it impossible for him to flee without leaving his aesta on her own. 
 
    Ria had gotten a hand on Kastet’s arm and pulled her into a run, followed closely behind by Vel, who was swinging a lit log from the fire at anyone who drew near her. Damon fell into place alongside Malon as Jerome and Shagille strode toward her. 
 
    He had an idea, and it was better than nothing. 
 
    “Steam,” he whispered to Malon. 
 
    One of her eyebrows twitched, but she nodded after a moment, understanding him. They turned away from Jerome and Shagille. Damon brought his sword down to the ground as Malon cast her flame magic in the same direction. 
 
    “Whoa!” cried Myr. “That’s hot!” 
 
    Fire met ice, and the result was a sudden burst of rippling steam. Damon’s lungs stung as he took his next breath, but his trick obscured the sightlines of the battlefield for the moment, leaving them with an opening. Damon snatched up one of the traveling bags from their campsite and pulled Malon toward the trees, sprinting at full tilt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Damon was concerned for the others, but his options were limited to simply staying ahead of the pursuers coming after him and Malon. He shot the occasional glance back in the direction of the mercenaries whenever he could, searching through the silhouettes in hopes of confirming whether the dampener was among them. 
 
    Malon wasn’t as fast a runner as he was, but it made little practical difference as they plodded through the thick forest. Branches, bushes, and hidden shifts in the ground were every bit as much an enemy to them as the Blacksoul Band. 
 
    Damon considered his luck to be strained to the limit, but not entirely absent. The rumble of thunder sounded no more than ten minutes into his and Malon’s hasty retreat. The rain came shortly after, cool droplets of what seemed like the True Divine’s intervention in the form of pelting precipitation. 
 
    Ria would be able to draw from her tempesting magic in such conditions. Damon wasn’t confident that lightning was outside the scope of Shagille’s dampening abilities, but the man could only be in a single place at a time. Either he’d gone after Ria, Vel, and Kastet, or he was still chasing Damon and Malon. 
 
    In either case, there would be an opportunity for a fight that would give them the edge. They didn’t necessarily need to eliminate the Blacksoul Band down to a man. If they could decisively win a fight against a portion of them, or even kill one of the company’s leaders, it might be enough to dissuade them from doubling down on their job’s finish. 
 
    It was more of a passing thought than a workable plan. Damon tripped over a tree root and nearly hit his head against a rock as he fell. Malon was at his side in an instant, pulling him back to his feet. A noise from farther on drew them both up short before they could make to continue. 
 
    A craggy cliff face segmented the forest ahead of them, with a fallen tree trunk leaning at an angle to make a triangle between the upper and lower level. Damon saw movement from above and farther into the forest. He motioned for Malon to crouch lower, and they both crept forward into the cover provided by the cliff. 
 
    There was a small opening underneath the fallen tree, a crevice within the rock formed by ancient movements of the terrain. Malon squeezed Damon’s shoulder, shifting down and into the tiny cave with nary a pause. Damon listened to the night, searching for their pursuers with his ears. 
 
    He was surprised when he found them. They were mostly ahead of him and Malon, positioned to encircle them into an ambush if they continued blundering into the dark. Hiding in the cave was their best option. 
 
    “It’s empty, as far as I can tell,” whispered Malon in a barely audible voice. 
 
    “Good. How are you positioned?” 
 
    “Surprisingly comfortably,” she said. “Just hide your traveling pack and squeeze yourself in, feet first.” 
 
    Damon did so, moving as quietly as he could and hoping that it would be enough. It was still raining, but the angle of the cliff and the underlying slope gave them plenty of cover. He fit his legs into the crevice and slowly began to wriggle himself in. 
 
    It was not a spacious arrangement. The cave had a fair amount of depth, but was barely wide enough for two people to lie side by side. He fit himself in next to Malon, expecting the cave to open up and feeling uncertain whether he was disappointed that it didn’t. 
 
    Malon leaned back against him, her body flush with his. Damon put an arm around her, hugging her on reflex. He could still see out of the cave if he shifted his head to look through the entrance, but the position of the tree left them, and even the crevice’s existence, entirely hidden from cursory inspection. 
 
    “It’s not too bad, is it?” whispered Malon. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Damon gave her body a small, reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “A bit lacking for wiggle room,” said Malon. She shifted against him, doing a bit of wiggling herself as she tried to get more comfortable. Damon took a slow breath, trying to force his lower half to stay calm and sensible. 
 
    Rain continued to pelt against the trees, creating an ambient patter of noise that would no doubt help cover any noise they made. Malon had just enough space to roll onto her other side, facing him directly in the darkness of their shelter. 
 
    “How do you think the others are faring?” asked Damon. 
 
    “I don’t know…” said Malon, with a tired sigh. “I can only hope they’ve managed as well as us. I heard several claps of thunder in quick succession while we were running. It may have been Ria using her magic to buy their escape.” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly, forcing himself to trust in Ria and Vel’s capabilities and tamping down on his own worries. Malon’s words had brought another issue to mind, one exacerbated by their current situation and apparent in her movements. One of her legs was already rubbing against his, angling for contact like the body of a horny teenager. 
 
    “Aesta,” he said. “You used your magic, too. Quite a bit of it, in fact.” 
 
    “I did, but it’s nothing to concern yourself with,” she said. “I’m fine, solas. Just a bit tired.” 
 
    He let his hand find her cheek in the dark, cupping gently, but confidently. 
 
    “I’ve seen how you can get when you’re just a bit tired, aesta,” he said. 
 
    “Now is not the time for such jokes.” 
 
    He kissed her lips, letting his mouth drag across her cheek afterward to linger by her ear. “What is it time for, then?” 
 
    He felt a shudder run through her. In truth, he suspected he was as turned on as she was, if not more. He’d almost lost any semblance of control when she’d started talking about wiggle room in the first place. 
 
    He ran his hands along her body, feeling her do the same, though with reluctant movements. The confines of the cave had both created the situation and made it torturous. Even getting undressed within the space would be a challenge, but it was one that a certain part of Damon’s body already seemed more than up for. 
 
    “This is unfair,” whispered Malon. “I realize how hard it might be for you to control yourself with us like this, solas, but please… Remember who we are to one another.” 
 
    “What I remember is how drained you become every time I see you use your magic,” he said. “We can’t have that. Not here, not now.” 
 
    “You speak as if, as if…” 
 
    “As if what?” He kissed her neck and let his erection prod into her stomach. 
 
    “As if you’re going to do something about it,” said Malon. 
 
    Damon gripped her thigh, lifting it up as he continued to grind into her. The angle was all wrong. Getting it right would take effort on both their behalves. Though with Malon, and with how easily and often she’d shut him down in the past, that had always been the case.  
 
    “You… know what I want to do, aesta,” he whispered. He felt his ears prickle at his own vagueness. It was so hard to be direct with her about sex, and it always had been. “You know what we should do.” 
 
    “Should we, solas?” she asked. “You project such confidence. You never stop to consider the consequences of your actions.” 
 
    “What consequences?” He kissed her neck and let his hand cup one of her breasts through her tunic. “We’ve done this dance too many times. Look where we are, aesta. Nobody would ever know.” 
 
    “I would know,” she said. “You would know. We can’t. We simply can’t.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then why do we end up here so often?” Damon took her hand, pulling against the small amount of resistance she held it back with, and dragged it down to his bulge. Malon’s fingers instantly began to explore and caress, taking a measure of his manhood through the fabric. 
 
    “Why do we end up here?” echoed Malon. “Because we both… threaten each other, in this way.” 
 
    “I threaten you?” 
 
    “Not in the usual sense of the word,” she whispered. “How many…” She cleared her throat. “How many women have you bedded, solas?” 
 
    Damon let out a low groan. He could have given her an answer to that question. Likely, it wasn’t nearly as many as she assumed. He’d had a few good first experiences which had given him an abundance of confidence. 
 
    But to have her ask him, in that loving, but embarrassed voice. To have her ask him while cupping his crotch and sneaking spare fingers into the waistline of his pants. To have his aesta ask him how many women he’d bedded while he was in the process, the preliminary stage, of bedding her… 
 
    “You don’t have to answer,” she said, just before he could. “My point is that you aren’t… unaccomplished, ah, in that realm. I am a crest sorceress of Lascivious. We threaten each other in a passionate sense. I think it’s made worse by the genuine love we share.” 
 
    “But you won’t face this threat?” asked Damon. “We could both face it down, here and now. As many times as it took for us to get over it. Again, and again…” 
 
    “I can hear it in your voice,” she whispered. “Oh, solas. Where did we go so wrong?” 
 
    Her words seemed to echo in his ear as he kissed her again, more hungrily this time. He pulled her body against his, marveling as he always did about how she seemed to fit him so perfectly.  
 
    “Mmm…” moaned Malon, as he gave one of her buttocks a hard squeeze.  
 
    Perhaps that was exactly what she needed. Malon could talk a good game about invisible threats and riding off the beaten track, but when it came down to it, she was still vulnerable to his advances. She didn’t need logic and reason, or a perfectly primed opportunity. She needed a good, hard fuck. 
 
    He pushed into her with more roughness, using what little space he had in the cave for its best purpose. Malon let out a surprised squeal as he started to pull her leggings down, immediately followed by an annoyed hiss. 
 
    And then his hands were bound by her magic. The crimson glow of the conjured bindings she used was enough to illuminate their tiny space. He could see her flushed, horny face, but more pressingly, he could see the intensity of her glare. 
 
    “Solas,” she said, harshly. “Enough.” 
 
    There was no innuendo in that statement, at least none he could detect. 
 
    “This isn’t fair,” he said. 
 
    “How is it not fair for me to say no to you?” she countered. 
 
    Those words stung more than a little, especially coming from his aesta. Damon didn’t let himself falter, however. 
 
    “Are you saying no to me, in this?” he asked. “When you kiss me back? When you… touch me back?” 
 
    “Your hands are bound, are they not?” 
 
    “Speaking of which, what happens when one of the Blacksoul Band comes along and sees unnatural red light spilling out of our hiding spot?” 
 
    Malon let out a huff and shifted his bindings upward, pulling his arms above his head. “This wouldn’t be needed if you could simply control yourself! Solas, you—” 
 
    “What?” he snapped. “I tried to help you in a situation where you needed help? I let my body react to being pressed against you in a tiny—” 
 
    She slapped him across the face. It wasn’t a hard blow. It couldn’t have been, given the limitations of the space. It was still more than enough to shut him up, to shame him. 
 
    “Solas,” she said. “You tried, as you have in the past more times than I can count, to have sex with me. To… have your aesta as you have had so many other women.” 
 
    “True Divine, you don’t…” He shut his eyes, face burning. “You don’t have to… say it like that.” 
 
    “I do,” she whispered. “I do, and you need to hear it. I love you solas, so much! I have no interest in seeing you make a mistake… in helping you make one… that might haunt you for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “You’re being overdramatic,” he muttered. “It wouldn’t haunt me.” 
 
    “It would haunt me,” she replied. 
 
    He let out a slow sigh and gave a small nod. The bindings dissipated, plunging them both back into darkness. He made no move to start touching and kissing her again. The awkwardness was as much a bulwark as any manifestation of her power. 
 
    “Come here, solas,” whispered Malon. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hug me,” she said. “It’s alright. I know this situation is challenging for you, and I don’t mean to condemn your impulses, wrong as they may be. Let’s use this as a turning point. We can be close to one another, loving, and intimate… as an aesta and her solas. As we should be.” 
 
    “I’m a grown man,” he said. He let her embrace him, despite his verbal protest. 
 
    “To the world, perhaps,” she said. “To me… you’re still just solas.” 
 
    Her words stabbed at him, while simultaneously soothing him. He loved her so much. Enough to listen to what she was saying, and to hear what wasn’t being said. She needed him in much the same way he needed her. He couldn’t let her down, not in this. 
 
    “I love you, aesta,” he said. “I somehow doubt I’m going to be able to sleep, ah, like this.” 
 
    He flexed his cock, letting it poke her for emphasis, despite how it shamed him to do so after everything she’d said. 
 
    “Just focus on your breathing,” whispered Malon. “You’ll manage.” 
 
    “I apologize for anything that I might inadvertently do during the night,” he said. 
 
    “Let’s hope that you’re too enthralled by your dreams to have that be a worry for us,” whispered Malon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Damon chased after Bylia, watching the grass and flowers sway across the clearing around the tower. She was wearing one of her songstress gowns, cut from colorful, flowing fabric, and her chestnut brown hair hung loose across her shoulders. 
 
    “I thought you’d never come back,” he called, grinning as she turned to face him. 
 
    “I… felt that you needed me,” said Bylia with a small shrug. “So I came. I can do this much for you, sola… ah, Damon.” 
 
    He grinned, lifting her in his arms and spinning her around in the air. Bylia laughed shyly and set her hands on his shoulders. She let out a surprised whoop as he stumbled backward, the two of them falling to the soft ground in a sprawling, but not uncomfortable heap. 
 
    “Bylia…” he whispered, kissing her neck and then her lips. “You’ve been well missed.” 
 
    He touched her body without hesitation, feeling her plump breasts, and then pulling her thighs apart. He saw the surprise and shock in her expression, a bit more than what was warranted, but she had lost her memories, after all. 
 
    “Oh!” said Bylia. “Should we… go inside?” 
 
    “It’s just us here,” he said. “I think? I don’t care! I’ve missed you too much.” 
 
    He saw her gape as he dropped his trousers, letting his cock snap out into the sunlight. The tip was glistening, already primed from his excitement. Bylia held up a hand as though to gesture for him to slow down. He gripped it in his own and pressed it back against the grass, using his other hand to pull her skirt up. 
 
    “Easy,” said Bylia. “There’s no rush. Perhaps we should—” 
 
    She flinched and sucked in a breath as Damon buried his cock as deep as it would go into her womanhood. She was as turned on as he was, and the action of churning her up sent unreal pleasure coursing through Damon. 
 
    “Oh, Bylia,” he moaned. “True Divine. You’re even tighter than I remember.” 
 
    Her eyes were wide, aroused, almost in disbelief. Damon pumped into her roughly, remembering Bylia’s natural eagerness. She’d always been able to take a hard handling. She’d enjoyed pushing it to the limit as much as he had. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said, gruffly. “Do you remember this, Bylia? The way you used to moan for my cock?” 
 
    She shot him a glare, or at least tried to. Damon lifted her legs over his shoulders, flashing a cocky smile at her as he continued to dominate her. Bylia writhed underneath him, moving as though she was increasingly unsure of what she’d gotten herself into. 
 
    “Oh!” she cried. “Damon… You… you’re…” 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. “Sing your song for me, Bylia. Let me hear your voice.” 
 
    She didn’t sing, exactly. It was more of a pleasured squeal, one barely escaping her throat. Damon set his hand on the side of her face, kissing her once tenderly, and then gripping her hair to pull back with a bit of measured force. He’d always wanted to pull Bylia’s hair. 
 
    “Damon Al-Kendras!” cried Bylia.  
 
    She shuddered as he tightened his grip on her locks, taking her the way he’d always wanted to. She’d been such a tease, such a flirt on stage. No doubt dozens of other men had seen her perform and been tempted to take her as they would an eager courtesan. 
 
    “That’s it,” he whispered into her ear. “Shake your hips for me.” 
 
    She did, as though her body was being whispered to ahead of her mind’s consensus. She shook herself for him for several long seconds before snapping her eyes open, seeming to come to her senses and relocate her poise. 
 
    “You… can’t!” she said. 
 
    She pushed him back suddenly. It was out of nowhere, but as Damon fell backward onto the grass, he recognized a few of the signs he’d missed. He suddenly understood what was going on and felt like an idiot for not noticing it earlier. 
 
    “True Divine,” he muttered. “Your sister is waiting for you, isn’t she?” 
 
    He looked toward the tower and saw the carriage of Brienne and Lord Cornerstone. Brienne exited through the carriage’s side and came running, face pinched with worry. 
 
    “Bylia!” cried Brienne. “You’re having sex with Damon, out in the open?” 
 
    Bylia was blushing fiercely and attempting to make herself decent. “I was… I think I made a mistake.” 
 
    “Let me make it with you, sister,” said Brienne. She dropped to her knees next to Damon on the grass and gave his member a soft, full-lipped kiss. Damon groaned, unable to believe his luck. He’d never been open about how he’d occasionally lusted after Brienne. It felt like something out of a fantasy to finally have this chance. 
 
    He watched Brienne start to suck him off and shivered from the pleasure. Bylia sat with her arms folded nearby, shaking her head and muttering to herself while refusing to look at them.  
 
    “You’re not mad at me, are you, Bylia?” he asked. 
 
    Bylia sighed and finally glanced his way. “No, Damon, I’m not mad. It was my idea to visit you like this. I have to wonder what I was thinking…” 
 
    “It was a good idea,” he said. “Oh, True Divine!” 
 
    He seized Brienne by the face with both hands, using her mouth almost as though it belonged to him. Brienne was docile, almost removed from the situation, even as he surged beyond his sexual limits and began to unload into her wet, married mouth. 
 
    “I hope you’re satisfied,” whispered Bylia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Damon awoke feeling as though his dreams had been pleasant, though it was hard to remember more than fleeting wisps. The cave he and Malon had spent the night in was far from comfortable, but she’d arisen ahead of him, and he had enough room to easily slide himself out. 
 
    “Morning,” he said, finding Malon sitting against the fallen tree. 
 
    “Good morning, solas,” she said. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Well enough,” he said. 
 
    “The traveling pack you brought with you was the one with the oats and beans in it,” said Malon. “We don’t have much, but given that it’s just the two of us, we’ll at least have lunch and dinner.” 
 
    “Not breakfast?” 
 
    Malon waved a hand at the area around them. “I thought it unwise to risk it here, given that it’s where the Blacksoul Band will remember having lost our trail.” 
 
    “True,” he said. 
 
    She rose to her feet, and Damon pulled her into a quick hug and planted a kiss on her cheek. She didn’t look at him directly, and he was left wondering if perhaps not all was forgiven after the incident in the cave the previous night. 
 
    Malon was showing the exterior signs of their rough bout of traveling. Her hair, though still braided, was increasingly frazzled, the loose red locks looking like the sunrise in the morning light. Her clothing was stained in some places and streaked with dust in others. 
 
    So were his clothes, however, a fact which Malon emphasized as she brushed a bit of dirt off the chest of his tunic. Damon took a moment to look around the surrounding forest, trying to work out how they were going to find a way to meet up with the others. 
 
    “We could risk heading back to Valleystripe,” he suggested. “Ria, Vel, and Kastet would likely be able to make their way back to the town, regardless of which direction they fled in.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea, but it could be dangerous,” said Malon. “Best we save it for a last resort if we can’t find any signs of them nearby.” 
 
    Damon frowned as he considered her words. “They might not be nearby, aesta. I know you remember how adamant Ria was about taking Kastet deeper into the Malagantyan, to reach out to the Remenai clans she’s on friendly terms with.” 
 
    “I doubt seta would go against the will of the group on her own initiative if it meant putting distance between herself and us,” said Malon. 
 
    “It might not be on her own initiative,” said Damon. “If Kastet was the one who brought up the idea, I’m not sure Vel or Ria would contradict her.” 
 
    “For now, it makes sense for us to travel slow and keep our eyes open,” said Malon. “It’s all we can do, really.” 
 
    Damon nodded. He shouldered the traveling pack and reached for Malon’s hand, holding it as the two of them set out into the woods. 
 
    They set out with only the barest of inklings of direction. Damon used the sun’s position to set them on a northwestern course, though he knew they’d have to meander out of necessity to find the others. 
 
    He was glad for the meal they’d shared the previous night even as his hunger began to return with a vengeance. In fact, the thought of sharing another meal like that after reuniting with Ria, Vel, and Kastet gave him a wealth of hope to draw from. 
 
    Malon seemed recovered from using her magic the night before, which Damon was glad for. A tiny, evil part of him enjoyed it when she started to lose control like that. He tried to remember her words last night and how they’d impacted upon his conscience. She was his aesta, and that was just a fact, one which he should be more grateful for rather than trying to maneuver his way around. 
 
    “Hold a moment,” said Malon. “I see some wild raspberries atop that hill.” 
 
    “Enough to be worth gathering?” 
 
    “Wait here and I’ll go check,” she replied. 
 
    “Happily.” 
 
    He watched her go, the breeze toying with her hair like a banner in the wind. It wasn’t until she’d reached the top of the hill that Damon heard the cracking of branches nearby, too loud and deliberate to be a small animal. 
 
    He spun around, drawing his myrblade and searching the trees. It wasn’t a long search, and the one responsible for the noise made no immediate move to conceal themself. 
 
    A young Remenai girl no older than ten stood a few dozen feet away from Damon, gaping at him in muted surprise. She had clan markings on her face, curling like black inked script over her chin and cheeks, and her hair was woven into simple black braids. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she saw Damon, with his hard expression and drawn sword, and then she burst into tears. Damon winced and silently cursed himself as he watched her run off into the distance, sobbing near the top of her lungs. 
 
    He sheathed his sword, though a part of him felt as though he should keep it out. The girl had just announced their position to anyone within half a mile. He might well need it within the next few minutes. 
 
    “What did you do?” called Malon, as she made her way down the hill with two cupped hands filled with berries. 
 
    “There was a young Rem girl.” Damon shrugged, feeling foolish. “I drew my sword on reflex and she…reacted to it.” 
 
    Malon sighed and began filling one of the empty pockets of Damon’s traveling pack with the berries. “Which way did she go?” 
 
    She explained her logic as they set out after the girl. Malon had a fair amount of skill speaking Konokai, one of the more commonly spoken Rem languages. It was more likely than not that any Remenai they encountered who were traveling as a family would be friendly toward them, especially if they explained their own situation. 
 
    He let Malon lead the way, for obvious reasons. Despite how she’d sprinted off, the little Remenai girl always seemed to be just within view as they followed after her.  
 
    She led them through the trees on an increasingly deliberate path. Soon, they were walking along a relatively clean trail that led from north to south, into the distance. Damon drew even with Malon, seeing their apparent destination resolve through the trees ahead of them at the same time she did. 
 
    A Remenai longhouse made from blackwood logs and woven crimmor leaves stood in the center of a large clearing. The little girl had already sprinted over to another group of Rem children who were busy at play, shouting out a few words of warning in her native language. 
 
    Malon set a hand against Damon’s chest and slowly shook her head. “We should go no farther than this, for now. We’ll wait for one of the adults who are home to come out and…” 
 
    A Remenai woman emerged from the longhouse. She was old, green of hair, as he’d heard Ria say before. Her hair was closer to silver than green, but still vital, unlike the way Merinian hair usually went a duller gray. 
 
    She was tall and thin, and her pointed ears had the slightest droop to them. She wore a simple cloak of silk over a leafcloth tunic and leggings. All of this registered only faintly to Damon, secondary to the expression he saw on Malon’s face as she watched the Remenai woman approach. 
 
    “Aesta,” he said. “What is it?” 
 
    The Remenai woman’s eyes locked onto him, and a curious, wavering smile came onto her face. She looked back toward Malon, but pointed at Damon, her eyebrows lifting in question. Malon nodded, slowly, shakily. 
 
    “This is Sharika, solas,” she said. “Have I told you of her?” 
 
    “I think so. The name sounds familiar. She was an old friend of yours, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “She was. She’s…” Malon trailed off again. “Solas, she’s the reason I follow the path I do. She’s why I became an aesta. To Ria, to you, to Velanor.” 
 
    Damon nodded, eyeing the many children he could see milling about the clearing around them. “She inspired you, I take it?” 
 
    “You could say that,” said Malon. “You could also say that she… is my aesta.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Damon folded his arms. He knew he’d heard Malon correctly, but it still took him a moment to really… hear her correctly. 
 
    “You had an aesta,” he said, slowly. “You never told me that.” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” said Malon. 
 
    Damon nodded more out of reflex than true acceptance. His mind jumped to the next obvious, reasonable question. “Does Ria know?” 
 
    Malon either didn’t hear him or wasn’t in a state to answer. She stepped forward, walking to meet the woman, Sharika, her aesta, midway. They stopped a few feet apart from each other in the middle of the clearing. 
 
    He would have given anything to listen in, but the distance and the fact that he couldn’t understand Konokai prevented him from eavesdropping twice over. He contented himself to slowly walk to them, resisting the urge to sprint toward the spectacle and follow the example of the many Remenai children now pulling at the hem of Sharika’s cloak. 
 
    Malon and Sharika’s conversation came to a lull as Damon drew near. Both women stared at him, saying nothing for an interval long enough to prompt him to glance toward Malon in question. She smiled, but in a way that didn’t reach her eyes. 
 
    “Solas,” she said. She pronounced it differently, more accented than usual. “This is Sharika Tsitazee. She’s my aesta and my oldest friend, and she’s agreed to help us find the others. She’s… interested in getting to know you, along with Velanor and Ria once we’re reunited.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Damon. “Right. I have plenty of questions of my own.” 
 
    He couldn’t keep the suspicious tone from his voice as he spoke. Malon hadn’t lied to him, exactly. She’d told him at least a couple of stories about Sharika, but all of them had omitted a single, essential fact. There were a lot of things that made more sense to him, in that moment, but just as many that made less. 
 
    “Damon Al-Kendras,” said Sharika. “Nice… meeting.” 
 
    Her Merinian wasn’t anywhere close to good, or even truly passable. Damon had never learned Konokai or any of the Rem languages. Why hadn’t he learned at least a few of the common words? He felt foolish, suddenly, as a grown man with an aesta and what amounted to a Remenai sister while still being ignorant of even such basics. 
 
    “Sharika,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you. Truly.” 
 
    Sharika smiled, the action conjuring a web of wrinkles through her cheeks. She bowed to him. Damon bowed back, leaning a bit deeper than she did. 
 
    Two of the children had begun to wrestle, and one of them screamed in a manner which might have been either playful or pained. Sharika let out a small sigh and moved to intercept her energetic charges. A boy and a girl. A solas, and a seta. 
 
    “Solas,” said Malon. “I… should explain this to you.” 
 
    “Please, feel free.” 
 
    “I haven’t spoken about this much with you,” said Malon. “I would have. Or at least, I may have. You were gone for so long during your time as a gladiator.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell Vel or Ria either, though?” he said. It was a guess, but his intuition led him true. 
 
    “Neither of them ever shifted their focus in that direction.” Malon shrugged. “I didn’t keep this secret on purpose, and I’m more than willing to tell you of my past.” 
 
    “Do you really have a choice about it now that it’s been thrust into our faces?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Watch it.” 
 
    “I’m just pointing out what’s obvious.” 
 
    “For the moment, please, just hold your tongue and listen,” said Malon. “My birth parents died when I was thirteen, here, in the Malagantyan. They were missionaries, devout worshippers of the Cult of Arconn’s Way. I was with them on their mission. I saw them die at the hands of a group of bandits, deserters from the first Merinian colonies to reach Veridan’s Curve. 
 
    “I was spared. I don’t know why. I suppose it would be more accurate to say I don’t remember why. That entire period is lost to me from the impact of the trauma of whatever it was I experienced. 
 
    “Sharika found me and took me in. I joined her family. It was a home in motion, and I was an outsider to everyone but her, of course. The other Remenai in her care looked down on me, but I understood. I never blamed them for it. I stayed with Sharika for several years before our disagreements became insurmountable.” 
 
    “Is that why you never told us about her?” asked Damon. “Did the two of you have a falling out?” 
 
    “It was more intense than a mere falling out. I always worried that if I told you, or more likely, Ria, hearing the nature of my past might put ideas in your heads. I was so scared that you would look at me one day and come to a negative judgment about my care and love for you.” 
 
    Malon looked away, her fingers fidgeting against the bottom edge of her tunic in the same way Vel sometimes would when she was nervous or uncomfortable. 
 
    “Still…” Damon shrugged. “I suppose I would have liked to have met her before now, regardless. In safer circumstances.” 
 
    “She adheres to the Wandering Way,” said Malon. “We lived far from here during my time with her, and I doubt she’s been in this location for more than a year, at most. I wondered at times whether Sharika was still alive or not, given how long it had been since I’d last seen her.” 
 
    Damon nodded, understanding her a bit more. It was easy to fall into the habit of keeping oneself at a distance from people they cared about. He’d done the same with Malon, after all, during his time away building his career as a gladiator. 
 
    Sharika came back over, seeming to glide with each elegant step she took. There were so many small details about her, from her smile, to the set of her shoulders, and even the discerning confidence in her eyes that reminded Damon of Malon. He wondered how much of it was true opposed to simple projection on his part. 
 
    Sharika and Malon exchanged a few more words in Konokai, and then Malon turned to gesture Damon toward the longhouse. 
 
    “She’s invited us to have lunch with her and her family,” she said. 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    The longhouse’s interior was simple, but spacious. It was open on one side, with a curtain of woven vines separating a wide common from the firepit just outside the home. Sharika set about preparing the food along with one of the older children, a Remenai girl with big brown eyes who couldn’t have been more than four or five years younger than Damon. 
 
    He took a seat on one of the stools around the common room’s large, rectangular table. The children buzzed with energy as they found their own places, with the exception of the little girl whom Damon had initially scared out in the woods. She remained on guard, hiding behind one of the vine curtains that cordoned off the longhouse’s individual rooms. 
 
    Malon came alive, showing Damon a side of her he’d never seen before. That wasn’t entirely true, however. He’d just never been on the outside looking in, getting a true view of the comfortable, patient way she interacted with children. 
 
    She spoke with each of them, answering their questions as often as asking her own, judging from the tenor of her words. One of them pulled on the end of her braid, a little boy with puffy cheeks and a mischievous smile. She swept him up in her arms and tickled him senseless.  
 
    The other children laughed along with them both. Damon grinned, feeling so swept up in the moment that he could almost forget about the danger that Vel, Ria, and Kastet might be in.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    Another child pulled on the hilt of his myrblade as Sharika and her helper started serving the food. Damon shot Malon a questioning glance as the small boy began to pull his sword a few inches from its scabbard, and she gave him a stern frown and shook her head. 
 
    “Sorry, little gladiator,” he said. “You’ll have to wait for now. Maybe I’ll get a chance to show it to you safely later on?” 
 
    The boy stared at him, nodded slowly, and then kept pulling on the sword hilt. Damon followed Malon’s example and fended him off with a barrage of tickles. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    The food was sublime, and Damon suspected he would have held that opinion even if the majority of his meals over the past few days hadn’t been starvation rations. Sharika served him a large helping of grilled fish fillet along with lettuce and cucumber salad. He ate it with a snit, the traditional Remenai utensil. It was basically a flat spoon with one edge sharpened. 
 
    Malon and Sharika spoke at length, though it was all in Konokai and unintelligible to Damon. The older girl who’d helped Sharika with the food kept staring at him. It was only when Damon started staring back that she finally came over and took the nearby empty seat. 
 
    “Can… your ears be of listening to my words?” asked the girl. 
 
    Her pronunciation and grammar were a bit jumbled, but she spoke slowly and carefully. 
 
    “I understand you,” said Damon. 
 
    The girl smiled and set a hand to her chest. “Arylla.” 
 
    He did the same. “Damon.” 
 
    She nodded, still staring at him. A silent, somewhat awkward moment passed. It was clear that the girl wasn’t sure what she wanted to ask him, which was funny to Damon, as he also had no idea what sorts of things he’d want to ask her. 
 
    “Is there truth in the speakings that some Remenai live with the Merinians in their coast cities?” asked Arylla. 
 
    “Yes,” said Damon. “It’s not uncommon, though Rem are still the minority there. You see more Remenai living in the towns and cities along Veridan’s Curve than you do Merinians living with Rem in the Malagantyan.” 
 
    Arylla accepted his answer with a small bow. Damon felt a suspicion about why a young Remenai girl who’d taught herself Merinian on a passable level might be interested in learning about the world outside of the trees. 
 
    Damon finished his food, feeling genuinely full for the first time in days. Malon set a hand on his shoulder as her conversation with Sharika ended, giving it an affectionate squeeze. 
 
    “She’s offered to help us search for the others,” said Malon. “We’re welcome to stay here for as long as we need to, but as is often the case with aestas, she doesn’t have any freely available beds.” 
 
    “We do have a tent and a bedroll in the traveling pack,” he said. “We can make do. Is it wise, though, for us to limit our search to the nearby area?” 
 
    Malon shrugged. “It’s hard to say. We have so little to go on. I suppose it likely won’t make a difference whether we cover more ground or less, given that our reunion will be based off random chance.” 
 
    “We’ll find them,” said Damon. “Or they’ll find us.” 
 
    He reached out, brushing a few strands of hair back from Malon’s face and cupping her cheek. She gently cleared her throat and removed his hand, shooting him a coded frown. 
 
    Sharika led her children through the process of clearing the table and cleaning off the plates. Damon and Malon spent a few minutes setting up their singular tent and bedroll near the longhouse, an act which left Damon’s mind running wild with ideas he knew his aesta wouldn’t like. 
 
    He set off to search the surrounding area for Ria, Vel, and Kastet with what was left of the afternoon. Sharika and Malon stayed behind to speak some more and watch over the children, while Damon was joined by Arylla and two of the older teenagers.  
 
    Much of the forest near the longhouse was easily traversable, with open sightlines through the trees that let them check wide swathes of land without much effort. It was a beautiful area, fertile and peaceful in the way that only certain places within the Malagantyan managed to achieve. The farmstead had been one of them, and Damon felt the loss of their old home anew as he accepted the fact that it was gone forever. 
 
    “Water up here,” said Arylla. “You wish to bathe?” 
 
    “I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” said Damon. “Aesta, er, Malon, would also appreciate it, I think.” 
 
    “Fyora will bring her after,” said Arylla.  
 
    She gave Damon a grin that seemed a bit enthusiastic for the situation and ran down a nearby slope with leaping steps. He followed after her, arriving to find her standing next to a waterfall that crashed down into a perfect pool of clear blue water. 
 
    He waited for a moment or two before realizing that Arylla had no intention of giving him any privacy. Malon hadn’t needed to give him a warning for him to know it was obvious that he should be on his best behavior. 
 
    He undressed slowly, keeping his undershorts on and doing his best to ignore the way Arylla’s eyes stayed locked onto his body. The water was cold enough to steal his breath away, but the waterfall was an absolute treat. The pressure of the stream crashing down on him from above was enough to scour away days of accumulated dirt, sweat, and traveling. 
 
    Arylla shouted something that Damon couldn’t quite make out over the sound of the crashing water. 
 
    “What?” he replied. 
 
    She drew a bit closer to the bathing pool and tried again. He made out a word or two, but still couldn’t hear her. 
 
    “What?” he shouted again. 
 
    Arylla scowled in a manner that reminded him so much of Vel that it was almost uncanny. “Would you be ready to return soon?” 
 
    He heard her that time, but decided to have some fun. “What?” 
 
    Arylla made an annoyed face. She was already at the edge of the water, and after a moment of rather cute hesitation, she stripped off her tunic and leggings and joined him in the pool, clad only in her underwear. 
 
    “Damon!” she shouted, drawing next to him under the waterfall. 
 
    “What?” he said, smiling as he washed his chest and under his arms. 
 
    Arylla’s stare took on a different quality as the ambience shifted in response to their proximity and near nudity. Damon wondered if he was the first Merinian man, or even the first man of any type, that she’d seen this far unclothed. 
 
    “I…” Arylla cleared her throat, meeting his gaze, the tips of her ears reddening. “Would you… be of interest…?” 
 
    “Would I be of interest… in what?” he asked, stepping forward. 
 
    He knew he was being an idiot even as he felt his cock growing hard under the water’s surface. Arylla didn’t back away from him. He felt his fingers twitching as he considered how easy it would be to grab her by the waist and pull her to him. She’d undressed and followed him into the water. She couldn’t be that naïve… could she? 
 
    A massive splash from next to them announced the arrival of one of the other Remenai teenagers, a tall girl with dimpled chin. Damon came to his senses and playfully splashed them both, though the moment seemed to linger as the game shifted toward tugging at what was left of each other’s clothing. Arylla missed his undershorts more than once, all but groping his obvious erection in their place. 
 
    Damon felt a hand tap on his shoulder and turned around to discover that Malon had also arrived at the pool to bathe. She was in her small clothes, just as they all were, and True Divine, it was a sight that Damon had forgotten the brilliance of. 
 
    Her skin was pale in the places usually hidden by her clothing, and her red hair turned dark maroon as the water soaked through it. Her large breasts strained against the contours of her half-shirt, and she fidgeted slightly with her girlshorts, unable to get them to keep the proper fit over her buttocks that she desired. 
 
    “Aesta,” said Damon. 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “Solas…” 
 
    “I see you came to get to cleaned up.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, quietly. “I see no reason to stay dirty when the chance to get clean presents itself.” 
 
    He moved aside, giving her room to step underneath the waterfall. The Remenai girls had taken to floating on their backs in calmer waters, absorbed in their own conversation. 
 
    “Let me help you wash your back off,” said Damon. 
 
    He stepped forward to join her under the waterfall before she could answer, letting his tool prod into her ass. She was so warm compared to the water. Damon wrapped his arms around her stomach and kissed her neck, unable to control the sudden urge to be with her. 
 
    “Solas,” whispered Malon. “Not here.” 
 
    “Elsewhere, then?” 
 
    “Solas!” 
 
    She turned around in his grip, shooting him a glare that was clearly forced and exaggerated. Damon took the reprimand in stride, giving her a kiss on the lips that was too blatant to be chaste, but too quick to be passionate. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll meet you back at the longhouse.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Damon was left with little to do other than play with the children when he arrived back in Sharika’s clearing. Arylla had made the walk with him, but she’d gone straight to Sharika, and the two of them had entered a discussion in hushed tones. The number of glances they both shot in his direction during the exchange of words left him intrigued and slightly concerned.  
 
    Malon arrived back with the other teenage Remenai girl a few minutes later. Sharika immediately pulled her aside, and the two of them talked as they walked a slow lap around the edge of the trees. Damon occupied himself by helping Arylla resupply the fire ahead of dinner. 
 
    When he next saw Malon, she had an expression he’d never seen before. Her eyes were sorrowful, her gaze was downcast, and she kept her arms pulled tightly across her chest, as though trying to physically contain whatever mixture of emotions was currently roiling through her. 
 
    “Damon.” Sharika’s voice came from behind him, and he started in surprise. 
 
    “Yes?” he said. 
 
    “She wishes to share your presence,” said Arylla. “I will help her speak and hear you.” 
 
    Damon glanced toward Malon, who was over by their tent, watching the situation while trying to appear as though she wasn’t. He nodded, curious about what Sharika might have to say to him. 
 
    “Lead on,” he said. 
 
    He followed the two women into the longhouse. The children were all outside, though it was hard to tell whether that was intention or incidental. Damon folded his hands on the table and smiled pleasantly as he listened to Sharika ask her first question in Konokai for Arylla to translate. 
 
    “Sharika heard from Malon that you were eight years old when you first became her solas,” said Arylla. “What was your experience of her at that time?” 
 
    “It was good,” he said. “It was a relief, honestly. I was with my father before that and he… was a volatile man. Things were calm and stable at the tower with Malon, and she cared for me well.” 
 
    Arylla translated his answer. Damon let a smile sneak onto his face. It felt strange, but welcome, to be sharing such things with his aesta’s aesta. He made a note to ask Arylla if there was a better word for that later. 
 
    “Malon told Sharika that you left her care when you were thirteen,” said Arylla. “She was vague as to the reason. Why did you leave?” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “It was nothing she did. I wanted to be my own man, and I was scared that my father’s debt holders might start threatening her. Malon still loved me, regardless.” 
 
    Arylla nodded slowly, her expression flickering with a strange doubt as she translated. Damon waited patiently for the next question, but he found himself unready for it when it came. 
 
    “Did Malon ever kiss you or touch you as a young man in a manner that made you discomforted?” asked Arylla. 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    Arylla didn’t repeat the question, the accusation. She let it linger, and it seemed to choke the air within the longhouse, making each of Damon’s breaths hot and uncomfortable. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” he asked, directing the question at Sharika. “She didn’t do anything wrong! If anything, I was the one who… acted out.” 
 
    He swore under his breath as Arylla began to translate, wishing he’d chosen his words more carefully. Sharika’s response was sharp and stern, and Arylla’s translated question followed quickly after. 
 
    “Sharika wishes you to tell her honestly how many times Malon has taken you as a lover and at what ages,” said Arylla. 
 
    “Sharika can mind her own fucking business.” The stool tipped over backward as Damon rushed to his feet. “I’m done answering your questions.” 
 
    He left the longhouse in a huff, but he stopped himself instead of heading straight to the tent. He took a walk into the forest instead, trying to calm himself down as he simultaneously cursed himself out.  
 
    This was undeniably his fault. He’d pushed the boundary with Malon, imagining them to be an island apart from the world. She’d told him before about garlisinon, the Remenai crime of grooming a child for sex. She’d tried to warn him off every step of the way, and he’d been too horny to care about anything other than using her body for the sake of getting off. 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, suddenly wishing he had some strong ale, or even a spliff of heartlift weed. He leaned his back against the tree, watching the last of the day’s light fade as the sun began to set over the trees and hills in the distance. 
 
    When Damon arrived back at the longhouse, he could hear loud, familiar voices within. Malon and Sharika were arguing in Konokai, though calling it an argument seemed just short of the truth. Malon’s tone sounded hoarse and desperate, while Sharika’s was sharp and biting.  
 
    The leaf curtain opened, and Malon rushed out. She didn’t see him at first, and she was still hugging her arms across her chest with that same defensive posture. Her eyes were red around the edges, and she looked distraught in a way Damon had never seen. Even still, she forced a smile onto her face when she saw him. 
 
    “Ah,” she said. “Solas. I was… on my way to lie down for bit.” 
 
    “Aesta.” He took a step forward, which she matched by taking one back. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Malon, expression strained, on the verge of breaking. “I’m tired. I would just like to rest if that’s alright?” 
 
    He nodded as a horrible, aching lump formed in his throat. Malon hurried past him, crouching and slipping into the tent once she reached it. 
 
    He wanted to take her advice. He wanted to simply let her rest. He couldn’t, not now, not like this. 
 
    A sound Damon could never remember hearing before emanated from within the tent as he approached it. Malon was crying. She did it softly, maintaining control even through being overwhelmed by her emotions.  
 
    Malon was crying because of what he’d done to her. Because of the stupid, impulsive choices he’d made. Because of so many bad, horny decisions, so many lines crossed and boundaries broken. 
 
    She didn’t know he was there, or that he could hear her. Damon sat down against the corner of the longhouse, listening to his aesta cry in the tent on the other side of the clearing. He pressed his palms to his forehead and clenched his teeth, feeling like the fucking bastard he knew he might just be, deep down inside. 
 
    “Solas?” Malon surprised him, coming up and setting a hand on his shoulder. It had been a while, minutes, if not more than an hour. Her soft sobs had quieted at some point, but Damon’s guilt and shame had left them echoing in his ears. 
 
    “Aesta.” He glanced up at her, seeing the forced resolve and careful composure in her expression. “Are you rested?” 
 
    “I am,” she said. “I just needed a nap.” 
 
    He nodded, keeping it together for her sake, if no other reason. “I… might also take one, I think.” 
 
    Damon would never make his aesta cry like that again. He made it a silent, solemn promise. 
 
    Never again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    For dinner, Sharika cooked up a fish stew worthy of Malon’s own kitchen, with a few interesting choices of spices and ingredients. The older Remenai woman said little to Malon and Damon as they ate, keeping her attention on controlling the chaos of the children’s antics. 
 
    As the meal ended, Damon prepared himself for a conclusion to Sharika’s earlier interrogation, but no such confrontation came. She said nothing to either him or Malon as they bid the household goodnight and made their way out to the tent. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time he and Malon had shared a single tent, a sole bedroll. Damon saw the way her posture stiffened as she stood outside the flap, her mind surely heading in the same direction as his. She looked brittle and vulnerable, and he suspected she was only a single passionate kiss or forbidden caress away from collapsing in on herself. 
 
    “I’ll take first watch,” he said. “We’re still on the run, after all. It makes sense to keep an eye out and defend this location as though we were out in the open.” 
 
    Malon nodded, but she didn’t turn to face him as she spoke. “Solas… I know Sharika spoke with you.” 
 
    “She did,” he said. The lump he’d felt earlier took over his throat again, making him wonder how much more talking he’d be able to do. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “For everything. Truly, solas. It may feel as though you’ve made mistakes, after speaking with her, but I hope you understand that in truth… They were all mine.” 
 
    “I was there, aesta,” he said. “In each of those moments. I was the one who pushed your limits. That was my choice.” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    He reached out, taking her hand and lifting it to kiss the back of her knuckles. “Yes. Just as it’s my choice now to be on watch, rather than in the tent. Just as it will be my choice to never cause you this sort of pain again. Never again, aesta.” 
 
    She stared at him. He couldn’t see her expression in the dark, and the silence that held sway over the moment felt sharp and precipitous. 
 
    “I love you, solas,” she whispered. “More than you’ll ever know.” 
 
    “If I said I loved you just as much, would you believe me?” 
 
    She made a sniffling noise and spoke in a shaky tone. “I think I would. Yes.” 
 
    He pulled her into the tightest hug he’d ever given her before, feeling her arms wrap around him with equal intensity. It lasted only an instant before they both came to their senses, pulling apart from one another, bit by bit. He held onto Malon’s fingers until the action of them stepping in different directions broke the point of contact. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon was far more tired than he realized, and despite his conviction to watch over Sharika’s home, he fell asleep within a few hours of his watch. He woke up with his back leaning against the tree trunk he’d been resting against, comfortable, aside from a wayward caterpillar which he brushed out of his hair. 
 
    It was early morning, and he immediately realized he hadn’t risen by happenstance. A Remenai warband made its way toward the clearing from deeper within the trees. Damon sprinted first to the tent to get Malon, and then to the longhouse to warn Sharika. 
 
    Sharika’s eyes narrowed as soon as she understood the situation. She immediately corralled Damon and Malon into a small room in the back of the longhouse, speaking in quiet tones to explain the situation. Malon relayed her words back to Damon as soon as they were alone. 
 
    “She says that she thinks it’s the Stobogan Clan,” whispered Malon. “They’ve declared a righteous war of territory on the Merinian colonists.” 
 
    “That sounds bad,” said Damon. 
 
    “It means that they would have no qualms about attacking us on sight.” 
 
    The room they were in had a thin window, large enough for a single set of eyes to peer through, but no more. Damon watched as a group of men and women in leaf weave tunics strode into the clearing, each carrying a longbow, spear, or sword.  
 
    The weapons weren’t what drew his attention. It was the rather angry and disheveled-looking Merinian princess walking in the center of their group, bound by vine rope at the wrists. 
 
    “Aesta!” whispered Damon. “That’s Kastet!” 
 
    He made to stand and hurry outside to help her, but Malon grabbed his hand. 
 
    “The smarter move is to get a message to Sharika and have her bargain for her release,” she said. “These warriors won’t take kindly to someone of Merinian descent demanding the release of one of their own.” 
 
    “I don’t need them to take kindly to it,” he said. “We can’t just leave her.” 
 
    Malon let out a sigh and gave him a reluctant nod. “I can’t use my magic here, solas. Not… not in front of Sharika.” 
 
    “You won’t need to.” 
 
    He hurried out into the clearing, arriving just as Sharika was beginning her discussion with the group’s leader. Some of the warriors began to murmur angrily and gesture to Damon. The murmurs became shouts of incredulity as Damon drew his sword and pointed it at the nearest Remenai warrior. 
 
    He saw Kastet’s eyes bulge with hope, but the core of Damon’s attention remained on the man who appeared to be the clan’s leader. The other Rem shouted and moved to surround him. Sharika was glaring openly at both Damon and the warriors preparing to fight him. 
 
    “Release her,” said Damon, voice low and dangerous. “Now!” 
 
    The Remenai couldn’t understand him, but they at least seemed to take him seriously as a threat. That was good. 
 
    “Arylla,” called Damon. He spotted the brown-eyed teenager behind him, toward the longhouse. “Translate for me.” 
 
    She walked forward hesitantly, one arm rubbing the elbow of the other. “I will do so.” 
 
    Damon knew he needed to make an impression before he began with his demands. He lifted the point of his myrblade upward, taking a long, cold breath as he drew from the weapon’s magic. The ice thorns manifested in a series of spikes and curved edges, like the branches of a tree of frozen death. The air around either side of the blade was thick with frozen condensation, swirls of mist dancing like smoke to a fire. 
 
    Every one of the Remenai warriors stared at his display, though their reactions varied from outrage to outright shock. He waited, letting the group draw to silence, and then spoke in a loud, unyielding voice. 
 
    “I’ve had a rather unpleasant couple of days,” shouted Damon. “I’m not in a patient mood. Release the girl or die. It’s that simple.” 
 
    He heard Arylla gasp as she began to convey his message in an uncertain, almost apologetic tone of voice. The leader of the warband barked out a laugh and stepped forward with his spear in hand. The man didn’t hesitate as he thrust the weapon forward, aiming for Damon’s chest. 
 
    He swung his myrblade down, splitting the spear in half and stripping both broken parts of the weapon from the leader of the warband’s grasp. Damon spun, deflecting a second attack from one of the men with swords. The metallic weapon froze to his myrblade, and he pulled that away as well. 
 
    “I can do this all day,” he called. He shot a look at Arylla, urging her to translate, which she did, and then continued. “I’m not here to fight you. The girl is my friend. We’re not your enemies. We fight against Avarice, the Godking, and Queen Anise of Merinia.” 
 
    He waited for his words, through Arylla, to resonate with the warriors before continuing. 
 
    “You may already know of the assassins they sent after us,” he said. “The Blacksoul Band. A company of evil men and women who kill for money and treat the Malagantyan with no respect. If you release my friend and walk away, I will kill those men, those Merinians. If you don’t release her…” Damon took a breath, knowing he could only make this threat if he’d follow through with it. “I’ll kill all of you. Release her or die.” 
 
    Sharika shouted something, and the older Rem woman cuffed Damon hard on the shoulder in a manner not at all far off from how Malon might have disciplined him. She grabbed the leader of the warriors by the hem of his tunic and pulled him away from everyone else, speaking in a serious, quiet tone. 
 
    Several uncomfortable minutes passed with Damon doing little more than holding his myrblade with numb fingers and staring the rest of the war party down. Finally, Sharika and the Remenai leader returned and announced their decision. 
 
    “They will release her,” said Arylla. 
 
    “Good,” said Damon. 
 
    “You are not a man of sanity,” muttered Arylla. 
 
    Kastet’s bindings were cut from her wrists. She glared at her captors for a moment before hurrying over to Damon and giving him an appreciative nod that seemed far too composed for the situation. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Kastet. “I had precious little desire to know what they intended to do with me.” 
 
    “When’s the last time you ate?” asked Damon. 
 
    “It’s been more than a day,” said Kastet. 
 
    “Arylla, can you get her some food and water?” 
 
    Arylla nodded and hurried off to do just that. Malon had emerged from the longhouse and was speaking with Sharika. The nature of the conversation seemed tense, judging from her expression. 
 
    He was considerate enough to wait while Kastet ate before seeking answers to his questions. Malon finished speaking with Sharika, and both women looked tense and serious as they walked away from each other. 
 
    “We have to leave,” said Malon. “I’ve strained my aesta’s goodwill too far, it seems. Solas, could you help me pack up the tent?” 
 
    “Of course.” He frowned, seeing the pain on Malon’s face and wishing he could do something about it. His actions were responsible for at least some of that pain, a fact which he wasn’t certain what to do with. 
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    Arylla and some of the children waved to Damon, Malon, and Kastet as they left the clearing, but that was the full extent of their goodbye. Damon waited until they were out of view of the longhouse before finally putting voice to his curiosity. 
 
    “Kastet, what happened?” he asked. “Where are Ria and Vel?” 
 
    Kastet was still carrying a small waterskin that Arylla had given her, and she took another sip before replying. “On the night when we were split up, Ria, Vel, and I attempted to flee into the forest. Ria wanted to stand her ground and use her tempesting magic to thin their ranks, but Vel and I refused to let her do so alone. 
 
    “The woman, Agatha, managed to aim one of her crossbow bolts on target. It struck Ria in the shoulder, but she reacted to the pain by unleashing so much lightning that the other members of the Blacksoul Band had to draw back. 
 
    “We managed to escape, and we found an abandoned shelter along the slope of a gorge to rest in. Vel and I treated Ria’s wound as best we could, but… there was poison on the crossbow bolt.” 
 
    Damon exchanged a glance of concern with Malon. 
 
    “Is she alive?” asked Malon, in a voice braced for the worst. 
 
    “She was when I left,” said Kastet. “Vel and I were sleeping in shifts, watching for the assassins and tending to Ria. When I woke up yesterday morning, Vel was gone.” 
 
    “She was gone?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Yes.” Kastet sighed and shook her head. “I know not where she went or why. I stayed with Ria for as long as I could, but she insisted I go looking for Vel, and for the two of you, as well. She said it was our only chance, and I agreed. The Remenai you saw me with captured me a few hours after I set out from the shelter, and I was in their captivity until you saved me.” 
 
    Her voice was stiff, deliberately so, and it made Damon consider her experience ahead of his worry for Vel and Ria. 
 
    “Did they hurt you?” he asked. “Or do anything else to you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Kastet. “I told them I was a princess, after all. Well, I tried to, at least.” 
 
    “Why would you tell them that?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Why?” she said. “Because it’s the only weapon I have, obviously. You can swing a sword, Damon. Malon, you have such overwhelming power with your spellcraft. I have the mere fact that I’m a princess, along with a tongue suited for diplomacy. I’m still unsure of how much good it did, given the limits of the language barrier between me and my captors.” 
 
    “You did what you had to,” said Malon. “Now, I need to know, Kastet. Can you lead us back to where Ria is?” 
 
    Kastet thought about it for a moment before nodding. “I… may be able to.” 
 
    She still seemed uncertain as she led them through the forest, her gaze shifting back and forth. More than once, she had them double back and head in a new direction. 
 
    It didn’t matter to Damon, and he doubted it made much difference to Malon. However slim the chance of Kastet being able to lead them back to Ria was, it was still more of a chance than they would have had on their own. 
 
    Kastet scowled in frustration and come to a stop at one point. Damon came up behind her and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Just do your best,” he said. “Trust your intuition. We’ll follow you.” 
 
    “…Thank you.” 
 
    They kept traveling. Kastet was too focused on the responsibility of tracking to say much, and the ambience between Damon and Malon was still tense and strange. He didn’t know what to say to his aesta, how to act after Sharika’s questions and accusations. 
 
    It wasn’t hard for him to imagine it from her perspective. He valued Malon’s opinion above anyone else in the world. He could safely assume she felt similar about Sharika’s opinion of her, at least to an extent. 
 
    To have Sharika discover and come to a judgment about the relationship between Malon and him was likely a nightmare scenario for her. One that she never would have expected to have come to pass in reality, especially not in the midst of a completely separate crisis, with Ria and Vel in jeopardy. 
 
    Damon wished there were something he could say to her, but even if he knew what the right words were, speaking them to Malon in Kastet’s presence wasn’t an option. All he could do was keep moving forward and hold to his promise in never making her cry like that again. 
 
    It took them several more hours, but eventually, Kastet spotted the shelter within the gorge. She hurried forward, leading Damon and Malon along a thin trail that cut back and forth along the slope. A large, but crude lean-to was set up against a cliff face, made from old blackwood branches with the gaps filled with clay.  
 
    Malon ran ahead of the two others, slipping into the lean-to. Damon arrived to find her already tending to Ria, who looked as pale as he’d ever seen her. 
 
    Her tunic was off, and the half-shirt underneath had been shifted to allow access to her injury where a simple bandage was wrapped around the wound left from the crossbow bolt. Ria’s skin and hair were both damp with sweat, despite the fair weather. The bedroll she lay across had an outline of moisture from her body, and her eyes hardly seemed to focus as they settled on the new arrivals to the shelter. 
 
    “Damon…” muttered Ria, in a weak voice. “Aesta.” 
 
    “Don’t talk, Ria,” said Malon. “Just breathe and rest. We’re here now. We’ll take care of you.” 
 
    She pulled out the waterskin and slowly helped Ria take a sip. She coughed up more than she managed to swallow. Malon had her drink more, turning to look at Kastet as she arrived at the lean-to’s entrance. 
 
    “Do you still have the crossbow bolt that struck her?” she asked. 
 
    Kastet shook her head. “Ria pulled it out while we were still moving.” 
 
    “What have her symptoms been, then?” 
 
    “She has a fever,” said Kastet. “She complained of tingling in her toes and fingers. She also had some cramping in her stomach earlier.” 
 
    “I see.” Malon brushed a few strands of sweaty hair back from Ria’s forehead. “Solas, go looking for rashbane, crimmor bark, and argenstein mushrooms.” 
 
    “The first two I can find, but I’m not familiar with the last,” he said. 
 
    “Argenstein mushrooms are circular, with pale stems and a maroon gradient on their caps.” 
 
    “I’ll find them,” he said. 
 
    “Again,” muttered Ria, eyes flicking over. “Husband. You… have a skillset in saving me from poison.” 
 
    “Husband?” Kastet quirked her mouth to the side as she glanced at Ria, and then at Damon. 
 
    “It’s an old joke,” said Damon lamely. 
 
    “Right,” said Kastet. “Well, I suppose I’ll go with you. I won’t be of much use here, and I’ve seen more of this area than you have.” 
 
    The crimmor bark was easy to find, practically within sight of the shelter as they left. Damon pulled off several large pieces and stuffed them into the pocket of his traveling pack.  The rashbane and argenstein mushrooms were more elusive. 
 
    Rashbane was a common pest weed throughout most of the Malagantyan, its innate oil causing rashes on touch, as the name would suggest, but highly useful for certain medicinal purposes.  
 
    Damon couldn’t find any in the nearby area, and it was genuinely perplexing how little of it seemed to exist within the gorge. He gazed up at the trees in the forest above, deciding that it made more sense to make the climb back up the trail and search there than to scour the gorge’s interior. 
 
    Kastet followed along, though her pace was a fair bit slower than his. He heard a gasp of surprise as they traversed a particularly steep section. Turning around, Damon saw Kastet pulling herself up from the grass. 
 
    “I slipped,” she said. “I’m alright.” 
 
    “If you can’t make the climb, just go wait down by the shelter,” he said. 
 
    “I can make it!” she snapped. 
 
    He chuckled a bit at that, but he cut himself off as he noticed the way it summoned her ire. 
 
    “Don’t laugh at me!” she snapped. “There’s nothing funny about this.” 
 
    “There is, just not for you,” he said. “I laughed because you… reminded me of Vel just then.” 
 
    Thinking of Vel doused any humor the moment had originally held. Damon pushed himself harder, letting his frustration fuel his muscles as he hurried to find the ingredients Malon needed to treat Ria. 
 
    He located an argenstein mushroom nestled in the crack of a rock face. It was small, and there was only one. He hoped it would be enough. 
 
    The rashbane was easy to gather once he was out of the gorge. He picked it from the base, being careful to avoid touching the hairs that held the irritating oil. 
 
    “Do you need me to do anything?” asked Kastet. 
 
    “Walk behind me so I can make it down the trail faster.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant,” said Kastet. 
 
    “I know, but it’s all you can do, right now,” said Damon. “You’ve already helped enough just by bringing us to Ria, Kastet. You don’t have… wait, what happened to your tunic?” 
 
    A tear ran from near the armpit of Kastet’s tunic down to the lower hem, with a matching, ugly red scratch underneath. She fidgeted as Damon looked more closely at the damage, which was almost entirely to her clothing, rather than her skin. 
 
    “It caught on a branch when I fell earlier,” she said. “It’s no trouble. I’ll get a new one when I can.” 
 
    “When you can?” asked Damon, with a sigh. “We’re on the run from assassins, Kastet. When, exactly, do you think that’s going to be?” 
 
    “When we, well…” She shrugged, conceding his point, or at least recognizing it. 
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    They hurried back to the shelter. Malon took the ingredients and immediately sent Damon back out to gather firewood. It was a small miracle that Ria, Kastet, and Vel had managed to grab the cookpot during their escape from the last campsite they’d occupied as a full group. Malon mixed water with the alchemy ingredients, stirring them into an even paste with a stripped-down stick. 
 
    Kastet helped Damon gather the branches and tinder. As soon as he’d finished starting the campfire for Malon, Damon waved a hand at her, gesturing to the tear on her tunic. 
 
    “Take it off,” he said. 
 
    Kastet’s upper lip twitched. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Kastet, you’re going to be stuck wearing the tunic for the near future,” said Damon. “Take it off, and I’ll sew the damage the best I can.” 
 
    “I’m fine with it like this,” she said, folding her arms. 
 
    “Maybe you are, but you won’t be when it cools down later tonight,” he countered. “Besides, it’s not even your tunic. It’s the one Vel lent you when we first left the tower.” 
 
    “I…” Kastet glanced away, her face reddening. “I’m not even wearing a half-shirt underneath.” 
 
    “Hold your arms over them for a few minutes. Or don’t. Yours won’t be the first pair of breasts I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    He almost added that, despite not having seen them directly, he’d touched them plenty when the two of them had been hiding together in the crate during their escape from Hearthold. 
 
    “You’re a man!” said Kastet. “You don’t even have a needle. How do you expect to—” 
 
    Damon grabbed her tunic by the bottom hem, and then, meeting her eyes as he did it, slowly pulled it up and over her head. Kastet’s hair cascaded downward as it came loose from her tunic’s neckline. 
 
    Despite her earlier protest, she made no move to hide her small breasts. Her skin was pale, and it made her nipples stand out like bright, perky rosebuds. Damon didn’t stare. Well, he didn’t stare for that long.  
 
    “You can sew with basic materials if you’re patient enough,” he said. “It’s a simple process of poking holes and tying knots.” 
 
    He carefully cut loose a thin strip of fabric from the tunic’s bottom to serve as his makeshift string. Kastet watched him, standing as though she wasn’t sure what to do with her arms other than cover herself, but still deliberately choosing not to. 
 
    “You’ve done a lot of sewing, then?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really,” he said. “But certainly more than a princess.” 
 
    “Must you always tease me about that?” 
 
    “Yup,” he said. “My deepest apologies, Your Highness.” 
 
    He took out his myrblade, using the sharp tip to poke a series of small holes on either side of the torn fabric. Threading the fabric strip through them would take longer, so he decided to teach that part to Kastet to save himself the trouble. 
 
    “Like this?” she asked, carefully pushing the fabric through the hole. 
 
    Damon nodded, doing his best not to ogle the small mounds of her nude breasts as viewed from above. “Yeah. Just go all the way up and then back down.” 
 
    She kept going, focusing on the job. Her hands eventually got the hang of it, and she looked up at him when they did. 
 
    “I don’t care about tunics, Damon,” said Kastet. “Or sewing. Or… anything resembling being minimalist, or thrifty.” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “I care about my throne. I care about Merinia, and my home, and the future. Everything that happens in between is all the same to me. Just going through specific, necessary movements. Do you understand what I mean by that?” 
 
    Damon answered her honestly. “I do. And I wish I didn’t.” 
 
    It wasn’t a pretty job when she finished, but it was workable. Kastet looked less like royalty wearing the dirty, roughly repaired tunic, and more like what she was. A desperate traveler. Someone recently forced to readjust their definition of “hard times”. 
 
    “I’m worried for Ria, solas.” 
 
    Malon had come out of the shelter and up behind him. Damon felt his heart sink as he took in the worried frown on her face. 
 
    “We found all of the ingredients,” he said. “It’s not enough to treat the poison?” 
 
    “She needed it sooner than we ever would have been able to reach her,” said Malon. “It’ll only do so much now. Her body needs to fight the poison off on its own.” 
 
    “There must be something else we could do,” said Damon. “What if we brought her back to Sharika? Would she be able to help us?” 
 
    Malon’s expression slackened, and she gave a small shake of her head. “I’m unsure if Ria would be able to make the trip, and even less certain if Sharika would be welcoming to us again. After… everything that happened while we were there.” 
 
    Damon still felt as though he needed to speak with her about exactly what had occurred between Malon and her aesta, but it wasn’t the time. 
 
    He followed Malon back into the shelter, standing next to Ria’s unconscious form. She was still sweaty, and her breathing had a ragged quality to it that didn’t inspire much hope within Damon. 
 
    “True Divine,” he said. “She doesn’t deserve this.” 
 
    He stayed there with her, clinging to the dregs of hope. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They still had their fire, along with a small amount of food. Malon cooked a basic dinner consisting of dried beans with a scattering of wild carrots and radishes mixed in. They ate in silence, each of them dealing with their own thoughts and fears of what the future might hold. 
 
    Ria began moaning in pain midway through the meal. Malon rose, hurrying into the shelter to tend to her, though there was little she could do. 
 
    “You’ll be alright, seta,” said Malon in a soothing voice. “Just breathe and try to relax. This will pass.” 
 
    “Aesta…” muttered Ria. Damon heard a sobbing gasp escape her throat. He clutched his hands into fists as a coping mechanism and could feel grooves developing from the bite of his own fingernails. 
 
    Eventually, Ria fell silent, which scared him more than hearing her cry out in pain had. Damon slipped into the shelter to confirm she was still breathing, and that there was still some small chance of things eventually returning to normal. 
 
    “I’ll take the first watch so you can stay with her,” Damon said to Malon. 
 
    “Thank you, solas,” she replied. 
 
    Kastet rested in the shelter along with them, falling asleep nearly as soon as she found a spot to lie down after dinner. Damon recognized that she’d been through her own ordeal. Her handling among the Remenai clan must have been rough, both physically and mentally. 
 
    Damon made his way outside the shelter. He heard wolves howling in the distance and couldn’t stop himself from worrying for Vel. It was demoralizing to be in a situation where everyone he loved was in such danger. He couldn’t soothe one fear without having to address the next. 
 
    This time, however, he was given a break. As early evening gave way to true night, the silhouette of a woman appeared moving through the trees in the gorge below. Slowly, she made her way up the slope, heading straight for the shelter. Damon didn’t let himself give in to his hope until she drew near enough to their camp for the fire to illuminate her face. 
 
    “Vel,” he said, sighing with relief. 
 
    “Damon!” She ran the last few steps. Damon pulled her into a tight hug as soon as she closed the distance. He felt her shake against him and hugged her even tighter, as though if he let go, she might instantly disappear again. 
 
    “Are the others…?” Her voice was thick with doubt and uncertainty. 
 
    “They’re in the shelter,” he said. “Ria is still unwell. Kastet said you disappeared during the night. Vel… what happened?” 
 
    He already had a guess, and the way she avoided his gaze all but confirmed it. 
 
    “Jilou,” she said, simply. 
 
    “She took over your body again?” 
 
    Vel shook her head. “No. Not exactly. She was whispering to me again. Asking questions, but also trying to convince me to let her have control. Her voice kept getting louder, Damon. I think it was partly due to how exhausted I was.” 
 
    “So, what?” he asked. “You thought it would be a good idea to run off without saying anything to the others?” 
 
    “It wasn’t that simple!” hissed Vel. “Ria was unconscious, and Princess Kastet would have simply ordered me to stay.” 
 
    “Maybe she should have,” said Damon. 
 
     “I was afraid I might hurt one of them if Jilou took over. It was to protect them, Damon! I wasn’t exactly having fun out there on my own.” 
 
    “Look, it doesn’t matter,” he said. “Next time, we need to find a better solution. We have enough problems right now without having to worry about you running off.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” whispered Vel. “Hey… Is there any food?” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah. We have some stew left over.” 
 
    “What’s in it?” 
 
    “Beans and radishes.” 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    “You don’t want any?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Of course, I do,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    They decided against waking Malon, Ria, and Kastet. They all needed their rest, and Damon felt as though having a surprise for them in the morning would let them start off tomorrow with a positive mentality. 
 
    He brought Vel the stew and sat with her around the dying fire as she ate. She was filthy from her time in the woods, with bits of leaves in her hair and streaks of dirt across her face. She glanced up once, catching him staring. 
 
    “You’re getting a bath the next time we find a river or a lake,” he said. 
 
    “Why would you phrase it like that?” asked Vel. “Do you honestly think I’d put up any resistance to getting a chance to clean off?” 
 
    “I’d assumed you’d gone feral during your time howling with the wolves and eating raw critters.” 
 
    “I was not eating raw critters!” snapped Vel. 
 
    “Whoa, easy!” said Damon. He made soothing noises as though attempting to calm a startled beast. Vel stuck her tongue out at him. 
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    Vel came around to sit next to him as she finished eating. Neither of them said anything as he put his arm around her, drawing her in close. She rested her head on his shoulder, and Damon let himself indulge in the luxury of hope for their future. 
 
    “Did anything interesting happen to you and aesta while you were on your own?” asked Vel. 
 
    “Actually, yes,” said Damon. “We stumbled onto a Remenai orphanage run by Sharika.” 
 
    “Who is Sharika?” 
 
    “Sharika is our aesta’s aesta,” said Damon. 
 
    “Do you find it funny to tell me lies, Damon?” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” he said, grinning and squeezing his arm around her. “She had about a dozen children she was raising. It was pretty impressive. We stayed there last night and left this morning.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Vel folded her arms and let out an exasperated sigh. “That’s so unfair! I wish I could have met her.” 
 
    “She and aesta have a… complicated relationship,” said Damon. 
 
    “That only makes me wish I’d met her even more.” 
 
    Vel snuggled closer to him. She was still dirty, and a bit smelly, but Damon didn’t really care. He kissed her cheek and picked a leaf out of her hair, hugging her body against his. 
 
    “Are we going to be alright?” whispered Vel. 
 
    He thought about how to answer that question for a bit longer than he would have liked. “I hope so. I’m trying my hardest to keep us all safe. True Divine, Vel, I hope so.” 
 
    She let out a breath and shifted closer. The two of them held each other, sharing in the simple comfort of their gentle intimacy. 
 
    “Damon,” said Vel. “Are you hard right now?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Well… not entirely. What?” 
 
    Vel laughed. “I’ve been out in the forest for a night and a day. I’m all sweaty and smelly and dirty, and yet I can still get you hard just by cuddling up.” 
 
    “Maybe I have a fetish for smelly girls?”  
 
    He took an exaggerated sniff of her hair. Vel swatted him on the shoulder, but he caught her wrist and pulled her in close for a kiss.  
 
    It was indulgent in a way that brought him out of the moment. The chaos and desperation felt secondary to the softness of Vel’s lips and the closeness of her body. She kissed him back, catching herself after a moment. 
 
    “We probably shouldn’t,” she whispered. 
 
    “If you don’t want to, I won’t,” he said. 
 
    “But if I don’t stop you, you will?” 
 
    He ran his hand up her shirt as his answer. Vel shot a look toward the shelter, which was far enough away for them to be out of sight in the darkness, but near enough for sound to carry. 
 
    Their lips met again, followed shortly after by their tongues. Damon took a firm grip on Vel’s waist and lifted her up and into position. He stripped her completely naked, taking his own clothes off in between horny kisses. 
 
    He spread out their clothes to cover a section of the grass before seizing her in his strong arms and laying her down. The fire was nearly out, but Eldritch dominated the night sky, and its teal light made Vel’s blonde hair look faintly green. 
 
    He ran his thumb over her lips, slowly shifting himself into position between her legs. Vel kissed the back of one of his knuckles, staring into his eyes, aroused and ready. Damon cupped her breasts and let out a low breath. 
 
    Vel moaned as he slowly sank his cock into her. There was no rush, and he let himself savor the sensation, enjoying the feeling of exploring her womanhood, inch by inch.  
 
    Her moans were soft and restrained. Damon caressed her body, touching every inch available to him, appreciating her tight, youthful assets. Having her back, safe among the group, was the ultimate coup. This was how Damon wanted to have her, needed to have her. 
 
    He wasn’t without regrets, without shame, as he gave into his lust. It was just harder to care after facing the reality of their current hardship. He loved Vel, more than he probably should, and to have her safe and sound hit his emotions in a way that stole his control. 
 
    Damon could hear her resolve breaking in the face of her pleasure as he thrust faster, pumping forward and pulling out with easy, clean movements. Vel’s head tipped back, cheeks flushed, eyes flickering open and closed at random intervals. 
 
    “Oh!” she moaned. “Damon!” 
 
    One of her legs was out straight, while the other bent upward at an angle. Damon shifted her sideways, hugging one of her thighs to his chest as he pumped into her at an angle. Vel bit her lower lip, reaching up with one hand to caress his chest. 
 
    She was so wonderfully tight. His cock felt as if it was being sucked into her womanhood, held by its hot grip despite how wet she was for him. Vel’s breasts bounced at a lewd, sideways angle as he kept pumping into her. 
 
    His movements caused a tangle in the clothing, and as he reached to straighten it out underneath him, Vel rolled the rest of the way over. She stuck her butt up, wiggling slightly back and forth, and shot him a playful smile. 
 
    “You’re not as shy as you used to be,” he said. 
 
    “I can’t tell whether you’re complimenting me or calling me slutty.” 
 
    “They aren’t always separate things.” 
 
    He took her by the hips and slid his cock into her, taking her from behind. It was impossible to stay calm and collected with Vel bent forward in such a lewd, submissive pose. He took her hard and fast, only managing enough restraint to keep the noise of his crotch pounding against the cushion of her ass from waking up the others. 
 
    The temptation to blow inside her was more tempting than ever. He’d done it before, though it had been prior to Malon learning of his illicit activities when she’d begun to lay down her law. He wanted to finish inside Vel, not solely to claim her as his, or out of a primal urge to fill her up. 
 
    He wanted to do it out of a fear of the world stripping him of another chance. It was wrong. He knew that. It didn’t change how he felt, or the conclusion his love and lust for her was leading him toward, thrust by thrust. 
 
    “Vel.” He leaned forward over her, gripping her breasts and pumping hard. “I… I’m going to finish.” 
 
    “Damon,” she whispered. “You can’t.” 
 
    “I want to.” 
 
    “True Divine!” She shuddered, gripping his hand in hers. “You’ll regret it later if you do.” 
 
    “I still want to.” 
 
    “Damon!” 
 
    She shuddered as she reached her finish first, falling forward onto their clothes as though trying to dodge an oncoming arrow. It wasn’t that far from the truth, as the movement was enough to slip Damon’s cock loose from her tight opening. 
 
    He felt a bit cheated out of a real release as the lingering pleasure pushed him over the edge. He came on the grass, though he was still positioned over Vel. She rolled onto her side and folded her arms, glaring at him. 
 
    “You jerk,” she whispered in a tone that nearly contradicted her words. 
 
    “I’ll admit that I got a bit carried away.” 
 
    Vel gave him an odd smile and absentmindedly shifted a hand to her stomach. “It would be really bad if you made a habit of… doing that. Not just for how aesta would react, but for what it would mean for all of us.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. 
 
    “We’re still in danger, Damon,” said Vel. “I don’t even want to think about what might happen if...” 
 
    “I know,” he repeated. “I’ll be more careful next time.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I’m willing to give you a next time after that.” 
 
    “I would be the last person to ever claim I wasn’t lucky,” he said, grinning openly. 
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    Damon eventually retired to the shelter to sleep. The party was low on bedrolls, with only the one which Ria rested on and the one from his pack. He let Vel have it, as Kastet and Malon were already asleep, and resigned himself to resting on a flat section of ground. 
 
    He awoke to the sound of the fire crackling outside the shelter. Malon was preparing breakfast. Vel and Kastet were still asleep, and surprisingly, Ria was awake and sitting against the shelter’s rock wall. 
 
    “Damon,” said Ria in a tired and quiet voice. “I thought I was dreaming when I saw you and Malon had come to my rescue.” 
 
    “You were pretty out of it,” said Damon. “You were even calling her aesta again, for a while.” 
 
    Ria looked as though she was trying to suppress a smile. “Yes, well, it is as you said. I seem to be doing better now, though the dizziness is still a major factor.” 
 
    He went over to her, giving her a gentle hug from the side. 
 
    “You had me scared, for a while,” he said.  
 
    “When are you ever scared?” 
 
    He shrugged, though the question did more to highlight the desperate nature of their current circumstances than his steadfast nature. 
 
    “Do you think you’ll be well enough to travel today?” he asked. 
 
    “I know not,” said Ria. “I suspect I am still far from my full strength.” 
 
    They ate breakfast as a full group as Vel and Kastet woke up. Malon had gone through the trouble of making them each a spoon out of the stiff crimmor leaves, and they sat around the pot, devouring the oat porridge as though it was fine cuisine. 
 
    Ria ate less than the others, despite Malon’s urging. They only began to discuss their situation and what would need to happen next as the meal drew to a finish.  
 
    “We should have one person on watch at all times,” said Damon. “Whoever it is should climb up to the lip of the gorge, look out in all directions.” 
 
    “I feel as though we’re well hidden here,” said Kastet. “Between the trees and the elevation change, the only way they’ll find us is if they physically come down here.” 
 
    “Which they undoubtedly will once they finish searching the rest of the area,” said Malon. “They are not new to this line of work, nor unaccustomed to the mindset of the people who flee from them.” 
 
    Damon glanced outside of the shelter and up at the sky. It was cloudy, to the point of making the morning feel far darker than it normally should have been. 
 
    “Ria,” he said. “Did you manage to use your tempesting magic against the Blacksoul Band?” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “I did. The dampener is not capable of defending himself against it. Tempesting is the act of calling lightning, not simply creating it.” 
 
    “If we get a storm today, do you think you’d be up to fighting?” he asked. 
 
    She hesitated instead of answering. It was rare for her to approach a potential battle with anything other than open enthusiasm and ferocity. The pause spoke to how weak she truly was from the poison. 
 
    “Seta is in no condition to fight today,” said Malon. “I doubt she’ll even be able to walk on her own.” 
 
    “She is right,” said Ria. 
 
    Damon ran a hand over his chin, feeling the growth of his beard over the past few days. “We could always hope we can hold out in this hiding spot until the next storm. It’s not ideal, but we may not have another option.” 
 
    “What happens if they find us before then?” asked Vel. 
 
    Damon didn’t have a good response to that question. “We’ll find out if it comes to that.” 
 
    Malon took charge of the group for the rest of the morning, sending Damon off to keep watch from the top of the gorge, and Vel and Kastet to forage for fresh food and water. He started off immediately, hiking up the path the same way they’d come down originally until he reached a point high enough to have a view of the surrounding area. 
 
    He found a group of apple trees with small but ripe red fruits. After eating his fill, he stuffed as many as he could into his pockets, wishing he’d brought his traveling pack so he could load up with even more. 
 
    Not much happened for the next few hours. Thunder rumbled overhead once or twice, but the clouds stayed restrained, letting loose no rain across the gorge. The air was still, almost entirely windless, which left Damon jumping at every cracking branch or rustling bush he heard in the distance. 
 
    He was getting ready to return to the camp with the fruit he’d gathered late in the afternoon when he finally saw them. The members of the Blacksoul Band were impossible to miss, with Jerome Numbers standing a head taller than any of the other assassins at the front of the group. 
 
    He’d arrived in full force, with Shagille, Agatha, and several dozen foot soldiers following his lead. Damon crouched low, forcing himself to breathe, as he hoped that they were merely traveling through the area rather than heading straight for where he and the others were hiding. 
 
    Each step the Blacksoul Band took toward the gorge trampled upon that small, desperate hope. Damon couldn’t stay where he was. He hurried back down the trail, all but sprinting down the precarious slope, until he reached the shelter where the others were gathered. 
 
    “They’re here,” he said. “We have to move. Now.” 
 
    All eyes turned toward him. Ria was in bed, looking, if anything, worse than she had earlier. Malon was at her side, gently lifting a waterskin to Ria’s mouth. Malon immediately shook her head. 
 
    “Solas, we can’t,” she said. “We won’t make it. Not as far or as fast as we need to.” 
 
    “Staying here isn’t an option,” he said. “Look… I have an idea.” 
 
    Kastet and Vel had already hurried into action, packing up the supplies as quickly as they could. Malon nodded slowly for Damon to continue. 
 
    “I thought of this earlier and hoped Ria would be well enough to play a part, but that doesn’t seem as if it will be the case,” he said. “I’ll stay here. When the Blacksoul Band gets close, I’ll lead them deeper into the gorge. Then, from up there…” 
 
    He paused to point to the far edge of the gorge, opposite where the Blacksoul Band would soon be descending. 
 
    “You rain down as much fire as you can manage with your magic,” he finished. 
 
    “My magic won’t be effective against their dampener,” said Malon. “We’ve tried this before.” 
 
    “That’s why you shouldn’t aim for him, or even the rest of the company. Aim for the trees, for the bushes, and for the grass. Shagille can absorb your magically created fire, but I would bet ten gold crowns that his ability doesn’t extend to absorbing normal fire. It’s not as though your fireballs don’t still carry heat. He can likely only absorb the effect, not the result.” 
 
    “How sure are you about that?” Malon’s expression was stern, full of questions and authority. “Sure enough to bet your life?” 
 
    “Ria said that Shagille couldn’t absorb her lightning,” said Damon. “I’m almost certain. Regardless… This is what would be needed even if we had nothing to make a stand with other than my sword.” 
 
    “To what end?” asked Malon. “I set the gorge alight with both you and our enemies in it. How is this a desirable result?” 
 
    “I have my myrblade,” said Damon. “As long as I’m not too close to the dampener, I can use ice to clear myself a path to safety. 
 
    “Damon, just come with us!” said Vel. “Your Highness, he’ll listen to you! Order him to come with us from the start instead of being so foolish.” 
 
    Damon chuckled, exchanging a look with Kastet, who seemed less than eager to test her beleaguered status. 
 
    “He has a point,” said Kastet. “I’ve trusted Damon with my life before. I will again now.” 
 
    Vel pouted but raised no further objection. Ria was the only one who hadn’t spoken up yet, and she hardly looked to be in a condition to. Her face was feverish, and her breathing labored. 
 
    “Do not die in this act, Damon,” she muttered. “Please.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he said. 
 
    Malon sighed and began helping Ria to her feet so Vel could quickly roll the second bedroll away. 
 
    “I can see from your expression that you intend to follow this course of action through,” said Malon. 
 
    “I have to,” he said. “This is the only way, aesta. We can’t just wait here.” 
 
    “In that case, prepare yourself.” Malon held out a hand, splaying her fingers and looking thoughtful. “I will rain down an inferno on this gorge, solas. You need only be ready to escape once that happens. Please be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    She hugged him and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. Tears edged into her eyes, though her expression was primarily one of resolve. Damon could see her taking the measure of the situation. Regardless of the merit of his idea, it would give them a chance.  
 
    He knew it must hurt her, as his aesta, to watch him shoulder so much danger, but Malon’s responsibility extended to trying to save Ria and Vel, as much as him. She had to protect who she could. 
 
    He helped them prepare, surrendering his own traveling pack to Kastet for safe keeping. Once the shelter had been stripped of everything useful, they made their way outside. Malon and Vel supported Ria, who wasn’t well enough to walk on her own. 
 
    “There’s no time for dramatic goodbyes,” said Damon. “Take care and travel fast. I’ll catch up with all of you soon.” 
 
    He waved them off, watching them as they followed the trail down into the gorge. It would lead them back up along the slope on the other side. He was contented by the fact that they would likely be safe, regardless of what happened over the next few minutes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Damon waited at the shelter, trying to get a sense of where the Blacksoul Band was descending from. He kept his myrblade sheathed, knowing that he wouldn’t be taking the fight there, but leading them farther down into the gorge, at least to start. 
 
    He was jittery, but in an excited, manic sort of way. He still owed the Blacksoul Band a debt of pain. They’d killed Malon’s horses and destroyed the tower, his home. Damon intended to get at least a small amount of payback before he mounted his own retreat. 
 
    The assassins finally appeared at the top of the gorge. Damon spared a glance toward Malon and the others, but they’d hiked at a reasonably fast pace and seemed to already be somewhere along the path up the other side, which was obscured from view by the trees. 
 
    He tried to make his movements convincing as he acted as though he’d been surprised by the Blacksoul Band, fumbling his way deeper into the gorge. They gave a swift pursuit, like hounds finally on the scent of prey. 
 
    The company of assassins had never seemed quite as numerous or quite as dangerous as they did in that moment. Damon tried to keep his breathing in check as he stayed aware of the situation. He needed to make sure they didn’t surround him. He couldn’t let them catch him too fast, either, as Malon still needed time to reach the other side of the slope. 
 
    The bottom of the gorge was an old riverbed, thick with dry grass and brush that would light up nicely. Damon made a show of hiding behind one of the few trees, watching the Blacksoul Band and continuing to play up his retreat. 
 
    As the assassins entered the riverbed, he realized he’d lost sight of some of them, at least half the company. His thoughts immediately jumped to Malon and the others, but only for a moment as the sound of movement suddenly came from behind him. They’d surrounded him, after all. 
 
    A tall man dressed in all black and wielding a spear threw himself forward, stabbing for his center of mass. Damon drew his myrblade, deflecting the strike and countering in a single motion. 
 
    He only caught the man in the shoulder, but his sword bit deep enough to drop him, regardless. There was more movement, more enemies, in the surrounding trees and brush. Damon had no choice but to move out into the clearing, into the open, which was less than ideal. 
 
    Agatha had already proven herself to be an adept archer, and her poisoned bolt had rendered Ria incapacitated, to put it mildly. He couldn’t afford to give her an open shot. Damon scanned the faces of the main bulk of the Blacksoul Band, searching for their designated poisoner. 
 
    He didn’t see her, but Jerome Numbers and Shagille Monamu were impossible to miss. Jerome had a casual air about him, carrying his halberd in one hand at his side and smiling as though he was out for a casual afternoon walk. 
 
    “You’re courageous, little pepper,” called Jerome. “I appreciate the fortitude it took for you to make this stand. Your death will be swift, and I’ll treasure the memory of both this fight and this day.” 
 
    “If you really want this to be a memory worth treasuring, why not face me alone?” asked Damon. “Let’s settle this man to man.” 
 
    “No,” said Jerome. He nodded to someone unseen behind Damon and to his left. 
 
    Damon threw himself sideways, dodging a crossbow bolt by a margin so narrow that he felt the disturbed air tickle the skin of his neck. He hit the ground rolling and came to his feet in front of another member of the Blacksoul Band, a scarred man with a curved sword. 
 
    Damon attacked, parried, and dispatched him. Blood trickled from his myrblade as he turned in a slow circle, trying to fend off dozens of men through the intensity of his expression and posture. It simply wasn’t a winnable fight. Not here, and not like this, even if he’d been able to draw from his myrblade’s magic. 
 
    The first fireball struck a clump of three men, incinerating the centermost instantly and sending the other two screaming and rolling for relief. Jerome shouted something that Damon couldn’t make out as another of Malon’s massive fireballs struck the dry grass and brush, which instantly erupted into flames. 
 
    His assumption had been spot on. Shagille had no apparent ability to control the fires once they were self-sustaining and fueled by kindling other than Malon’s crest magic. Unfortunately, he could still stop the fireballs as they traveled through the air, and he managed to do just that with the next one Malon sent down into the gorge. 
 
    Damon scooped a rock up from the dry riverbed and hurled it at Shagille, catching him in the side of the mouth and drawing his attention away from where it should have been. It was a cunning move, but it did little to change his current circumstances. 
 
    The assassins had him overwhelmed, attacking on all sides and from all angles. He fought wildly, deflecting attacks and attempting to dodge wherever he could. He used his myrblade to create a thin wall of ice to interrupt the charge of a large man with a war hammer and then rolled through the gap between two more on his other side. 
 
    Shagille let out a snarl from where he stood and reached forward with his hands. The ice wall disintegrated into a puddle. Damon dodged under a sword strike, but another assassin attacked at the same moment. A heavy wooden club slammed into his ribs, sending pain cracking through his body as though he’d been struck like a broken drum. 
 
    He gasped and fell sideways, only managing to keep his sword up in the most basic sense. A nearby assassin wielding an axe laughed as he brought his weapon down, aiming for Damon’s shoulder. Damon blocked, stumbling back to his feet and turning in a circle. 
 
    He was nearly surrounded. It was hard to keep his despair at bay as he recognized how over-optimistic he’d been. He’d put too much faith in his ability to do the impossible, and he’d be the one to pay the price. 
 
    The air above him hissed as another fireball came down, this one at least double the size of the earlier ones. Embers and flames splashed across the grass and brush in a wave of intense heat. The area began burning in earnest. 
 
    Damon watched the faces of the assassins, pinpointing the moment in which they realized that the fire was a far greater threat than their outnumbered quarry. They began falling into order, attempting to reform into their normal ranks and hold fast as a group. 
 
    Malon wasn’t done, however. More fireballs fell, lighting enough of the underbrush to choke the dry riverbed with a curtain of smoke. Damon had no idea where Shagille was, and he desperately hoped the same was true in reverse as he began manifesting his myrblade’s power and plotting his escape. 
 
    An assassin slammed their shoulder into him from the side and attempted to wrap a metal chain around Damon’s neck. He ducked low, slashing the man’s leg and then pushing him backward into a patch of burning grass. The man’s screams were accompanied by the stomach-roiling smell of charred flesh. 
 
    The air was nearly too hot to breathe and thickened with smoke. There weren’t just a few scattered fires, or even a healthy, but contained blaze. The gorge was an inferno. It was everything Damon had hoped Malon might be able to produce, and then some.  
 
    He was fairly certain that a significant portion of the assassins would be unable to escape. With that said, he wasn’t entirely sure if he’d be able to, either. He slashed through the flames blocking his way toward the far side of the gorge, near the path up which Malon and the others had escaped. 
 
    It was slow, effortful going. Each frozen slash created a curve of ice in the air, which would sizzle into steam as it made contact with the fire. It reminded him of being a boy again, swinging wildly at imaginary enemies with practice sticks, except the flames were anything but imaginary. 
 
    He feared some of the assassins might follow in his wake, but a quick check over one shoulder was enough to confirm that they were keeping their distance. His ribs screamed with both subtle and obvious pains, which made each breath of stingingly hot air doubly uncomfortable. 
 
    A fireball the size of a carriage crashed down near Damon, sending curls of flames dancing over the left half of his body. He shouted in surprise, hurrying to draw enough cold magic from his sword to extinguish his smoldering tunic. 
 
    More fire landed with a whoosh on his other side, and a new fear took hold within his gut. He could work his way through the existing fires with his myrblade, but if one of Malon’s massive fireballs struck him directly, he’d be charred before he ever got a chance to take a countermeasure. 
 
    The thought was unnerving, so much so that he was briefly left considering the sheer terror the Blacksoul Band must currently feel, given they were Malon’s actual targets. He wondered how capable she was at discerning him from their enemies from so far above and through the increasingly thick veil of smoke. 
 
    A figure charged at him from his right, arms outstretched. Damon readied his sword to cleave at the man, only to realize his assailant was engulfed in flames and screaming incoherently.  
 
    He dodged out of the way, slashing waves of cold to open a gap through the wall of fire blocking his way forward. He continued like that, making progress through the inferno by the tip of his myrblade, until he found the trailhead leading up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Damon hoped that the intensity of the smoke and flames filling the bottom of the gorge would keep the Blacksoul Band from effectively giving pursuit. Unfortunately, the fates did not deign to look so kindly on him. 
 
    He risked a glance back at the path behind him as he climbed as fast as he could. One of the assassins had reached the trailhead and taken the prudent approach, observing the direction of his route while waiting for backup. 
 
    Damon held to his confidence in the fact that the fire would still be enough to hold most of the assassins back when the boom of thunder sounded in the distance, followed by the rolling patter of an imminent downpour.  
 
    It was a sound that would normally raise his morale in a situation like this. However, with Ria barely able to walk on her own, let alone use her tempesting magic, rain would only serve to douse the flames, and his hopes along with them. 
 
    He’d bought himself and the others time, but not much. They had around half an hour of head start, longer if Jerome and the other leaders of the Blacksoul Band were compassionate enough to tend to the injuries of their hirelings. 
 
    Damon rushed up the slope, pushing so fast that he occasionally scampered on all fours. He grabbed an exposed tree root to pull himself up a steep section to skip a place where the trail curved into a switchback.  
 
    The rain intensified, pounding down on his head and back, but also turning the dirt underneath his feet into mud. What had already been a borderline treacherous path became a complete and utter slog as wet earth gave out underneath his dashing feet. 
 
    The other side of the gorge loomed ahead. He spotted Malon and the others as soon as he crested back to level ground. They’d only made it a few hundred feet away from the gorge. They’d have to make it so much farther in order to be safe, a distance that felt improbable, if not impossible.  
 
    What could he do? It was a question that felt as if it should have had an answer, a simple, smirkingly clever solution like so many he’d produced in the past. Some trick he could pull out at the last second with his myrblade, or a convoluted deception that would let them use the Blacksoul Band’s confidence against them. 
 
    Instead, he staggered forward, gritting his teeth as he saw Malon, Vel, and Kastet come to a stop and set Ria down. His response quickly faded into concern, horror even as he saw that Ria was anything but alright. 
 
    “Solas!” called Malon as he caught up. “She’s having a seizure!” 
 
    “No…” he said. “True Divine… We can’t stop here!” 
 
    “Ria!” cried Vel. “Is she going to hurt herself?” 
 
    “Help me shift her into a safe position,” said Malon. 
 
    “The fire wasn’t enough,” said Damon. “My plan wasn’t enough. Aesta… they’re still coming for us.” 
 
    Ria’s eyes were open, though they were rolled upward at disconcerting angles. Flecks of spittle dripped from one side of her mouth, and her lips were cracked and pale. She twisted, kicking out and swinging her arms unnaturally, while bucking with her head. 
 
    “I’ll carry her,” said Damon. 
 
    Malon shook her head. “We shouldn’t move her until—” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice!” shouted Damon. 
 
    He took Ria and flung her over his shoulder. She’d lost a significant amount of weight, but she was still a handful for him to keep under control as her fit continued, arms and legs flailing absently. 
 
    He ran alongside Vel and Kastet, with Malon following just behind him, ready to catch Ria if she fell loose from his grip. They kept going, past the point of having a direction other than away. Away from the Blacksoul Band, away from certain death. 
 
    Malon had the wherewithal to adjust their route toward an opportunity when it presented itself. She pulled them into a nearby strip of trees, ducking low underneath branches to lead them through to the other side. 
 
    A river cut through the clearing just beyond, easily fifty feet wide, well-fed and fast-flowing from the ongoing rain. Malon shot Damon an urgent look, her eyes darting from his face, down to his sword. 
 
    “Can you get us across?” she asked. 
 
    “Probably.” He gently passed off Ria, who’d mostly stopped seizing, to Malon and Vel. “I’ve done things similar to this before. I think it should work.” 
 
    “I can do it,” whispered Myr. 
 
    Damon drew his myrblade and got to work. He brought the sword’s tip down into the river next to the riverbank, shivering as the weapon’s aura conspired with the thick, pelting rain to make him genuinely cold.  
 
    He began forming the first few feet of the bridge. There was plenty of water to work with, but that also worked against him. The river thrummed with speed, which threatened the integrity of the ice. He was worried, even as his project began to take form in earnest. It was possible, likely even, that the center section wouldn’t support their weight when they began to cross. 
 
    “Change of plans,” he said. “Find a few pieces of driftwood.” 
 
    Malon, Vel, and Kastet gave him odd looks, but they carefully set Ria down and hurried into action as they realized he was serious. Damon started his project over, still keep the side of the ice anchored against the river, but forming a large, circular platform instead of the long bridge strip he’d previously been planning. 
 
    There was so much that could still go wrong with the new idea, he realized. It was more as though he’d traded one set of problems for another. The ice raft would be thick enough to hold its own in the river, but it could easily capsize if they didn’t balance their weight correctly. 
 
    The pieces of driftwood would serve as paddles, but he knew he was being optimistic in assuming it would be enough to give them full control over their path. They could easily be swept farther downriver. It would basically happen by default.  
 
    Which wasn’t a terrible outcome, given the aggression of their pursuers, but no doubt they’d eventually reach rocks, or a waterfall, or even just a section of rough water. With Ria in her current condition, that was all it would take to cost them their lives.  
 
    “I found two pieces,” said Vel.  
 
    She presented a piece of wood that looked like a two-handed club, along with a long, wrist-sized branch that would be perfect for punting if it could touch the bottom. Malon also found a piece, an actual board discarded from some former, unlucky raft. 
 
    The raft was complete. It wasn’t pretty, and it certainly wasn’t comfortable, but it was what they had. Damon had kept his sword frozen into the center to give him slightly more control over the launch, and he motioned with his free hand to the others. 
 
    “Get on,” he said. “We don’t have much time. Keep Ria near the center and make sure that you’re evenly spread out.” 
 
    They didn’t ask if he was sure it was going to work. They knew him, after all. They trusted him. 
 
    True Divine, it had to work. 
 
    Damon expected to look over his shoulder to see the Blacksoul Band bearing down on them just as they began to board, but in that, at least, they were lucky. Vel and Kastet held Ria between them, and Malon stood spotting from behind, just in case. 
 
    The ice raft bobbed back and forth but remained upright. Malon climbed on next, and having a third person on an off angle made the surface slant a bit. 
 
    “You’re too heavy for it, aesta,” he said. 
 
    She blinked, seeming to think for a moment that he was serious before realizing he was joking, and then glared at him. Damon smiled, hoping they’d all be safe enough in the near future for his anything but overweight aesta to chew him out for his teasing. 
 
    Damon passed the makeshift paddles forward and then climbed onto the raft. He still had to focus, carefully letting the ice holding the raft to the bank melt and crumble away to set them loose upon the river. 
 
    Vel and Kastet gasped in surprise as the water drew them up to speed. The ice bobbed up and down, threatening at times to knock its passengers loose. Malon and Vel made a valiant attempt at paddling them across, but they proceeded at more of a diagonal. Damon joined them, using the long branch to push from the river’s rocky bottom wherever he could. 
 
    The raft was unbelievably cold, and between the ongoing deluge of rain and his already soaked clothing, he felt as though he was at risk to literally freeze to the ice’s surface. Damon pushed them forward with everything he had, letting himself dream that safety was just ahead. Everything would be alright if they could simply make it to the other side of the river. 
 
    They hit something, though it was impossible to tell what. Something significantly harder and less forgiving than the water. The raft shattered, breaking into pieces across the span of a horrible, sickening instant. 
 
    Damon shouted, sheathing his myrblade on reflex and reaching out for anyone near enough to grab. He’d always been the type of person who focused best under pressure, capable of shrugging off his emotions and the overall stakes in the face of a problem. 
 
    The despair that took him now, however, made him wonder if it was even worth it to stay afloat. He’d built the raft, picked it out of several potentially workable ideas, and then helped the people he loved most onto it. He’d gotten them all killed. 
 
    The water was unbelievably cold. Damon had both his sword and his traveling pack to weigh him down, and that was before even considering the speed at which the water was pushing him forward. The rain and the rushing river combined to drown out all noise, though if the others were in the same situation he was, he knew they’d be focused on breathing, rather than shouting out. 
 
    He felt his fingers brush someone’s clothing and clamped his hand down. He pulled whoever it was in close. Ria, still delirious, arms and legs not engaged in anything resembling swimming. He kicked for the both of them, forcing her head above water. 
 
    He was shivering so much that his body felt as though the chill was simply vibrating through him. He couldn’t see through the rain and the darkness. Ria felt as cold as ice in his arms, and the river was unyielding in its forward pull. 
 
    They struck a rock jutting up from the river bottom. Damon’s head cracked hard enough against it for him to intuitively know to look for blood later. Still, it was a moment of fortune, as his feet were able to find purchase. He could stand, though it took a force of will to keep from being bowled over by the current’s pull. 
 
    “Solas!” Malon’s shout came from behind him. “Grab my hand!” 
 
    He turned around, still clutching Ria tight enough to leave bruises on her. Malon was on the riverbank, flat on her stomach, hand extended forward. He took a step toward her, and then another, and then he pushed Ria up, passing her to his aesta and safety. 
 
    Malon helped him along next. Damon immediately began coughing as soon as he was on the grass, extricating water from his throat that he hadn’t realized had been there. He didn’t let himself relax, not yet. 
 
    “Where’s Vel?” he asked. “Kastet?” 
 
    “There!” said Malon. 
 
    She pointed toward where the two women were in the river, farther up and slowly heading toward them. They’d managed to grab hold of a floating log that was making its way along the side of the river. It didn’t look comfortable, as the positioning left both women vulnerable to being brushed against the riverbank in places, but they didn’t seem to be at risk of drowning. 
 
    Malon and Damon quickly helped them to safety once they came within reach. Vel and Kastet both looked like drowned rats, and he knew they needed to catch their breath, to rest. There just wasn’t time. 
 
    “Up!” shouted Damon. “Get up! We have to move!” 
 
    He was still carrying Ria, but still managed to drag Vel and Kastet to their feet. He pushed the group forward, not just walking, but breaking into an even trot across the grass. They were too cold, and they had no way of avoiding the relentless rain. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility for one of them — Ria— to die of exposure by morning if they stayed where they were. 
 
    They found a road. There was no discussion about whether to follow it or not. Damon’s legs trusted it as the correct path forward as surely as his body had given in to the pull of the river. Shivering, huddled together, close to hopeless, they continued at the fastest pace they could manage until they simply couldn’t keep going. 
 
    “There,” said Malon in a shaky voice. “That looks like… an inn.” 
 
    A large building sat just off the road ahead of them. The grass was overgrown, and the sign out front was heavily weathered, but it did look as though it was a place intended to welcome travelers. Damon was too tired to consider whether the risk of staying somewhere so obvious was worth taking. They were out of choices.  
 
    Malon was first up the steps and to the door. She pushed it open a crack, turning to frown at the rest of them before opening it the rest of the way. No light came from within, no warm, welcoming hearth or smiling innkeeper. The place was abandoned. 
 
    “It’s all we have,” said Damon. “It’ll have to do.” 
 
    He carried Ria up the steps and over the threshold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    The inn was empty. There was no sliver of doubt regarding that. The air smelled stale, with a subtle, lingering warmth that didn’t match the cold outside. Cobwebs hung from the corners of the walls, and dust clung to nearly every surface in a thin, uniform layer. 
 
    The common room was spacious and simple. Four circular tables with chairs in various states of disrepair were spread out across the main area. A long, L-shaped bar was set against the back wall with a double-sided fireplace to its right and an open door presumably leading to the kitchen to its left.  
 
    There were stairs leading up to both the second level and down into the basement. The windows in the common room were boarded up with planks, the original glass long since broken or pilfered.  
 
    “It’s dry, at least,” said Damon. 
 
    It was so much more than just dry. It was safe, and it was solid. He brought Ria over to one of the tables and gently laid her down across it after brushing back some of the dust.  
 
    The sound of rain pattering against the roof overhead was occasionally broken by the boom of thunder, but the inn’s interior was otherwise silent for the next few minutes. 
 
    He set his pack down and took stock of what was within it. The food he’d been carrying was soaked by the river, but his lantern, by some small miracle, was dry inside. He spent a minute getting it lit, illuminating the space around them in more detail. 
 
    “Can we rest here?” asked Vel. 
 
    She looked toward Damon, who looked toward Malon. 
 
    “We’ll be better off here than we’d be outside in the open,” she said. 
 
    “We’re ahead of the Blacksoul Band,” said Damon. “I suppose we owe that to my experiment of a raft. The river carried us farther downstream than I’d assumed, judging by the upkeep of the road we were on.” 
 
    He pulled out one of the chairs from the table Ria was lying on and gingerly sat down, listening to it creak as it took the first weight it had likely held in years. 
 
    “What happens if this inn’s owner stumbles upon us squatting here?” asked Kastet. 
 
    “I doubt the owner has been anywhere near this place in a long time,” said Damon. “Besides, I would rather be caught by someone who could be reasoned with, rather than our current pursuers.” 
 
    “She does have a point, solas,” said Malon. “We still haven’t seen all of this building yet. We should at least confirm that we are truly the only ones here.” 
 
    He nodded, rising to walk with her to the kitchen in back. It was a cozy space, with a small stone oven built atop the larger cooking hearth. There were pantry cabinets, a long cutting board, and a generous number of old ceramic plates and wooden cups. 
 
    “It must have been a nice inn back when it was in use,” he said. 
 
    “Very true.” Malon smiled, folding her arms in the dim space. “It seems fitting for us to find shelter in a place like this given how we used to talk about building our own.” 
 
    “We should be glad that we didn’t,” he said. “I can’t imagine losing anything beyond what we already did during the attack on the tower.” 
 
    His words cut the mood back down to a more solemn level. Malon drew closer to him, setting a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Upstairs or downstairs next?” she asked. 
 
    “Upstairs.” 
 
    They made their way up creaky steps, using the lantern to light their way. The inn’s second level was a simple hallway in both directions, with six rooms on either side for a dozen total.  
 
    They were each identical, except for their furnishings. Some of them were completely empty. Others had bedframes. The majority had both bedframes and simple straw mattresses, which, in Damon’s opinion, was a major windfall. 
 
    “Ria should at least be more comfortable on one of these than on a soaking wet bedroll,” said Damon. 
 
    “Most definitely,” said Malon. “Let’s bring her up after we explore the basement.” 
 
    Damon wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting from the basement, but it wasn’t what they found. He stared at a rectangular pool of water off to the side of the stone foundation, with a lip made of carefully laid brick. Water flowed into it from a rusty grate on one wall, and presumably exited through another he could see set lower down against the opposite side of the artificial basin.  
 
    “An aqueduct,” said Malon. “Fascinating. It must be fed from an underground offshoot of the river.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine the work that must have gone into building it,” muttered Damon. 
 
    “I would assume they noticed water coming through when they began on the foundation and decided to make it a part of the design, rather than attempting to plug the leak.” 
 
    The water was cold, but fresh and seemingly clean, as Damon took a quick sip from where it emerged from the wall. The basement also had some old brewing equipment, along with four small rooms that matched the ones on the second floor. One of them had been converted into a storage closet, though it was hard to tell if any of the items inside might be useful. 
 
    They made their way back upstairs. Damon was on guard, half expecting the inn to be under attack by the Blacksoul Band, or that the original owner had come to punish trespassers. His anxiety wasn’t based on logic or reason, but long days of hard traveling and bad luck. 
 
    “The inn looks empty,” said Malon. “There’s freshwater flowing through an aqueduct in the basement and usable beds upstairs. We would be foolhardy not to take advantage of this haven and stay here, at least for tonight.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Damon. 
 
    “I have no intention of going back out in the rain,” said Kastet. 
 
    “Is any of the food still dry enough to eat?” asked Vel. 
 
    “That’s a damn good question,” said Damon. 
 
    They searched through the two traveling packs they had left and found their meager food supplies. The beans and oats were soaked through, barely enough for a meal to begin with, but they put them each in some of the wooden cups from the kitchen and each took a turn attempting to eat as much of the tasteless mush as they could. 
 
    Damon carried Ria up to one of the empty beds on the second floor. The traveling quilts were as wet as the rest of their supplies, but the inn was just warm enough for them to get by, regardless. He sat with her on the straw mattress, brushing her hair back from her face, confirming that her condition was stable enough to make it through the night. 
 
    “Sleep well, wife,” he whispered. “We’re going to be alright.” 
 
    He wished the others a good night and went back downstairs, pulling a chair up to one of the windows to keep watch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Damon fell asleep at some point, which left him feeling rather derelict in his duties when he awoke the next morning. The inn was still secure and everyone was safe, so he contented himself with the outcome as he headed upstairs to check on the others. 
 
    Malon was in Ria’s room, tending to her with gentle attention and a cup of water. Ria’s eyes were open, and she flashed him a small smile as he entered. 
 
    “Damon,” she said. “Would you please tell Malon that I am well enough for her to stop fussing?” 
 
    “I would, if I had evidence of that,” he said. “How is she, aesta?” 
 
    “Her fever has gone down,” said Malon. “Still, she was overheated for an extended period of time yesterday. She’ll need more bedrest, several days’ worth at a bare minimum.” 
 
    “We shall see about that.” Ria sighed, taking another sip from the cup as Malon held it to her lips, and then closed her eyes. 
 
    They left her to sleep and headed back out into the hallway. From the sounds coming from the other rooms, Vel and Kastet had also arisen. One of the doors opened and Kastet, very much naked and oblivious, stepped outside. She saw Damon, made a noise reminiscent of a mouse peep, and covered herself as she scampered out of sight. 
 
    “I didn’t realize anyone was awake!” she cried. “I wanted to, ah… clean up a bit.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Your Highness,” said Malon. “We didn’t see anything. Right, solas?” 
 
    “I saw a few things,” he said. He thought about making a comment on whether it was in fashion to ask if princesses generally had dedicated maidservants tasked with trimming the hair of their nether regions before thinking much, much better of it. 
 
    “What’s with all the noise?” muttered Vel. She was barely wearing anything more than Kastet had, in her half-shirt and girlshorts, but seemed to care far less. 
 
    “Seta, go dress yourself,” chided Malon. “Solas is right here.” 
 
    “He doesn’t mind,” said Vel.  
 
    She flashed a sleepy grin and walked up to Damon, rising on tiptoe to kiss him on the lips. He gave Malon a sheepish smile and shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t mind, Vel,” he said. “But for the sake of, well, appearances… you should probably get dressed.” 
 
    Eventually, everyone except Ria gathered downstairs in the common room. The inn was surprisingly well-lit during the day once a few of the windows had been uncovered to allow sunlight and fresh air inside. Birds chirped outside, and the grass sparkled with droplets with dew. 
 
    Damon saw now that the road they’d traveled in on was frequented, perhaps even to point of being one of the main routes leading from Veridan’s Curve to New Florencia. They were somewhere on the border as far as he could tell, nestled in the boundary region that was claimed by both the Godking and Emperor Argenstein without truly belonging to either. 
 
    Damon felt a justified sense of paranoia as he peered out the window, trying not to expose his presence as he watched an old man atop a wagon urging his horses forward. He felt ridiculous, spying like some kind of outlaw, even though he technically was from the perspective of his pursuers. 
 
    “It’s a nice area,” said Malon. “It seems safe here. We aren’t far from the nearest town, either.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” asked Damon. 
 
    Malon gestured to one of the windows on the other side of the common room, through which the area to the north was visible. The road ran at a gentle curve, following alongside the river and leading to a collection of buildings in the distance. 
 
    “That’s convenient for us, at least,” he said. “Assuming you think we’d be safe to resupply. We still have a fair bit of money from the last town we visited.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” said Malon. “Ria’s going to need a proper meal, and we’d have no luck foraging this close to the road.” 
 
    “Are we going to stay here?” asked Vel. 
 
    There was an edge of hope to her voice, and it wasn’t unwarranted. They’d spent so many days in the wild, lacking even what they needed to camp out comfortably. The abandoned inn was dusty and dirty, but it was a massive step up from anywhere they’d stayed since leaving the tower. 
 
    “It seems as though we will be,” said Malon. “At least until Ria is well enough to travel. If we keep a low profile, I see no reason why this inn would be more dangerous than any other place of rest currently available to us.” 
 
    Vel grinned, and Kastet looked relieved. 
 
    “I have some thoughts on what might suit us to purchase from the shops in town,” said Kastet. “If it’s within the group’s means, I could use a new shirt.” 
 
    She didn’t have to gesture to the ugly, roughly stitched tear in her tunic for everyone to catch her meaning. 
 
    “We’ll see,” said Malon. “I think it best if you two stay here and watch over seta while solas and I make the purchases. It’s fair to say that you might be recognized, Kastet, given how common portraits of the Merinian family are.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” said Kastet. “Perhaps I’m overdue for a new look.”  
 
    She frowned and ran a hand through her chestnut brown locks. 
 
    “Princess Kastet and I could use the time to clean up,” said Vel. “The aqueduct below is rather convenient. We can wash our things while we’re here and not feel quite as gross, moving forward.” 
 
    “Don’t let your guard down completely,” said Damon. “One of you should keep watch at all times." 
 
    “We will,” said Vel. “Stop worrying.” 
 
    “Not really an impulse I can get around after what we’ve been through,” he replied. 
 
    Malon set a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll need to be as careful as they are, solas. Let’s get moving. No sense in wasting time.” 
 
    They both tried to be as discreet as they could as they left the inn through the front door. They waited until the road was clear and then slipped out into the open, not wanting to risk having someone who knew the inn’s story start asking questions about what they were doing inside. 
 
    “The Rosewood Inn,” said Malon, running her hand across the weathered sign out front by the road.  
 
    “It’s a pretty name,” he said. 
 
    “Rosewood is what Merinians call crimmor trees,” said Malon. “But this inn is clearly made from oak?” 
 
    Damon shrugged, less concerned with the mystery than she seemed. “It may have been rebuilt at some point. Perhaps a fire destroyed the original building.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    They started down the road, walking close to one another and speaking little. Other travelers were fairly common, people in cross-country carriages, or men on horseback. Damon felt rather conspicuous in his dusty clothing. He’d brought his traveling pack to carry their purchases, and having it empty on his back was strange. 
 
    The road had a slight slope to it, drawing upward until the gap between them and the river became a steep, craggy drop. Damon could see a lake in the distance beyond the town, along with numerous waterfalls diving over even higher cliffs. 
 
    The largest waterfall was the result of another river, but various smaller ones dripped from crevices in the rock face, exit points of underground aquifers, at least partially explaining where the water in the inn’s basement had come from. 
 
    “I know where we are,” said Malon. “This town can only be Azurecliff.” 
 
    She pointed to coloring around the largest waterfall, which was a mix of rusty orange and bright blue, the result of some unknown mineral deposits, most likely. 
 
    “That’s Lake Azure,” said Malon, pointing to the lake. “And that’s Rovahn’s Falls.” 
 
    “It’s pretty,” said Damon. 
 
    “There’s an old legend Lake Azure is bottomless. They say the force of the water falling from such a great height has eroded the stone down through the world’s bedrock.” 
 
    Damon could see how a legend like that might have come about. The form of the cliffs and the lake below made it seem as though the idea held some merit. He couldn’t imagine how long it must have taken for the water to dig its way hundreds of feet down, or at least, how much higher the river must have been in the past. 
 
    There was no wall surrounding Azurecliff, but an archway wide enough to serve as a standalone parapet passed over the road at the edge of the town proper. A man stood atop it, surveying all incoming and outgoing travelers. 
 
    The man’s hair was wispy gray, and he had a plump stomach and long, bony arms. His gaze held on Damon and Malon as they drew closer to the archway, moving with them for long enough to trigger their wariness. 
 
    “I haven’t seen the two of you around here before,” called the man. “My name is Tristan Doogle. Just Doogle for short is what they mostly call me. I’m the town’s Penny Warden.” 
 
    Damon had no idea what that meant, a fact made even more uncertain by his suspicion that Doogle was currently drunk. His manner of speech hinted at it. The bottle in his hand, which he’d just taken a long sip of, was all but confirmation. 
 
    “We appreciate the welcome, Doogle,” Malon called up to him. “My name is—” 
 
    “No need!” A walking stick appeared in Doogle’s free hand, and he tapped it against the wood of the archway as though thumping a drum. “I know who you are.” 
 
    Damon froze. He glanced toward Malon, hating the tension he saw on her face. 
 
    “You’re Leah Rosewood!” called Doogle. “Little Leah, Old Cobb’s granddaughter! I’d recognize that red hair anywhere, even after all this time! Some of the children said they saw you through the inn’s window earlier this morning. We spent more than a year trying to send word after Old Cobb’s death, True Divine bless his soul. Some of the townsfolk wanted to put the old inn up for auction and put the money in the town’s coffers, you know.” 
 
    Damon tried to keep his expression still as he shot a sidelong look at Malon. She was smiling, thinking, and as always, quick on the uptake. 
 
    “Well, we’re so grateful that you didn’t,” said Malon. “Thank you, Doogle.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” said Doogle. “Don’t listen to anyone who says I was coming down on the side of those who wanted to sell. I said maybe eventually. It was just to placate them, see.” 
 
    “We completely understand,” said Malon. 
 
    Doogle’s eyes darted toward Damon. “I take it this would be your…” 
 
    “My son,” my Malon. 
 
    “Anders Rosewood,” said Damon, smoothly. 
 
    Doogle looked him up and down. “You going to be looking for a job in town, Andy?” 
 
    Malon set a hand on Damon’s shoulder. “Oh, he’ll be busy helping me, at least to start.” 
 
    “Good. There’s not much work here on the cliff. Not much work at all, these days.” 
 
    Doogle took another sip from his bottle, swirling the contents around as he brought it down from his mouth. 
 
    “Well, we should continue with our shopping,” said Malon. “It was so nice to meet you, Lord Doogle.” 
 
    “Lord Doogle, she says!” bellowed Doogle. “A lord! Bwaha! I’ll have to tell that one to Arturius.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Azurecliff was a small village, perhaps fifty buildings in total, a mix of basic Merinian thatched wood roofs and Florencian cottages. The market square was impossible to miss, given how central it was. The vendor stalls looked to be permanent wooden fixtures, though only a few were currently occupied by merchants with goods to sell.  
 
    The buildings nearest to the market were easily identifiable by their size and appearance, if not the signs out front. The House of Gratitude was presumably the town’s main inn. K and K Essentials looked to be the general store. Damon could hear an anvil being worked from somewhere deeper within the town, but a smithy didn’t appeal to any of his or Malon’s current needs. 
 
    “Other than food and medicine for Ria, what else do we need?” asked Damon. 
 
    “I wish I could have penned a list before we came,” muttered Malon. “Let me think… We’re going to be lacking quilts, so we’ll need at least three new ones. A new tunic for… one of our companions if she’s to be comfortable.” 
 
    Damon nodded, taking more note of the careful way Malon had avoided saying Kastet’s name, rather than the items. 
 
    “It would be nice to have a third tent and traveling pack, but that’ll be an expensive purchase,” said Malon. “We may have to wait before replacing everything we’ve lost.” 
 
    “For now, at least,” said Damon. 
 
    He knew better than to mention it, but they still had a fair amount of heartlift weed that they could try selling if the situation in the village would allow for it. Malon would object, but depending on how the next few days went, Damon might find an opportunity that she needn’t know about. 
 
    They spent a minute checking with the merchants in the stalls to see what they had. Most of it was food, and Malon suggested they buy that last and check out the item store first. K and K Essentials was a small and crowded space with a selection of wares best described as… varied. 
 
    Carpets, furniture, lanterns, tools, clothing, blankets… It was all there, and all stuffed into the shop’s front room in a manner that left a single, narrow route up to the counter without much wiggle room. Damon and Malon stood shoulder to shoulder, waiting at the empty counter for the proprietor to come and greet them. 
 
    It took a minute, but eventually, a tall man wearing spectacles and a work apron appeared from the door in the back. He had long black hair which hung in a dark ponytail, with pale, narrow features and bright eyes that suggested a Florencian ancestry. 
 
    “Greetings,” said the man. “Kemren Stone.”  
 
    Damon cleared his throat. “Anders Rosewood, and this is my… mother, Leah.” 
 
    He shook Kemren’s hand, as did Malon.  
 
    “Pleasure to meet you both,” said Kemren. “Are you passing through, or family of someone in town?” 
 
    Damon let Malon field the question, still unsure of how far their deception would take them. All it took was a single townsperson to not recognize them as who they were claiming to be for the subterfuge to be undone. 
 
    “My grandfather used to own the inn just outside of the village,” said Malon. 
 
    “You’re Cobb Rosewood’s granddaughter?” Kemren looked her up and down. “True Divine! Did you talk to Doogle, yet? That inn has sat untouched for half a decade, by my count. A few of the other members on the town council were starting to grumble about selling the place.” 
 
    “So we heard,” said Damon. “Fortunate we arrived when we did.” 
 
    “Fortunate and then some!” said Kemren. “A shame. I was hoping someone would buy it and turn it into a brothel. Another dream unfulfilled.” 
 
    Damon snorted, while Malon folded her arms and played the part of the slightly offended shop patron. He suspected that she didn’t have to play all that hard at it. 
 
    “We have a few things we’re in need of, if you can help us,” said Malon. “I’m afraid to say that we didn’t realize the state of the inn when we first set out on our journey.” 
 
    “Say no more,” said Kemren. “Allow me to fetch my beloved daughter and resident gopher. Keiza! Customer!” 
 
    Footsteps sounded from above them, and a woman dropped down from a ladder Damon hadn’t noticed toward the back of the room. She wore a spring dress that billowed up slightly in response to the speed of her descent. 
 
    She looked much like her father, with dark hair, dark eyes, and spectacles. She was around the same age as him and had full lips and a slender, attractive build. 
 
    “This is my daughter, Keiza,” said Kemren. “Keiza, meet Anders and Leah Rosewood.” 
 
    “Newly married, I take it?” asked Keiza with a smile. 
 
    Kemren winced and turned away from the situation. Damon tried not to laugh, an act which became infinitely more difficult when he noticed Malon’s embarrassment. 
 
    “She gets that a lot, given how young she was when she had me,” he said. His own ears began to heat up, and speaking the lie aloud gave him a better understanding of Malon’s plight. 
 
    “Oh!” said Keiza. “I’m so sorry. You just look so young. And your son looks so…” 
 
    She glanced at Damon once, and then again, her eyes widening slightly. 
 
    “If you’re quite through with embarrassing my customers, Keiza, I could use some help getting their order together,” said Kemren. 
 
    “Of course!” she said. “What do they need?” 
 
    Malon listed off the blankets, the tunic for Kastet, adding in a few pillow cushions after Kemren mentioned that he had some good ones in stock. Keiza moved quickly through the store and various backrooms, bringing everything out to set on the counter as Kemren tallied up their total. 
 
    “We also need apothecary supplies,” said Malon. “Ulster root, if you have it, along with lyrnas seed oil.” 
 
    “Has someone with you taken a fever?” asked Keiza.  
 
    “My daughter has,” said Malon. 
 
    “The cures you’re asking for are powerful,” said Keiza. “I serve as the town’s healer in training. I don’t generally sell my wares to be used by unpracticed hands.” 
 
    Damon expected Malon to chime in with the fact that she had more than sufficient expertise to administer them safely, but she stayed coy about her knowledge. 
 
    “I’ve read a bit about using them as a treatment,” said Malon. “Certainly, I don’t know as much as any healer, but I’m reasonably confident in my ability.” 
 
    “I still would prefer to bring them directly to the patient,” said Keiza. “If it’s alright with you, of course?” 
 
    Oddly, she looked at Damon as she asked the question. He wasn’t sure he liked the intensity of her eyes. They weren’t flirtatious, more observant, as though she was taking in his face in full detail. 
 
    “If you have the time, we would welcome the help,” said Malon. “Right, Anders?” 
 
    “Certainly,” he said. 
 
    “Wonderful,” said Keiza. “I’ll be by in a few hours, then.” 
 
    “I’ll send her with some spare firewood for you as well,” said Kemren. “I noticed that you didn’t buy any. If you’re used to cutting your own, it might disappoint you to find that it’s not so feasible in a roadside town like ours.” 
 
    “We’d greatly appreciate it,” said Malon. 
 
    “Tell your husband it’s on the house,” said Kemren. 
 
    “I’m not… that is to say…” Malon cleared her throat, turning her gaze upward. “I’m unmarried.” 
 
    Keiza and Kemren exchanged a wordless glance. Keiza elbowed Kemren in the ribs, and he scowled and pushed her shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t you have sorting to finish?” asked Kemren. “I swear, if it weren’t for the fact that she works for free, I’d have fired her years ago.” 
 
    “Father!” said Keiza. “I don’t work for free, just so you know. I take a small cut.” 
 
    “So small that I don’t even notice, half the time,” said Kemren. “She’s a good girl. Here’s to hoping she stays that way.” 
 
    Keiza let out an annoyed sigh. Damon and Malon took it as their cue to depart. Damon’s traveling bag was full of their purchases, which had come to a total of twenty silver, not a bad price. They had a little over seventy sables left, which could go a long way if they were careful. 
 
    “They seemed nice,” said Malon. “Though… I don’t understand the way they got when I mentioned I was unmarried.” 
 
    “You don’t understand it, or you don’t like it?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “It’s a small village. You just inherited an inn as a supposedly single woman. You’re smart enough to read between the lines, aesta.” 
 
    “Supposedly single?” Malon’s expression grew serious, though there was an edge of vulnerability, of pain there, as well. 
 
    “I just mean…” Damon sighed. “I don’t know. Never mind.” 
 
    They moved away from each other as a courier on horseback hurried down the road, drawing back together, though not as close as they previously had been. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the inn, solas,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Damon had felt a lingering tension between him and Malon ever since they’d left Sharika’s longhouse. They’d never cleared the air, not in the way they needed to, about what had happened and how it had affected her. 
 
    He tried to think of the right way to bring it up as they walked back down the road to The Rosewood Inn. He wanted to say something, but nothing sounded right. More accurately, it was just still too soon.  He endured the silence, feeling comfortable, if a little awkward.  
 
    Damon was first to the door, relieved to be back with the others where they could relax easier within the group. He stopped in his tracks as he entered the inn’s common room, staring at a teenage boy he’d never seen before cleaning off the bar counter with an old rag. 
 
    His surprise gave way to caution, and he drew his myrblade. The boy spun around, clearly startled, brown eyes widening. 
 
    “Um…” said the boy. “It’s me. Kastet.” 
 
    Damon blinked. It was obvious now that it had been pointed out to him. Kastet had simply cut her hair, and the difference it made was hard to overstate. Her chestnut-brown locks were trimmed boyishly short, and it left her normally feminine features appearing more like the face of a young man still in the process of passing through puberty. 
 
    “You’re staring,” said Kastet. “It’s bad, isn’t it? True Divine… Velanor! You lied to me!” 
 
    Vel came out from the kitchen, clearly trying to suppress a smile. “It isn’t so bad, milady. It’s just different.” 
 
    “You’ll have to stop calling me that if we want to make this work how it should,” said Kastet. 
 
    “Oh my!” said Malon, catching up with Damon and entering the common room. “Princess Kastet! This is such a new look for you. I like it. No, I love it!” 
 
    “I should probably explain,” said Vel. “Kastet was looking to style her hair differently for the sake of being harder to recognize. She used Ria’s throwing knife to make a few adjustments on her own while she was bathing. A few… rough adjustments.” 
 
    “I panicked,” said Kastet, folding her arms. “I yelled for help, and Vel did what she could.” 
 
    “It was already too short for me to cut into a normal, feminine style, so I suggested that it might make sense for her to disguise herself as a boy,” said Vel. “I did the best I could to fix it up and make it look presentable as a masculine haircut.” 
 
    “It looks wonderful, Kastet,” said Malon. “It is a more boyish look, I’ll say that much, but it’s still pretty. You can grow it out to look more feminine in just a few short weeks, if you decide to.” 
 
    “It fits with the cover aesta and I have already fallen into,” said Damon. “The village’s Penny Warden misidentified aesta as the granddaughter of the inn’s deceased former owner.” 
 
    “…What?” said Vel. 
 
    Malon filled in a few details, smiling a bit as she mentioned Damon’s cover as her son. 
 
    “We can tell anyone who asks that you’re a family friend, or a cousin, if you’d prefer,” said Malon. 
 
    “A cousin might be too conspicuous, given how little we know about Cobb Rosewood’s family tree,” said Kastet. “But I agree. This could make for a durable disguise for all of us. The assassins on our trail will be looking for word of desperate travelers, not a family settling into an abandoned inn they’ve inherited.” 
 
    “That’s… a really good point,” said Damon. “What about Ria, though? I didn’t see many Remenai in the village. She’s going to stand out and draw attention.” 
 
    “I already told the general store owner that she’s my daughter,” said Malon. “We’ll stick with that story. I have no qualms with whatever judgment they levy upon me for having a half-rem child.” 
 
    “Can Ria pass for being just half-rem?” asked Damon. 
 
    “It’s as you pointed out,” said Malon. “There are few Remenai in this village. If their experience with foreign cultures is limited, she won’t have to work hard at it to pass.” 
 
     “We’ll all need fake names, then?” asked Vel. 
 
    “Malon and I have ours already,” said Damon. “She’s Leah Rosewood, and I’m Anders. Ria used Heather as a fake name when we were in Valleystripe.” 
 
    “Heather…” repeated Vel. “In that case, I’ll be Violet. That fits nicely, doesn’t it? Heather and Violet.” 
 
    Kastet cleared her voice. “You can call me Kain when we’re among strangers, for the time being.” 
 
    She’d tried to throw her voice down to a more masculine pitch with mixed success. Damon laughed, stepping over to take a closer look at her with her new haircut. 
 
    “Looks like I’m going to have to make you into a man, Kain,” he said. “The first step, I think, is going to be doing something about these.” 
 
    He poked one of her breasts.  
 
    Kastet’s cheeks flushed. “It’s not as though they’re that large… are they?” 
 
    “Large enough to catch the eye of the men you come across, in case you hadn’t noticed,” said Damon. 
 
    “I can show her how to tighten her half-shirt to wrap them flat,” said Malon. “It’ll be natural once you get used to it, Kastet.” 
 
    “I suppose that wouldn’t be too difficult,” said Kastet. 
 
    Damon joined in with the cleaning, helping wherever he could as they worked to make the inn into less of a dust pit. The sheer volume of the dust was enough to leave him coughing whenever he swept it wrong. He found himself eagerly awaiting his own eventual turn in the aqueduct. 
 
    The stairs let out a creak, and all of them turned to find Ria making her way down into the common room. Her eyes were bleary, and strands of hair still clung to her face from sweat. She managed a smile despite her bedraggled appearance. 
 
    “Seta,” said Malon. “You shouldn’t be out of bed.” 
 
    “I cannot stay infirm indefinitely,” said Ria. “It chafes me to be of such inaction.” 
 
    “No offense, but you don’t look entirely recovered yet,” said Damon. 
 
    “One does not need to be entirely recovered to be useful,” said Ria. 
 
    Damon exchanged a look with the others, getting an idea.  
 
    “I still haven’t picked out a room for myself yet since I kept watch last night,” he said. “Why don’t you help me choose?” 
 
    Ria sighed, but she didn’t fight against him as he put a strong arm around her shoulders and began helping her back up the stairs. She felt thin, frail even. A few weeks earlier, he would have laughed at anyone describing her that way. 
 
    “The rooms are identical, young Damon,” she said. “Why does it matter where you sleep?” 
 
    “Some of them might have a few small, acoustical related perks,” he said. “Do you know which room aesta picked?” 
 
    A smile twitched across Ria’s face as she took his meaning. “Her room was this one, second from the last on the left side. Directly across from my room.” 
 
    She pressed a hand to the door for emphasis. 
 
    “I’ll take the one in the corner, next to yours, then,” he said. 
 
    “You are very mindful of how sound travels.” Ria stepped up behind him, wrapping her arms around his abdomen. 
 
    “If you were slightly better rested, I might run a test to see how certain noises traveled between different floors,” he whispered. 
 
    “I am plenty rested, young Damon,” she whispered into his ear. 
 
    He turned around, almost letting himself believe her, for a moment. The walk upstairs had brought a second wave of sweat onto her face and chest. She took breaths that sounded a little ragged and held onto his shoulder for more than just flirtatious effect. 
 
    “Let’s get you back to bed,” he said. “No sense in taking any chances.” 
 
    Ria sighed but allowed him to lead her into her room. She seemed sleepier by degrees as she lay down on the straw mattress and spread herself out. 
 
    “You have been outside and into town,” said Ria. “What do you make of this place?” 
 
    “That’s not an easy question to answer, based off less than a day of experience,” he said. “The people seem nice. Open enough to eagerly welcome travelers. Malon was even mistaken for the granddaughter of this inn’s original owner, so we have a cover story. You’ll have to use a fake name again, by the way.” 
 
    Ria nodded, but she didn’t seem to hear most of his points. “I feel as though… This is an environment I am less suited for. The constant noise from the road. The lack of forest and nature. This is not a place for me.” 
 
    “I doubt we’ll be here for that long,” said Damon. He wasn’t sure of that even as he spoke the words, however. “Regardless, you’re here with your family. Isn’t that enough to make it into a place for you?” 
 
    “That is… a fair point.” 
 
    Damon leaned forward, gently kissing her on the lips. He could tell how much further she had to go with her recovery from the way her mouth only slowly moved back against his. 
 
    “Sleep up,” he said. “Aesta found a healer in town, but she insisted on making a home visit instead of giving her what she needed to treat you directly.” 
 
    “Jad’s blood,” muttered Ria. “One more person to dote on me. Fantastic.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Damon headed back downstairs in time to discover Malon standing at the door, conversing with a group of travelers who’d stopped alongside the road. He resisted the urge to set a hand on his myrblade and make himself visible, taking in the situation first. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Malon. “We’ve just arrived in town. It will be some time yet before the inn is open.” 
 
    “That’s a pity,” called a young woman on horseback. “My partner and I travel this route every fortnight. Would be nice to have a place to rent a bed other than The House of Gratitude. Melnicka, the owner, is as strict as they come.” 
 
    Malon waved them off as they continued on their way, exchanging a look with Damon as soon as they were out of earshot. 
 
    “Are we actually going to open this place as an inn?” he asked. 
 
    “I… hadn’t really considered the possibility,” she said, running a hand along her chin. “We’ll need to find a way to earn some money, regardless of what we do next. I suppose there might be worse ways of doing that than providing weary travelers with a place to rest their heads.” 
 
    “Can we truly risk it?” asked Vel. “So many people would be passing through. They’d spread word about us, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “If we’re careful about using our fake names, it wouldn’t be us they’d be spreading word about,” said Damon. “There’s always a chance we could be found out, but that doesn’t necessarily change, even if we keep running.” 
 
    It was a question that surely deserved more discussion, but they didn’t have time for it just then. A small wagon drawn by a single horse came to a stop outside The Rosewood Inn. Keiza was in the front seat, and she smiled at them through the inn’s open door as she hopped down and began tying her mount to the hitching post. 
 
    Damon started to make his way out to greet her. Malon set a hand on his shoulder, stopping him before he could step onto the inn’s porch. 
 
    “Your sword, solas,” she whispered. “Perhaps it would be best if you stopped wearing it so openly. It will only draw attention in a town like this.” 
 
    “I… suppose that’s a fair point,” he said. 
 
    Malon let her hand slide down to his sword belt. She stepped behind him, undoing the clasp and slowly pulling it off. 
 
    “Don’t forget to train with me,” whispered Myr. “I swear I’ll never forgive you if you throw me into a closet and let me turn to rust!” 
 
    “I promise I won’t,” he said. 
 
    “What?” asked Malon. 
 
    Damon shook his head and waved a hand dismissively. “I should go greet our guest.” 
 
    He did his best to fall into the character of Anders Rosewood as he headed outside and walked over to Keiza. Anders was a man who’d lived a simple life, tending to the needs of his family and… farming? Working in a tannery? He’d have to confer with Malon on the specifics.   
 
    What he did know was that Anders didn’t have the same streak of wanderlust that Damon Al-Kendras had once had. The drive that had pushed him to run away from home and become a gladiator. No, if Anders had ever had that sort of inclination, life had long since beat it out of him. 
 
    “Keiza,” he said. “I’m glad you were able to find the place.” 
 
    Keiza gave him an odd smile. “You’re the one who’s new to this town, Anders. I’ve lived here for most of my life. The Rosewood Inn might not have been in good condition for some of that time, but it’s always been obvious as a landmark.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Obviously. We had some travelers stop by earlier and ask us if we were open, if you can believe it.” 
 
    “I can absolutely believe it.” Keiza pulled her bag of healing supplies out from the back of the wagon. “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “Not yet,” he said. “We still have a fair number of decisions to make before we reach that point. If we reach that point.” 
 
    “The town could use another inn,” said Keiza. “Melnicka’s place isn’t exactly popular with everyone.” 
 
    He was about to ask for more specifics on just why that was, but they’d already started through the inn’s threshold. Malon was busy organizing some of their traveling supplies in the kitchen. Vel and Kastet were sitting at one of the inn’s tables, and both glanced up, flashing friendly smiles at Keiza. 
 
    Damon wasn’t sure how exactly to introduce them. He knew the words, the basic facts of who they were both pretending to be. It just felt strange, different from normal white lies, more like putting on a show, like some of his more theatrical gladiatorial bouts. 
 
    “Keiza, this my sister, Violet,” he said, gesturing to Vel. “And this is, uh, Kain.” 
 
    “I’m the family’s loyal retainer,” said Kastet, quickly. 
 
    “Um… retainer?” asked Keiza. 
 
    “Servant,” she quickly clarified.  
 
    Damon tried to keep his expression neutral as he inwardly cringed at the depth of her fake man voice. 
 
    “My other sister, Heather, is in her room,” said Damon. “She’s the one that needs your help.” 
 
    Malon came out from the kitchen and gestured for Keiza to follow her upstairs. Damon went with them, watching from the hall as Keiza approached Ria’s bed. 
 
    “She’s… one of the Remenai?” said Keiza in surprise. 
 
    “She’s half-rem,” said Malon. “Her father was a green scout from the Vanrillion Clan.” 
 
    “Ah.” Keiza took the fact in with a nod. She didn’t seem judgmental about it, though there was an empty moment in which she adjusted her spectacles on her face. “Well, then. Can you tell me more about Heather’s condition?” 
 
    Malon related a carefully constructed lie involving Ria having fallen onto an old arrow shaft while collecting firewood during their journey to Azurecliff. If Keiza had any doubts about the factualness of it, she didn’t put them to voice. 
 
    “Ulster root will reduce pain and swelling,” said Keiza. “I can give her a basic dose now, but you’ll need to administer the rest on your own. You want to be careful about using too much, as it can cause extreme muscle paralysis in high doses.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with its properties,” said Malon, politely. 
 
    “Lyrnas seed oil will help her sleep,” said Keiza. “Again, too much of it can also be dangerous. I’ve known a few cases where people have fallen asleep for days, even, after ingesting large amounts.” 
 
    “Thank you, Keiza,” said Malon. “This town must value your expertise highly.” 
 
    Keiza gave Malon a slightly awkward smile. “Nobody else has much experience in the arts of healing, so I’ve taken to the role myself. Everything I know I’ve learned from books, with a few lessons from passing travelers here and there.” 
 
    She looked at Ria again, and her expression took on a cast that Damon couldn’t ignore. She seemed tense, almost worried. 
 
    “Keiza,” said Ria. “I appreciate your help, but I must ask you a question.” 
 
    “Go right ahead,” said Keiza. 
 
    “Are you uncomfortable with the fact that I am one of the Remenai?” 
 
    Damon shot Ria a look. She needed to be more careful, not just with remembering to refer to herself as half-rem, but treating it as a truth. This was not a road they could afford to go down, for the time being. 
 
    “I’m… fine with it,” said Keiza. “Really, I am. I apologize if it seemed as though I was looking at you strangely. However, this is a small town. There are some here who have fought against the Remenai. Doogle and Arturius were once part of a mercenary company that cleared portions of the wild regions. Doogle still harbors a… small amount of anger toward the Rem.” 
 
    “That is not uncommon,” said Ria. “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you should avoid him, or worry about him, just that…” Keiza shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s hard to see the way some people come to their judgments and don’t see the limits of our emotions and behaviors. Doogle isn’t a bad man, but he’s not fully in control when it comes to certain things.” 
 
    “You’re kind to be so open with us, Keiza,” said Malon. “We’ll have to find a way to repay you and your father once Heather has recovered.” 
 
    Keiza and Malon spent some time discussing the purchase of the apothecary ingredients. Damon made his way down to the common room, helping Vel and Kastet with cleaning for a few minutes. When Keiza was ready to leave, he walked outside to her wagon and helped her unload the firewood that Kemren had gifted them. 
 
    “We appreciate the help,” said Damon. “We were so worried about Heather these past few days. I don’t know if my… mother told you or not, but Heather had a seizure during our journey here.” 
 
    “She mentioned it,” said Keiza. “It’s not uncommon for the heat of a fever to occasionally push people to that point when they’re unwell.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I can do to repay you, don’t hesitate to let me know,” he said. 
 
    Keiza smiled. She had the appearance of an academic, a bookworm, even, but there was a fair amount of confidence underneath her spectacles and conservative clothing choices. 
 
    “Azurecliff is a small town, as you’ve no doubt seen,” said Keiza. “I’m sure I’ll find some excuse to reach out to you for help sooner or later.” 
 
    “Anything you need.” 
 
    Keiza’s eyes lingered on his as she toyed with her horse’s lead. She glanced toward the empty wagon and then back at him. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “You have a familiar face,” she said. “This may sound odd, but did you ever spend time in Avaricia? It would have been a few years ago…” 
 
    Damon froze, but played it off as quickly after reading the situation. “Maybe. I’ve been to the city a few times, mostly running errands. Did we bump into each other there?” 
 
    “We just might have,” she said. “Well, I should be on me way. Good luck with your cleaning, Anders Rosewood.” 
 
    “Travel safe, Keiza Stone.” 
 
    He waved as she and her wagon disappeared up the road. Her question echoed in his head, but he downplayed its significance. She’d only said he had a familiar face, after all. It wasn’t as though she was accusing him of being anyone other than who he’d presented himself to be. 
 
    He considered whether to tell the others and decided against it. He didn’t want to be the one to spoil the temporary respite they’d found. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Malon was looking through their new purchases and planning out dinner when Damon came back inside. Vel and Kastet were nowhere to be seen, and Ria was presumably still upstairs, resting. 
 
    “Keiza seems like a sweet girl,” said Malon. 
 
    “She’s fine,” said Damon. 
 
    Malon gave him an odd, teasing look as she cleared her throat and smoothed out her skirt. “Could you help me get a fire going in the hearth? I’d like to take the opportunity to cook a proper dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He got some firewood from the newly created pile outside the inn and brought it to the hearth. Malon had gone upstairs for something, but a glance at the ingredients she’d taken out told Damon she’d be making a stew. 
 
    He took the cooking pot down into the basement, intent on bringing up water to save his aesta the trouble. He’d only made it halfway down the stairs when the sound of voices alerted him to Vel and Kastet’s presence. 
 
    “Try again,” said Vel. 
 
    Kastet cleared her throat. “Hello. My name is Kain.” 
 
    Damon lingered on the stairs, not wanting to burst in on them when they were clearly bathing, but too intrigued to head back up. A perverted part of him wished there were a way he could peep on them, but if he went any deeper into the basement, he’d be discovered instantly. 
 
    “It sounds as if you’re a girl trying to sound like a boy,” said Vel. 
 
    “That’s… exactly what I am, though.” 
 
    “Maybe you could pretend to be extremely shy and just not talk?” 
 
    Damon heard a splash, followed by a laugh. 
 
    “That’s a terrible solution!” said Kastet. “Lady Velanor, I’m docking your pay for such inexcusable service.” 
 
    “You haven’t paid me in over a month!” 
 
    More splashing. Damon smiled. It felt good to know that the two of them were still getting along, despite everything that had happened. He finally tore himself away from their conversation, slipping back upstairs as silently as he could. 
 
    He set the cooking pot down, content to let Malon be the one to interrupt the girls’ bathing time when she needed it filled with water. He started prepping the hearth, instead. His fire-starting kit was upstairs in his bag, so he headed up to get it. 
 
    Malon was in her room, changing out of her heavily worn clothing into a comfortable dress which had somehow made it into her traveling bag. Damon passed by the half-open door to her room just as she was pulling it down over her otherwise nude body. 
 
    Her hair was out of its braid, and she reached to free it from the dress’s hem as Damon watched. He noticed when she sensed him, turning around with a look on her face, equal parts teasing and reproachful. 
 
    “Do you need something, solas?” she asked. 
 
    “I was getting the fire started for you,” he said. “My flint is in my room.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Malon. “I’ll be down to start dinner in just a moment. I found this gown stuffed into one of the packs and felt the urge to make myself a bit comfortable.” 
 
    “I’m glad you let yourself act on that particular urge,” he said, stepping into her room.  
 
    She turned away from him, running a hand through her hair to pull it back behind her shoulders. Damon stepped into her, pulling her into an embrace. He wrapped his arms around her and let his crotch press against her backside, inhaling her scent as he leaned his face down against the nape of her neck. 
 
    “Leah Rosewood,” he said. “The name fits you well, I think.” 
 
    “Just as Anders Rosewood fits you, solas,” she said. “They are roles which I think we would do well to fall into… even if it takes work to maintain them.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with that.” Damon planted a soft kiss on her neck, feeling her sigh as her body melded against his. “But just as we sometimes want to change out of our traveling clothes, we also should make room to set the roles aside, here and there.” 
 
    “And where would that leave us, solas?” she whispered. “What would it change?” 
 
    He was already moving against her, grinding his growing erection into her soft butt. Malon arched her back as he ran his hands up her body, stopping just short of cupping her breasts through the thin fabric of her dress. 
 
    “We’ve been through so much, aesta,” he said. “We deserve this…” 
 
    Either his words or his tone set her off, breaking the spell. Malon turned around abruptly and gave him a gentle push in the chest. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered. “Damon. This needs to stop.” 
 
    He couldn’t meet her gaze. He knew what was coming. It had already arrived in the form of the tears she’d spilled after speaking with Sharika, her own aesta. 
 
    “I see now what should have been obvious from the beginning,” said Malon. “I’ve let my fondness for you, along with my needs as a crest sorceress, pollute our relationship. During our short time with Sharika, I finally saw the truth of my actions.” 
 
    She made a face that threatened to break Damon’s heart, slowly shaking her head. 
 
    “You told her about us?” he asked. “Didn’t you?” 
 
    “She could see it in the way we were around one another,” said Malon. “She was… not gentle with the reprimand she gave me. Solas, you must understand. Her perspective is one I can’t simply ignore or set aside. She was my aesta. She knows me better than anyone in the world… My inclinations. My failings.” 
 
    “She’s just a woman,” said Damon. 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    Her words struck true, reverberating through the depths of his heart. Damon took a breath, suddenly wishing he could have a do-over of the past week, or perhaps a few months longer. 
 
    “I’ll respect whatever decision you come to,” he said. “Just as Sharika is your aesta… You’re mine. I don’t ever want to lose that.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She hugged him, and he hugged her back. It was an embrace with limits, the careful, respectful touch of her solas, or Anders Rosewood, even.  
 
    “Not everything has to change,” said Malon. “We can still hug and be familiar with one another.” 
 
    Damon nodded. He let his fingers brush hers. 
 
    “Hand-holding as well, I assume?” 
 
    Malon gave him an annoyed smile. “Yes, solas. You can hold my hand.” 
 
    “Kissing?” 
 
    He couldn’t help himself. Why couldn’t he ever help himself? He stepped closer to Malon, letting his presence become a threat to her matriarchal authority. She didn’t back down, but her resolve wavered in a few obvious ways as she steadied herself. 
 
    “Kissing should be alright, at times, and with… certain limits,” she said. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He got even closer, letting his mouth draw near hers. Malon stared into his eyes, her head turning sideways with a subtle movement that he wondered if she was even aware of. 
 
    She didn’t stop him as he pressed his lips against hers, but she did set a hand on his shoulder. Damon could feel the flutter of her emotions in the way her fingers dug in as he deepened the kiss. Would she squeeze the same way in other, more sexual moments? Would his aesta dig her nails in as he pumped into her at a rugged, burning pace? 
 
    “Solas!” she said sharply. “Enough.” 
 
    He gave her one last kiss on the edge of her chin and slowly pulled back. Malon glared at him, but the feeling behind it was exaggerated and overacted.  
 
    “I blame Anders Rosewood for that last one,” he said. “It seems he’s similarly lacking when it comes to keeping himself under control.” 
 
    “Don’t say such foolish things,” said Malon, fighting an obvious smile. “Now, if you don’t mind, I think it would be best for us to turn our focus back to dinner.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Damon. “I should get that fire going for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Another moment passed before either of them managed to resist the thick tension for long enough to look away. Malon guided him out of his room by the shoulder and quickly split off as soon as they were in the hall. Damon started toward his room to get the flint, but he paused when he noticed Ria’s door was partially open. 
 
    “What is it about Malon that turns you into such a horny beast, husband?” whispered Ria. 
 
    He flinched at the accusation, accurate as it was. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 
 
    “I knew your lusts leaned her way, but I suppose I was never aware of just how deep they held you.”  
 
    Ria opened the door to her room, standing before him in just her underwear, smiling wickedly. 
 
    “I was just talking with aesta,” he said lamely. “I’m not sure what you thought you saw or heard, but…” 
 
    “Save it. I am not as oblivious as Vel, nor as willing to overlook the obvious as Kastet. I know you burn for her, Damon, so do not insult me with lies.” 
 
    She didn’t seem mad, which if anything, was even more worrying. Damon could endure a jealous takedown from Ria. The mischievous gleam in her eye made him think that she had something far more dangerous in mind. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Ria. “I am simply curious. Is it how she dotes on you? Or is it a deeper allure? Some type of point relating to your ego as a man, perhaps a need to surpass your father?” 
 
    “Ria…” he said through gritted teeth. “We aren’t having this discussion.” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked. “Do you harbor that much fear about where it will lead? Worry not, I shall leave this be. If…” 
 
    “If what?”  
 
    “If you place your trust in me during the next crisis,” she said. “And there will be another crisis, Damon.” 
 
    “When have I ever not trusted you?” 
 
    “Do you forget what took us down this path so quickly?” she asked. “You were the deciding factor after the attack on the tower, when Malon and I were at odds over whether to flee into the Malagantyan or colonial territory.” 
 
    “Ria, that was—” 
 
    “It was exactly what I speak of now,” she interrupted. “I still cannot tell whether you sided with her because she’s your aesta, and you love her… or because she’s a woman, and you love her.” 
 
    “Interesting how you leave out the possibility that I thought she was being the most sensible, and I love her,” said Damon. 
 
    Ria narrowed her eyes into thin, angry slits. Damon saw her start to turn away and quickly pulled her back, embracing her body, which still felt hot. He gave her a kiss on both cheeks and brushed her hair back from her face. 
 
    “I do trust you, Ria,” he said. “To be clear, if we’re discovered again here at the inn, I see little choice for us but to flee into the Malagantyan. I will side with you if that happens, sweet wife.” 
 
    “You say those words with such seriousness,” said Ria. She was trying not to smile, and she avoided his gaze in a subtle way. 
 
    “With such seriousness?” Damon grinned and kissed her on the neck. “Almost as though I mean them?” 
 
    His thumb settled on her chin, gently tracing the shape of the matridai he’d once drawn on her face with charcoal, of which he’d never forgotten the design. 
 
    “Malon will get upset if she finds me out of bed,” said Ria. 
 
    “Then come find me later, when she’s asleep.” 
 
    Ria smirked at him, seeming to both enjoy and bristle at his commanding tone. Damon gave her a small pat on the butt as she left his room, which earned him another overblown glare. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    A general sense of merriment and relaxation emanated from the common room as Damon made his way downstairs. Several lanterns had been lit and set out on a few of the inn’s many tables to give the space the warm illumination the previous night had so sorely lacked. 
 
    A fire was going in the hearth, and Malon hummed to herself as she dutifully prepared dinner in the kitchen. Vel and Kastet were… dancing with one another, which made him pause. 
 
    “You aren’t necessarily doing anything wrong, milady,” said Vel. “Your hands are more or less in the right places.” 
 
    “We have no pace,” grumbled Kastet. “We keep very nearly bumping into the tables.” 
 
    “Well…” Vel shrugged. “That’s because you have to lead.” 
 
    “What’s this now?” asked Damon. 
 
    The two women parted, turning to look at him. 
 
    “Ahem… Mister Anders,” said Kastet, practicing her man voice. “I thought it was about time for me to learn to dance properly. As a man, I of course mean.” 
 
    Damon let out a squall of good-natured laughter. “I see.” 
 
    “Kas… ah, Kain, is worried that if he isn’t capable of dancing with a woman when the time arises, his new identity will be compromised,” said Vel. 
 
    “Seems reasonable,” said Damon, nodding vigorously. “Imagine if you stepped on a woman’s toes accidentally or were off rhythm. She’d instantly suspect you of being a fugitive princess in disguise.” 
 
    “Are you going to make mock of my insecurity, or are you going to help?” asked Kain. 
 
    Damon grinned and skipped over to them with a traveling dance step. “I wouldn’t miss this opportunity for a hundred gold.” 
 
    He made a show of politely bowing to Vel in the manner of a man asking for a dance, one hand extended forward. She smiled sheepishly, waiting first for Kain to nod before setting her fingers into Damon’s palm. 
 
    “The most important thing to keep in mind when dancing with a woman is that she is in your care,” said Damon. 
 
    He began moving slowly, pulling Vel along to a nonexistent rhythm. They hadn’t had an opportunity to dance together since they’d been in Hearthold. Vel looked elated as he gently turned her into a spin and pulled her body against his. 
 
    “You make it look so easy and natural,” muttered Kain. 
 
    “Of course, I do,” said Damon. “I’ve practiced both this and what it usually leads to.” 
 
    He pulled Vel a bit closer, guiding her a bit more aggressively with the hand he had on her hip. 
 
    “Where it leads to?” asked Kain. 
 
    Vel cleared her throat, looking a little flustered. “Damon is implying that he’s bedded women that he’s danced with before.” 
 
    He gently caressed Vel’s hip and pulled her in a little closer, arousal prickling across his midriff as her words stirred ideas in his head. 
 
    “I’m sure Mister Anders has had his, um, fair run of the local girls,” said Kain. “Is it that essential to approach dancing with such a… goal-oriented mindset?” 
 
    “I see no reason why you couldn’t learn to do it platonically,” said Damon. “I can teach you a few things.” 
 
    He twirled Vel and stepped back, and the two of them shared a polite bow as they parted. He reached for Kain’s hand next. She frowned as he moved her into position as he would any woman he was about to dance with. 
 
    “How is dancing as the girl going to help me?” asked Kain. “I need to be the one in the dominant—” 
 
    “You need to pay attention,” said Damon. “Feel where my hands are. Think about how much strength I’m using when I do this…” He pulled her into motion, leading her smoothly from side to side. “Or this…” 
 
    He spun her and dipped her, enjoying the surprise and defenselessness he saw on her face as she went backward.  
 
    “Dancing is about building trust,” said Damon. “About showing that you can touch a woman’s body, react to her wants and needs, and most importantly, have fun with the basics.” 
 
    He moved her in a simple step that went back, forward, and diagonally to the side. They did it three times in quick succession, until their bodies were moving so perfectly in tandem that they smiled dumbly at each other, preserved in their own private, energetic moment. 
 
    “I see,” said Kain. “I think I still have much to learn on both sides.” 
 
    “The food is ready!” called Malon. “Would someone check on Ria and see if she’s feeling well enough to come down and eat at the table?” 
 
    Vel immediately volunteered. Damon found a place at the table nearest to the kitchen with Kastet, who’d returned to using her normal voice with her practice complete. 
 
    Malon smiled broadly as she brought out a platter filled with bowls of steaming stew and a loaf of freshly warmed bread. The inn was surprisingly well-stocked with dinnerware, though most of it was wooden and well-used. It was fine for them after a good washing, and Damon had no complaints as Malon set one of the bowls down in front of him. 
 
    “This smells fantastic,” he said. 
 
    “It’s beef stew with fresh snap peas, garlic, and potatoes,” said Malon. “It was all bought from the market in Azurecliff. I doubt the foraging is going to be as good around here as it was back at the tower, but…” 
 
    Her expression darkened at the mention of their former home. Damon reached a hand across the table. 
 
    “There’s plenty of room around the inn for us to get a garden going, at least,” he suggested. 
 
    “Thank you, solas.” 
 
    Vel and Ria showered Malon with compliments of their own as they descended the stairs and discovered the feast. They all dug in, eating with a voracity primed by long days of hard living and meager road rations. 
 
    “Was there anything lacking from the kitchen, aesta?” asked Damon. “We still have some money left over. I could stop by K and K Essentials tomorrow and fill out your cooking equipment, if needed.” 
 
    “I could use a few versatile pans,” said Malon. “A skillet would be useful. Perhaps a grilling rack, as well, for cooking meat more easily.” 
 
    “There are other things that we’ll need to look into buying,” said Vel. “Clothing, for starters. It’s not as though we can simply go around wearing the same things, day in and day out.” 
 
    “Many people do just that in small towns like this,” Damon pointed out. 
 
    Kastet and Vel exchanged a disapproving glance. Ria let out an amused sigh. 
 
    “Restoring our individual wardrobes might be more of a long-term project,” said Malon. “I suspect we will have no shortage of expenses once we begin assessing what we’ll need to restore this inn to a more presentable state.” 
 
    “Is that what you intend us to do, then?” asked Ria. “Continue life here, in these roles?” 
 
    It was a genuine question, rather than one of the challenges to Malon’s authority that Ria had so often engaged in back at the tower. Damon appreciated Ria’s self-control as well as Malon’s tact with her answer. 
 
    “That is what we’ll be expected to do, given who the townspeople think we currently are,” said Malon. “You still aren’t well enough to travel again yet, seta. Even if you were, our money is limited. If we could manage to stay undiscovered here for two weeks, a month, even, we could put ourselves in a position to travel wherever we wanted.” 
 
    Damon kept the obvious question to himself. And then what? Where would they go? What would they do there, beyond trying to keep Kastet hidden? They couldn’t run forever. Adding to that, it wasn’t as though they were entirely without allies.  
 
    He thought of Ria’s early point about fleeing into the Malagantyan and finding powerful clans to support Kastet’s claim among the Rem. There was also Wrath, who despite her volatility, might well be willing to throw her lot in with them again if she thought it would lead to Avarice’s downfall. 
 
    “I like it here,” said Vel. “For now at least, I’ll take having a roof, and a bed, and homecooked stew over camping in the wild.” 
 
    “Here here.” Damon mopped up the last drops of his stew with his bread and wolfed it down. “Is there any more—” 
 
    A knock came at the front door, three ominous raps of knuckle on wood. Damon exchanged a glance with Malon, and then with everyone else at the table, before slowly rising to his feet. He wasn’t wearing his myrblade, and he made the exaggerated motion of drawing it. Kastet caught his meaning and hurried upstairs to collect the weapon from his room. 
 
    He waited before opening the door, wishing they had a slat or peephole to use to get a sense of who was on the other side. Malon had followed him, standing a bit back and to the side. There was nothing suspicious in her positioning as the lady of the establishment, and it would be convenient placement if the situation ended up calling for a burst of magical inferno. 
 
    Damon opened the door, blinking in surprise and relief as he made out the face of Tristan Doogle, Azurecliff’s old Penny Warden, on the other side. He flashed a smile and took a step back to welcome the man in. 
 
    “Doogle,” he said. “What an unexpected treat! We were just sitting down to dinner. Please, feel free to come on in.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do!” said Doogle. “I brought wine. Think of it as an inn-warming gift, aye?” 
 
    He grinned and pressed the bottle into Damon’s hands.  
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” said Damon. 
 
    “Let me tell you, Andy,” said Doogle. “Truth is, half of Azurecliff is tapping their feet, biding their time, waiting for the night you and Lady Leah decide to fling the doors open and start welcoming people in. All we’ve had for years now, bloody years, is Melnicka’s place in the market square. And get this! She doesn’t serve alcohol! It’s a dry establishment — she doesn’t even allow people to bring their own…” 
 
    Doogle’s rant trailed off as his eyes scanned the table and met Ria’s. He stared for a second or two, and an expression of barely contained loathing took over his face. Damon confronted what he saw in it head on, setting a firm hand on Doogle’s shoulder. 
 
    “Doogle,” he said. “These are my sisters, Violet and Heather.” 
 
    He gestured to Vel and Ria, who both gave polite nods to the aged Penny Warden. Doogle’s gaze continued to bore into Ria, turning the situation into one that was a mere insult or insinuation away from shouting, if not violence. 
 
    “You have… a half-rem daughter, Lady Leah?” asked Doogle. 
 
    “I do.” Malon stepped forward, positioning herself in between the table and the old man. “Your town’s healer came by earlier today. I’m surprised the rumor hadn’t already gotten back to you.” 
 
    “Keiza isn’t really the type for spreading around such… dark gossip,” said Doogle. “A half-rem daughter… Some times we’re living in, aye? I take it her father is long since out of the picture?” 
 
    Malon’s eyes became as cold as ice. She stared at Doogle as though she was ripping his soul from his body. Could she do that? Damon felt as though he wouldn’t have been surprised to discover it among her powers, in that tense, dangerous moment. 
 
    “Let me make something abundantly clear to you, Mister Doogle,” said Malon tersely. “Heather is my daughter, and I love her beyond words. If you have an issue to raise, or words to speak, do so now and show us where you stand.” 
 
    A subtle flicker of crimson light danced across Malon’s lower back, though it was mostly hidden by her dress, to anyone who didn’t know to look for it. Damon held his breath, aware of the fact that Doogle’s next words could well decide whether he walked out of the inn smiling or with a melted face. 
 
    “I… was just surprised, is all,” said Doogle. “I fought against Rem before, in my mercenary days.” 
 
    “So we’ve heard,” said Damon. 
 
    “Old habits of an old man,” he said. “Please. Take the wine. I think I should go before I embarrass myself any further.” 
 
    He pushed the wine into Damon’s hands, offered an awkward smile to the room, and swiveled toward the door. 
 
    “It was nice meeting you, Doogle,” called Ria from the table. “I know how habits can be. I am not a woman of baseless grudges.” 
 
    “Thank Rovahn for that,” muttered Doogle. “I would be crying myself to sleep tonight if I got myself banned from the best inn in town before it even opened.” 
 
    The remark got a few genuine laughs from the others in the room, though Malon still wasn’t among them. Damon patted Doogle on the back as he left, wishing him a safe walk back to Azurecliff and softly shutting the door. 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll be much trouble,” said Damon. “I think he’s just a bit too open with his thoughts.” 
 
    “I hope so, solas,” said Malon. “Try to keep the fact that he gave us a bottle of wine from clouding your better judgment.” 
 
    “Do you truly think so little of me?” he asked, as he used a rusted corkscrew from the kitchen to pop open the bottle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    The good mood returned almost instantly after Doogle’s departure. The gifted wine was strong and tasty, and Damon was all too happy to help Kastet and Vel finish their cups after they expressed their disinterest in it. 
 
    It was late when the meal came to its end. Damon said goodnight to each of the others in turn, giving Malon a chaste hug, Vel a quick kiss on the cheek, and Kastet a pat on the shoulder. 
 
    Ria lingered with him in the common room, openly intentional in her desire to stay up and engage in whatever mischief might be available. Malon, ever-doting and all-knowing, gently guided Ria toward the stairs after telling Damon not to stay up too late. 
 
    “I won’t,” he said. “I plan on keeping watch for a bit, and then having a bath.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about us being surprised in the night,” said Malon. “If it happens, we won’t see it coming even if we’re staring out the windows. There are travelers on this road, even at night, and it would be impossible to tell them from our pursuers.” 
 
    “Fair point,” he said. “Goodnight, aesta.” 
 
    “Goodnight, solas.” 
 
    He headed straight downstairs, taking one of the lanterns with him. Cool air and the sound of flowing water greeted him as he walked across the basement’s cold stone floor.  
 
    The aqueduct was still as marvelous to him as it had been when they first discovered it. It spanned the full length of the basement’s back wall, with a lip of stone and cement rising two feet to help contain shifts in the water level. 
 
    Damon stripped off his clothing, briefly considering attempting to wash his garments before deciding it would be pointless if they didn’t have time to dry completely by morning. He tested the water with one of his feet. It was cold, as he’d expected, but the hearth was still burning upstairs. He’d be able to warm up easily enough once he was clean. 
 
    He climbed over the partition and sank into the water. He was surprised by how much deeper it was than it looked. The original architects had dug more than four feet down beyond the basement’s floor, leaving enough room for the water to reach well past waist height.  
 
    During times of heavy rain or frost melt, Damon could imagine the water coming nearly up over his head if the aqueduct ever filled all the way up to the lip. He let the stream flow against him, slowly beginning the process of scrubbing himself to the best of his ability with his palms. 
 
    He should have grabbed a towel. It was an odd thought for him to have, given he was reasonably certain that they didn’t own any towels. One more item to be replaced over the coming days and weeks. 
 
    The basement door creaked open. Damon had a suspicion of who it might be, one which was immediately confirmed when he saw Ria creeping downstairs, clad only in her underwear. She grinned when she saw him in the water. Damon returned her smile, shifting to float on his back, which incidentally revealed his front to her. 
 
    “Malon advised me to bathe as often as possible,” said Ria in a slow voice. “She said the coolness of the water would help my fever.” 
 
    “Is that right?” said Damon. “Well, the water might be a bit warmer than you were expecting tonight.” 
 
    “You have it ready for me, young Damon?” she said, voice a purr. 
 
    He nodded. “If you can handle it.” 
 
    “I have recovered by leaps and bounds.” 
 
    “Then climb on in, Ria.” 
 
    He touched himself as he watched Ria stripping off her half-shirt and girlshorts. Her body was leaner than he remembered, but the weight she’d lost from her poisoning had all come from places other than her chest and butt. Damon couldn’t take his eyes off her breasts as she slowly made her way over to the aqueduct, his eyes drinking in every small movement, every minute jiggle. 
 
    “Here,” he said, offering her a hand. “Let me help you.” 
 
    “Is it going to be tight with us both?” 
 
    “We’ll make it fit.” 
 
    Ria was purposefully slow in the way she climbed over the aqueduct’s lip and descended into the water. She shivered from the cold, nipples hardening visibly, and bit her lower lip. Damon let the tension build to nigh unbearable levels as he stood no more than a foot away from her, his hard cock aimed at her body like a spear ready to sink into a fresh kill. 
 
    He reached out for her hand. Ria grinned and stepped back, playing coy and making to wash herself as though there wasn’t an aroused, naked young man in the same bath as her. Damon continued attempting to close the distance, each step he took forward matched by Ria taking one back. 
 
    She playfully retreated all the way to the grate where the water emerged, turning to face away from him. Damon finally got his hands on her hips, feeling himself remember his dances with Vel and Kastet earlier that night as he positioned her. 
 
    “Mmm,” moaned Ria. “Young Damon. Just what is it that you have in mind?” 
 
    He took hold of her hands and pressed them forward against the basement’s wall, above the grate. Ria laughed and stuck her butt out, wiggling for him and pouting erotically over her shoulder. He forced himself to slow down, wanting to beat her at her own game. He ran his hands up her skin with slow movements intended to tease, rather than please. 
 
    “True Divine, Ria,” he said, stopping just short of cupping her breasts. “You have such a fun body.” 
 
    “Does it turn you on, husband?” 
 
    “It gets me hard,” he said. “Now just what do you expect me to do about that?” 
 
    He pressed his cock forward, letting it nuzzle between her thighs. It felt nice, but Damon could think of a few things that would feel even nicer. 
 
    Ria gasped as he sank the tip of his tool into her horny, wet womanhood. 
 
    “You could never pass for half-rem to anyone who felt you from the inside,” he whispered. “The squeeze is just too much.” 
 
    “Mmm…” moaned Ria. “Young Damon. You have a dirty, Merinian mouth. You take what you want, just like the other colonizers.” 
 
    “I take what I want, whenever I want,” he whispered. “But not because I’m a Merinian. Because you’re my dirty, loving wife.” 
 
    He began tracing where the matridai would be on her face again as he slowly pumped into her. Ria turned her head, getting her lips around the tip of his thumb and giving it a healthy suck. Damon was off after that, an eager participant in the race to the edge of their mutual pleasure. 
 
    He pumped into her hard, each thrust bumping her forward against the walls and the water’s grate. He could see the way Ria’s big breasts squeezed against the barrier as he took her from behind. Her butt flattened and shifted in much the same way, a willing cushion for the abuse Damon inflicting on her tight, slutty lane. 
 
    “Harder,” whispered Ria. “Give it to me, Damon.” 
 
    “I’m going to give it to you. And you’re going to take it.” 
 
    “Oh!” Ria arched her back.  
 
    Damon leaned forward, kissing and then sucking on a spot on her neck. He took hold of one of her elbows, pulling her back into him as he worked her with dominant strokes. Ria moaned, and he could only hope the sound was sufficiently muffled by the ambient hiss of the flowing water. 
 
    Damon was ready to blow. He wanted more than anything to plant his seed deep inside Ria. His mind was forthcoming with reasons and justifications for him to keep going and finish within her warm, welcoming channel. They were already husband and wife in their games. What would adding the risk of a child into the equation truly change? 
 
    Everything. It would change everything, starting with his relationship with Ria and ending with his relationships with Malon and Vel. It would completely upset the strange balance they were all fumbling to maintain.  
 
    But all he could think about was how incredible it would feel to cross that final line, to claim her without boundaries. Damon was growing increasingly uncertain of whether he could muster the self-control to pull out when the sound of the basement door opening cut through his and Ria’s fun. 
 
    “Is someone down here?” called Kastet. 
 
    Damon exchanged a glance with Ria, who had a worried frown on her face. His cock was still inside her, and even though they’d both stopped moving, it was throbbing, on the cusp of exploding at the slightest touch. 
 
    Ria silently slid downward, dropping low enough in the water to be hidden by the aqueduct’s lip. If Kastet came close enough, Ria would still be visible, but with Damon naked, that possibility seemed unlikely. 
 
    “I’m bathing,” called Damon. 
 
    “Oh.” Kastet continued down the stairs, folding her arms as she reached the bottom.  
 
    Damon kept his eyes on her, resisting the urge to glance toward Ria’s discarded small clothes, which she’d thrown into the same pile he’d left his own garments in. It wouldn’t be obvious unless Kastet started poking through the things, but it would give them away just as surely as her seeing Ria directly. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Damon. “I’ve gotten fairly dirty with all the traveling. Haven’t gotten a chance to get the scent of the road off me until now.” 
 
    “I’d noticed that you’d developed a certain… musk,” said Kastet. “It wasn’t unpleasant, mind you. Just noticeable. I figured it was how all men smelled after a few days without washing.” 
 
    “Well, that’s why I’m here,” he replied. “Giving myself a nice, long scrub.” 
 
    At some point during the exchange, Ria began caressing Damon’s inner thighs with her hands. He cleared his throat, trying not to let anything show on his face as she wrapped her fingers around his hard cock and began slowly stroking. 
 
    “I heard some noises on my way down,” said Kastet. 
 
    Damon cleared his throat. “Noises?” 
 
    “Moans,” said Kastet. “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m just curious if you were…?” 
 
    He could try to dodge the point by forcing her to say it, but hearing Kastet, so inexperienced and pristine, speak openly about masturbation would be more than enough to push him over the edge. 
 
    “I was,” he said. “It’s normal for a man to be a bit pent up after days on the road with numerous beautiful women.” 
 
    He had to force the words out. Ria took her teasing a step further, nuzzling her cheek against his member and throwing in the occasional lick. It was almost even with the water level, which made the contrast between the cold stream and Ria’s brilliantly hot mouth that much harder to ignore. 
 
    “Oh,” said Kastet. “Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You were so… vocal, though.” 
 
    “We don’t have to talk about this, Your Highness,” he said. 
 
    “Perhaps we do.” Kastet drew a bit closer, putting Damon and Ria in peril of being discovered. “Kain should know about how men act when they do these things, in case it’s ever relevant.” 
 
    “When in the world would a man’s masturbation habits ever be the topic of conversation?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Fair enough.” Kastet flashed a grin that told him that, in this instance, at least, she wasn’t as naïve as she seemed. “I suppose the only question that’s still on my mind is… did you finish?” 
 
    Her smile didn’t waver, and her eyes stayed locked on his with what seemed to be seductive intent. Coming from anyone other than a princess, Damon would have taken the look to be an open invitation to come and fuck whoever was shooting it his way. 
 
    Ria started sucking, bobbing her head back and forth with the clear intention of making him come. He was too close to be able to stop himself even if he’d wanted to. His only consideration was how to play it off in front of Kastet.  
 
    He reached a hand down, seizing Ria’s head, but seeming to grasp himself from Kastet’s perspective, and let out a slow groan. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I did.” 
 
    “You are a lecher, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Kastet, still grinning at him. 
 
    “Is that Kain’s opinion, or Kastet’s?” 
 
    “You keep pushing your luck, and you’ll find out sooner or later,” she said. 
 
    “If you keep stumbling in on me while I’m bathing, Kastet, it will be sooner,” he said. “Sooner than you think. Sooner than you might be ready for.” 
 
    Kastet opened her mouth as though to respond with a quip. I’m ready now, her eyes seemed to scream. But she didn’t say it, and Damon was grateful for reasons that had nothing to do with the desires of his prick. 
 
    “I came to get some water,” said Kastet, holding up the cup in her hand. 
 
    “There’s some in the waterskin in the kitchen upstairs.” 
 
    She gave a curt nod. “I guess I’ll fill myself up there.” 
 
    She turned and walked up the stairs. Damon waited for a few seconds after the door had shut before sighing and leaning against the wall. Ria rose up from her hiding spot, smiling and laughing. 
 
    “She is more outgoing than I initially gave her credit for,” said Ria. “Tell me when she finally spreads for you, husband.” 
 
    “Why do you have to say things like that?” 
 
    “Because it bothers you.” Ria drew close, whispering more words in his ear. “Because it turns you on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Damon awoke to a surprising amount of noise coming from elsewhere within the inn the next morning. He pulled himself out of bed slowly and made his way downstairs. 
 
    To his surprise, he found that they had visitors, or rather… patrons. Three men in rough-worn work clothing sat at the bar, each one digging into a full bowl of porridge. Vel lingered nearby at one of the tables holding a waterskin, presumably to refill the men’s cups if needed, while Kastet stood behind the bar as Kain, making small talk in her man voice. 
 
    “I haven’t been up that way myself,” said Kastet. “We just arrived here in town.” 
 
    “So we’ve heard,” said one of the men. “You and the rest of your family, right?” 
 
    “Ah. I’m actually just the… family’s servant. Lady Leah is a kind employer, however.” 
 
    Vel and Kastet both looked toward Damon as he came downstairs, their expressions slightly uncertain. It was an odd situation, and he could understand their hesitance. If he decided not to play along, or that the idea of an inn rubbed him the wrong way when sprung on him like this, the situation might turn tense. 
 
    Luckily, it was a surprise that Damon genuinely enjoyed. 
 
    “Morning sis,” he said to Vel. “Morning, Kain. Morning gents. Can I get the three of you anything?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re fine,” said one of the patrons. “This porridge is tasty. Rovahn’s balls, you serve up breakfast like this every morning, and I’ll start waiting in line.” 
 
    “Would any of you like some more porridge?” Malon appeared from the kitchen, carrying the cookpot with a wooden ladle. Two of the men grinned and raised their hands. 
 
    “Much obliged, Lady Leah,” said one of them as she refilled his bowl. 
 
    She shot Damon a smile and nodded toward the kitchen. He followed her into the back, folding his arms and furrowing his brow. 
 
    “I don’t mind this, but I would have appreciated a heads-up last night that you intended to open today,” he said. 
 
    “I didn’t.” Malon looked as though she was trying to contain a smile. “I was making a large batch of porridge for all of us, and these three happened to pass by when the smell was at its strongest. Can you blame them, solas? We do have a sign out front announcing ourselves as an inn.” 
 
    “Maybe we should consider taking that down for the time being?” he suggested. “Just until we’re well and truly settled in.” 
 
    Malon held up a finger. She reached into one of the cupboards and pulled out a small stash of copper coins. 
 
    “They’ve each paid twenty copper for breakfast,” she said. “I think that’s slightly on the cheap side, given how willing they were to pull out their purses, but it’s still more than half a sable in total, after expenses. Just for feeding them! It’s practically no work at all for me after years of providing for the three of you.” 
 
    “That’s probably not a bad way of looking at it,” said Damon. “Let’s just make sure that they know they got lucky, and we’re not officially open yet.” 
 
    Malon nodded, and the two of them walked back out into the common room to find a fourth patron had managed to get inside the inn. Kemren, the owner of the general store, stood in front of the door, smiling and speaking politely with Vel.  
 
    His eyes lit up when he saw Malon and Damon, and he adjusted his spectacles as he hurried over to them. 
 
    “Leah, Anders,” said Kemren. “I wish you’d told me you planned on opening so soon! I’d have sent some of my customers your way.” 
 
    “We’re not open yet,” said Damon. The men sitting at the counter shot him confused glances. “Technically speaking. These men are more like… training fodder, than full-fledged patrons. We still need a bit more time to finish cleaning and getting ready.” 
 
    “Now that you mention, the floor is still rather dusty,” said Kemren. “There’s also a bit of a draft coming from the windows. I hear the local general store has both cleaning equipment and parchment windows you could use to address such things.” 
 
    “How kind of you to point that out, Kemren,” said Malon. “More to add to the list. Our plan is to approach opening in steps.” 
 
    “If you want my advice, you should make the next step be getting a keg,” said Kemren. “I have one in my store that I could lend you for the time being.” 
 
    Damon and Malon glanced at each other. Malon looked uncertain, but in Damon’s straightforward opinion, turning down a free keg while serving as the proprietor of an inn was outright madness. 
 
    “We would happily accept a keg, if you have one to lend,” said Damon. “I’ll be by to pick it up later today.” 
 
    “Fabulous!” said Kemren. “I’m sure Keiza would appreciate you stopping by to see her, as well.” 
 
    Kemren gave a small, somewhat unnecessary bow and headed for the door. Malon folded her arms, watching as the remaining patrons finished up and excused themselves to work. 
 
    “This all feels so different,” she muttered. “How did we land ourselves here?” 
 
    “I recall that it involved a fair amount of near starvation and running for our lives.” 
 
    Malon elbowed him in the ribs. Damon caught her hand and pulled it up over her head, turning her in a spontaneous ballroom spin before pulling her close again and putting his arm around her waist. 
 
    “I’ll see about doing some more cleaning with Violet and Kain,” said Malon. “We made progress yesterday, but I’d like the common room to be spotless before we formally announce ourselves to the community.” 
 
    “I’ll go and get that keg,” said Damon. 
 
    “Stop by the town’s other inn while you’re at it,” said Malon. “The House of Gratitude.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I haven’t spent enough time in taverns and inns to know how much things should cost,” she said. “If you could spy on their prices a bit, it would help us get off to a competitive start.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    He spoke with Vel and Kastet, joking with them for a few minutes, and then headed up to give Ria a quick good morning kiss before heading out the door. The sky was overcast, and the day felt more like early fall than late summer as they reached the transition between seasons. 
 
    A few travelers on horseback passed him by on the way toward Azurecliff. Damon wasn’t entirely free of his paranoia, and he avoided looking at them until he was certain their gazes were turned the other way. None of them looked like mercenaries, let alone members of the Blacksoul Band, but he was still wary as he made his way into town. 
 
    Rightly so, it seemed. One of the men who’d been on horseback was engaged in a fierce argument with another traveler. Now down off his horse, the first man jabbed a finger in the face of the other, shouting something about having almost fallen and demanding an apology. 
 
    “Apologize to my ass, you lump-faced cretin!” replied the other man. 
 
    There was a shout of anger, followed by a punch. The two men flung their fists at one another with more emotion than technique. Damon was tempted to continue on by, but it was such a pointless argument that he felt he couldn’t let it devolve into one of them getting seriously hurt. 
 
    “Take it easy, you two,” he said. “This is foolishness.” 
 
    He caught the wrist of one of the men as he pulled his arm back to throw another uncoordinated punch. Instead of thanking him and appreciating the outcome, the first man attacked Damon as well, attempting to kick him hard in the knee.  
 
    Damon spun, flinging the man he held into a sprawl and punching the other in the stomach. He took a step back, already regretting his decision to intervene instead of simply walking by. 
 
    “What’s this, now?” boomed a deep, commanding voice. 
 
    An older man, bald with broad shoulders and scarred hands, walked out from between two buildings, scowling at the scene. He eyed the two men who’d been fighting before looking at Damon, clearly making the distinction between who was at fault. 
 
    “Piss off!” yelled one of the brawlers. “This ain’t none of your business!” 
 
    The scuffle continued for another minute, now joined by Damon and the bald man. The two combatants were quickly left bruised and repentant for their blunders. Damon rubbed his knuckles, nodding to the old man in thanks. 
 
    “That was a nice dodge.” He extended a hand to clasp Damon’s. “Arturius Lancaster.” 
 
    “Anders Rosewood,” said Damon. 
 
    “Where’d you train, Anders?” asked Arturius. “You’ve got the bearing of a swordsman, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    Damon hesitated. There was nothing necessarily wrong with admitting that Anders Rosewood knew how to fight, how to use a sword. He had to be careful how he spoke about it, however. 
 
    “I’m self-taught,” he said. “I’ve played around a bit, but I’ve never fought in a real fight before.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t call this a real fight?” asked Arturius, nodding to the two men they’d restrained, who were both now scampering off. 
 
    “Not really,” said Damon. 
 
    Arturius laughed. “Me neither. Listen, I’m on my way to get some steel right now, but if you’re sticking around the area, you should drop by my smithy. I’ve been looking for a new sparring partner, and I’d be remiss not to try to recruit you into the role.” 
 
    “I thought I heard the sound of an anvil the other day,” said Damon. “I’ll see if I can stop sometime soon. We’re still busy getting the inn set up.” 
 
    “You’re with Lady Leah, then?” asked Arturius. “She’s been the talk of the town. Old Doogle was pretty hung up on the fact that she has a half-rem daughter… Which I take to be your sister?” 
 
    Damon’s jaw tensed at the mention of Ria. “Is that a problem for you?” 
 
    Arturius shook his head. “Not in the slightest. I served in the same mercenary company as Doogle way back in the day. We took different lessons away from our time in the wild. I still consider him my friend and help out with his duties as the Penny Warden when called upon, but I don’t share his views on the Remenai people.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” he said. “Well, I’ll let you get back to your work.” 
 
    “Be seeing you, Anders Rosewood.” 
 
    Arturius gave him a curt nod and hurried off, walking with more of a spring than most men in their later years typically managed. Damon wasn’t sure if it was safe to take him up on his offer and spar, at least not right away. But the fact that the man had offered left him feeling a bit more comfortable in Azurecliff, as though it was a place where he might make a real friend or two. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    The House of Gratitude was on Damon’s route to K and K Essentials, so he stopped there on his way past. It was a nice building, with an all-white exterior and carefully cared for flower gardens out front. 
 
    The front door was unlocked. Damon entered expecting to step into the typical ambience of conversation and cheer endemic to most town inns. Instead, he found himself in a much more serious and somber space. 
 
    A tall woman in her mid-to-late thirties with long blonde hair stood behind a serving table. She wore a pristine white gown and no shoes, and her green eyes locked onto Damon as he made his way forward. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked.  
 
    Damon glanced toward the few patrons, if that’s what they were, of the establishment. They each had a bowl of hot porridge in front of them. In some ways, it was similar to the scene he’d woken up to at The Rosewood Inn that morning. In other ways, mainly the off-putting, tense atmosphere, it couldn’t have been more different. 
 
    “You might be able to,” he said. “My name is Anders Rosewood. My family and I just arrived in town. We’ve been staying in the old inn just outside of town.” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “I’m sorry, but you didn’t answer my question. Can I help you or not?” 
 
    Her tone was stern, almost snide. Damon worked to keep his expression neutral as he made another attempt at basic, polite conversation. 
 
    “I’d heard that there was another inn here in town,” he said. “I thought I’d come by and introduce myself.” 
 
    The woman sighed and brought a finger to rub the bridge of her nose. “My name is Melnicka Light. I do not run an inn, Anders Rosewood. I run a holy mission in which I serve all people and spread the word of Leandra’s Original Message.” 
 
    “That’s, um, nice,” he said. “But people do come here to get food? Or if they need a place to sleep?” 
 
    “They do, and as Leandra intends, I help them,” said Melnicka. 
 
    “How much does this help usually cost?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Whatever those who enter can afford to spare.” 
 
    He folded his arms. “I don’t suppose you have much ale on tap either, then?” 
 
    The look Melnicka responded to the question with made Damon feel as though he’d just asked to sneak a peak at her small clothes. 
 
    “If you wish to sit and eat, Anders Rosewood, you are welcome to,” she said stiffly. “If you have interest in hearing Leandra’s Original Message, I would be more than willing to share it with you. But alcohol is not part of what I offer under this roof, and never will be.” 
 
    Damon left The House of Gratitude shortly after, feeling as though he had a much better understanding of why most of the townsfolk he’d spoken with were so enthusiastic toward the idea of a new inn opening in town. 
 
    He headed straight to K and K Essentials to secure the keg. Kemren was reading a book behind the counter, and Keiza crouched down by one of the crowded display shelves, busy reorganizing a row of ornate, palm-sized wood carvings. 
 
    “Good timing, Anders!” said Kemren. “Keiza, you can finish that later. Why don’t you show him where the keg is and help him bring it down in the wagon?” 
 
    “Sure.” Keiza smiled at Damon and motioned for him to follow her back outside. She had on a sweater over her skirt, which seemed a fair compromise for the cool weather. It was an outfit that did a great job of emphasizing the subtle curves of her hips without veering too far into casual territory. 
 
    “We had our first patrons this morning,” said Damon. “A few men smelled porridge and assumed we were open, and my aes… uh, mother, was too kind to turn them away.” 
 
    “You’re going to have a fair amount of that around here,” said Keiza. “Azurecliff is a small town. Everyone is comfortable stopping by and saying hello in a way that might be a bit unusual for someone used to the city.” 
 
    She shot him an odd look, the same piercing, expectant one he’d seen during their conversation the previous day. Damon let it slide. 
 
    “Your father must really value your help,” he said. “I hope he pays you well.” 
 
    “Well enough,” said Keiza. “I could say the same for you, Anders. It’s a bit surprising how close you seem with your family.” 
 
    “Is it?” He shrugged. “We’ve been through a lot together recently. I can’t imagine being anywhere else.” 
 
    The keg was inside a storage shed behind the general store. Keiza removed the tap and made a struggling attempt to tip it onto its side. 
 
    “Here.” Damon came up behind her and used his much stronger arms to get the job done. “I can hear ale sloshing around inside. Is it full?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t budge if it were,” said Keiza. “This one has already served a few drinks. My father sometimes throws parties behind the store, since much of the town has no other way to buy booze, aside from going to the brewer directly.” 
 
    “He’s not going to mind giving us the ale along with the keg?” asked Damon. 
 
    Keiza shook her head. “You’re welcome to pay him back for it if you’d like. I get the sense that he’s eager to have your family’s inn open as soon as possible. It’ll be good for the town, not just in how much more welcoming we’ll seem toward travelers, but as a place for us to gather and unwind freely.” 
 
    She flashed him a smile as he rolled the keg forward. Kemren and Keiza’s wagon wasn’t far, though it took the both of them to lift the keg up onto it once they reached it. 
 
    “Are you planning on jumping ahead and opening tonight?” she asked. 
 
    Damon shook his head. “My mother wants to wait a few more days. The inn could use some more cleaning, and we’re still helping my sister recover from her illness.” 
 
    “Well, be sure to tell me when you do,” said Keiza. “I’ll come through on opening night. I’ll also keep my ears open for any performers passing through the town that might be interested in putting on a show for the night.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Damon. 
 
    “It would be wonderful if you could get a minstrel or a songstress, or perhaps even some gladiators for entertainment,” said Keiza. 
 
    “We’ll probably just stick to music, thanks.” 
 
    Damon resisted the urge to narrow his eyes. She couldn’t have made it any clearer that she knew who he really was, or at least heavily suspected it, if she tried. He wasn’t sure what to do about that just yet, and luckily, Kemren saved him from needing a solution in the moment. 
 
    “I hope my daughter’s company isn’t too challenging for you, Anders,” said Kemren. “There aren’t many other young people in town. Especially young men.” 
 
    “Father, please don’t start.” 
 
    “I’m not.” Kemren let out a bellowing laugh and set a hand on both Keiza’s and Damon’s shoulders. “I just came to share a bit of news that might interest the new proprietors of The Rosewood Inn. It seems as though a group of mercenaries working for the Merinian Royal Family passed through town last night.” 
 
    Damon’s blood ran cold. “Mercenaries, you say?” 
 
    “Yeah. I heard they gave Melnicka a huge tip for answering a few questions about the outlaws they’re chasing, even though she didn’t know anything. They might be the ideal patrons to start out with if you’re interested in doing another soft opening like this morning, just given how much coin you could get out of them without much effort.” 
 
    “Did they… mention what they were called?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Kemren. “The Blood Sword Company, or some such overdramatic nonsense.” 
 
    “The Blacksoul Band,” corrected Keiza. 
 
    “I was close!” said Kemren. “That’s hardly any better. Anyway, I’ve no doubt they’ll be through town again. They said they’d be in the area for a few days. Should I send them your way, Anders?” 
 
    Damon folded his arms and considered his answer carefully. Danger was back on the upswing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Keiza helped him bring the keg down the road to The Rosewood Inn with her father’s wagon. Damon was withdrawn from the conversation, though he did his best to make polite, occasionally flirtatious small talk. 
 
    “I can take it from here,” he said, rolling the keg down from the wagon once they were outside the inn. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Keiza. “I wouldn’t mind helping you set up and prepare the inn a bit. If you were interested, that is.” 
 
    “You’re kind to offer, but I think it’s best if I handle this with my family, for now,” said Damon. “I plan on paying you back for the help you’ve already given, though.” 
 
    “My father and I are always happy to—” 
 
    “I meant you, specifically.” Damon gave her a half-charming, half-dangerous smile, which had the desired effect. Keiza put up no further protest, grinning and waving to him as she turned her wagon around and headed up the road. 
 
    Damon took his time rolling the keg toward the front of the inn, hoping one person in particular would come out to help him move it. As it happened, he did. 
 
    “Kain,” said Damon. “Can I have a word?” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    There was a spot behind the bar in the common room where the keg fit perfectly. Damon spent some time reattaching the tap before it was ready for service. He grinned at Malon, Ria, Vel, and Kastet as he poured the first mug of ale. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s safe to drink?” asked Vel. 
 
    “Not entirely,” said Damon. “Best if I have a few mugs first before the rest of you start trying it.” 
 
    Vel let out an exasperated sigh and tried to wrestle her way past him to get at the keg. Damon laughed, setting his mug down for a moment to lift her into the air and unceremoniously deposit her on the other side of the bar. 
 
    “Restrain yourself, Violet,” said Damon. “I want to use this as practice for my bartending skills. A dry run of what might soon be our nightly routine. Each of you can come up to the bar, and I’ll serve you in the order in which you arrive.” 
 
    “I believe I was here first,” said Ria. 
 
    “You’re still recovering,” said Malon. “I’m… a bit conflicted over whether you should be drinking.” 
 
    “The ale isn’t the strongest,” said Damon. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    He took the mugs he’d carefully picked out and prepared and filled one up for Ria. Malon smiled as she took a seat at the bar, accepting her drink next. 
 
    “Thank you, solas,” she said. 
 
    “You’re welcome, aesta.” 
 
    Vel cleared her throat, noisily taking her own stool and drumming her fingers on the counter. “Forgetting someone?” 
 
    “And you’re still underage,” pointed out Malon. “Perhaps this isn’t the best idea…” 
 
    “The drinking age in New Florencia is eighteen, and we’re basically on the border,” said Vel. “Come on! Aesta, you can’t deny me this.” 
 
    Malon sighed and waved a hand in defeat. “Fine.” 
 
    Damon filled her mug up carefully, making sure there was just the right amount of froth on top. “There you are, miss.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    He filled a mug for Kastet, who was far more reticent to immediately start drinking. Damon gave her a small nod, sipping from his own cup. 
 
    “Let’s have a toast,” he said. “To our new beginning.” 
 
    The others echoed his sentiment as they lifted their mugs to clink against his. 
 
    “This inn, this town, it all just feels right to me,” he said. “It’s not perfect, by any means. But even the rough edges of this situation feel as though they’re suited for us, the way we’ve grown together. This might be more than a place where we can rest and feel safe. This could be a place where we could live and grow.” 
 
    He watched them, noticing the way Vel had already slumped forward against the counter. 
 
    “You’re certainly in a thoughtful mood, solas,” said Malon, stifling a yawn. 
 
    “I am, and all of the thinking I’ve done points to the same end,” he said. “We have to protect what we love. Not just from our enemies, but from the world. The cruelty of our own decisions and actions. It’s a different kind of sacrifice.” 
 
    “Sacrifice…” said Ria. “Yes… That is true.” 
 
    Ria shifted to the side, banging against the wall as she slid to the ground. Malon was on her feet, eyes fierce even as her movements were clumsy and loose. 
 
    “You’re tired, aesta,” said Damon, coming around to catch her before she could fall. “Let me help you to bed.” 
 
    He shot a glance toward Kastet, who nodded and helped shift Ria out of the way so he could bring Malon upstairs. He did the same for Ria and Vel, setting them each down in their respective beds. 
 
    “Why me?” asked Kastet, as he made his way back downstairs the final time. “Why did you tell me the truth about what you intended to do? Why not simply drug my wine instead?” 
 
    “Because I can’t do it alone,” said Damon. “I need your help.” 
 
    “That argument might hold for Malon and Vel, who might chafe against this on moral grounds, but Ria would have helped you.” 
 
    Damon folded his arms and leaned against the partition behind the bar. They still had some time before their guests arrived. He could be honest with her. She deserved it, given what he’d be asking of her. 
 
    “The Blacksoul Band isn’t after Ria,” he said. “They’re after you, Kastet. They won’t stop chasing you until someone solves them as a problem. I think that someone should, at least in part, be you.” 
 
    “Because it’s my responsibility?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. If you want to be anything more than a footnote in Queen Anise’s rule, you’re going to have to be willing, occasionally, to get your hands dirty.” 
 
    Kastet glanced away. If Damon didn’t know her as well as he did, he would have felt sympathetic, perhaps even cruel about what he was asking of her. But he did know her. The look on her face wasn’t one of hesitation, fear, or disgust. It was the look of a student trying to absorb a teacher’s lesson. 
 
    “You know that the Blacksoul Band won’t stop coming. You can run if that’s what you want. Or you can find a way to use the resources you have to handle them. You’re smart enough to know what needs to be done, Kastet, and mature enough to help me do it.” 
 
    “Mature enough?” 
 
    “Mature enough, capable enough…” Damon leaned his head on the diagonal. “Broken enough. Take your pick. I think you’re capable of traversing the murky morality of killing murderers in cold blood for the sake of surviving.” 
 
    Kastet nodded slowly. “I don’t disagree with that. The fact that I’m a princess also means that you’ll have a pardon for this down the line, when I eventually reclaim my throne.” 
 
    “Is it truly a crime to kill men sent to assassinate you?” asked Damon. 
 
    “When they’re sent by a queen? Yes.” 
 
    Damon burst out laughing, and Kastet gave him a dark smile. 
 
    “Your sense of humor can be a bit frustrating,” she said. 
 
    “You want to know the real reason why you had to be the one to help me?” he asked. 
 
    She hesitated for a moment before nodding. 
 
    “Your hair,” he said. “You look like a completely different person. There’s not a chance in hell they’ll recognize you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Another hour passed before the inn’s front door swung open. Damon was already in the kitchen, hiding just out of sight. Kastet stood tending to the inn’s bar with everything she needed close at hand. 
 
    “I told you they were open,” said Jerome Numbers. “You are open, are you not?” 
 
    “Unofficially,” said Kastet, voice low. “The inn was closed for a while, as you can probably tell from the worn exterior. We were told you might be a special case, guests we’d do well to cater to. Please, come right on in.” 
 
    Damon heard footsteps moving across the floor. It was raining outside, and he risked a low glance which revealed that their new patrons hadn’t bothered to wipe off their shoes. 
 
    It was just the three of them, the trio of leaders of the Blacksoul Band. Jerome Numbers, Agatha Milkthigh, and Shagille Monamu. This was their chance, perhaps the best and only one they’d ever get. It was all on Kastet. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, boy?” asked Shagille. “Pour us some fucking ale.” 
 
    “Don’t swear at him, Shaggie,” said Agatha. “He’s just a young thing. Young and cute. I like that.” 
 
    “Are you the only one within the establishment?” asked Jerome. “It seems shortsighted to leave such a large inn to a single, inexperienced bartender.” 
 
    “It’s just me here tonight,” said Kastet. 
 
    Damon didn’t like listening to the conversation shift in that direction. There was little Kastet could do to corral their talk elsewhere, however. He’d reminded her ahead of time that the most critical aspect of her disguise would be quiet, unflinching subservience. She just needed to serve them their drinks, nod her head, and do her best to seem as if she was answering their questions. 
 
    “We’re here for a reason,” said Jerome. “There are some criminals who may be in or around this town that we’ve been hired to bring to justice. One of them has assumed the identity of Princess Kastet, slandering her name by committing crimes under the guise of royalty.” 
 
    A crash echoed through the common room as one of the mugs hit the floor. Damon held his breath as he heard Kastet apologizing and hurrying to clean the mess up. 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything about that,” she said. She didn’t sound convincing. True Divine, she needed to sound more credible. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Agatha. “If you were more willing to talk… more willing to play… there could be rewards in it for you.” 
 
    “How likely would it be for our quarry to come through an inn like this?” asked Jerome. “It looks nearly abandoned.” 
 
    “You’re saying they wouldn’t have seen it as a viable place to hide out?” asked Agatha. 
 
    “Quite the opposite,” said Jerome. “When I saw this place, I felt almost sure that they were inside. I can’t explain why… intuition, divine inspiration. This is exactly where they’d choose to lay low.” 
 
    “I… I’m sorry?” said Kastet. “There isn’t anyone else here. I don’t even mean to say that your outlaws aren’t here. It’s just us, sir.” 
 
    A single glance into one of the rooms Malon and the others occupied upstairs, and the game was over. Damon clenched his teeth, hoping his faith in Kastet hadn’t been misplaced. 
 
    “We do have ale, however!” she said quickly. “Plenty of ale. Warm beds, as well, and some stew on the fire in back.” 
 
    “We aren’t here for food,” said Jerome. “Why do you seem so nervous, boy?” 
 
    “I…” Kastet took a slow, audible breath. “I’m not used to being around swords.” 
 
    “So young,” said Agatha. “Nobody’s taught you anything yet, but you’re nearly a man grown. Someone needs to do you a favor and start teaching you about swords of all kinds.” 
 
    “Can you stop thinking with your trap for five fucking minutes, Milkthigh?” asked Shagille. “We aren’t here to fool around, we’re here to fina funning gah.” 
 
    “What?” snapped Agatha. 
 
    “I said…” Shagille let out a small groan. “We here da fina… fuh…” 
 
    A mug hit the floor, followed shortly after by the sound of a body collapsing forward against the bar. 
 
    “The ale…” muttered Jerome. “…Poisoned?” 
 
    That was Damon’s cue. He strode out from the kitchen slowly, taking in the sight of the leaders of the Blacksoul Band with their strings cut.  
 
    “Ulster root,” said Damon. “I had to grind it up into fine powder to get it to mix properly with ale. I was worried that it might reduce the effect, but it seems as though it worked out in the end.” 
 
    “Fuh… fuh…” Jerome did his best to glare and swear with an uncooperative body. “Fuck you!” 
 
    “It causes muscle paralysis in high enough doses,” said Damon. “I’ve heard that some people find it relaxing. I hope that brings you at least some comfort over the next few minutes.” 
 
    Shagille tried to rise to his feet, but the action began and ended with a slight, rather insignificant twitch of his shoulders. Damon nodded to Kastet, who reached under the bar and passed him the belt. 
 
    “If you can believe it, you’re the first patrons we’ve ever served ale to,” said Damon. “It’s a shame we’ll never get your feedback on how good of a job we did.” 
 
    Jerome let out a grunt of effort, and the hulking man’s lips moved, though no words escaped. A bit of drool dripped down onto the counter, and his breathing took on a wet tonality. 
 
    “I don’t enjoy this,” said Damon. “The three of you and your assassins have pushed me to my limit. Tested my boundaries, really. I don’t consider myself to be a killer by nature, but if I have to, I will kill those who threaten the lives of the people I love without hesitation.” 
 
    He looped the belt around Shagille’s neck, his heart pounding as he steeled his nerves for what was to come. He could see Kastet watching him out of the corner of his eye. She refused to look away. He respected that. 
 
    Right as Damon began applying the needed amount of pressure, Agatha exploded into movement. She sprinted toward the door before either he or Kastet could make a grab for her. 
 
    “Damn it!” hissed Damon. “She’s a fucking poisoner. I should have realized… She’s built up her immunity to common drugs and poisons.” 
 
    He hesitated, unsure of what the right move was. She was heading to warn the rest of their band, to bring them to the inn for retribution, no doubt. 
 
    “I have to go after her,” he said to Kastet. 
 
    “What about these two?” 
 
    “The paralysis will last for another hour,” he said. “If I’m not back in thirty minutes… You know what needs to be done.” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure that I can,” said Kastet. 
 
    “I am sure that you can,” said Damon. “There’s no time. I trust you, Kastet. You can do this.” 
 
    Kastet nodded.  
 
    Damon didn’t waste another second. He sprinted out into the night, eyes locking on to Agatha as she disappeared into the distance on horseback. Jerome and Shagille had ridden into town, as well, and he felt no qualms about borrowing one of their horses to give pursuit. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Agatha was still reeling from the effects of the poison as she arrived back at the Blacksoul Band’s riverside camp, though she did her best to keep it from showing. She stretched her mouth out before addressing the group. She was their leader now, given how unlikely it was that Jerome and Shagille would survive. She needed to maintain their confidence. 
 
    “We’ve found our prey!” shouted Agatha. “They’re at the inn we went to investigate. They’re cowards, tricksters, and they managed to fool Jerome and Shagille into letting their guard down. But I’m still here! The rest of us can save them!” 
 
    She picked her crossbow up from where she’d left it by the main fire and thrust it into the air. Several of the men cheered. Others were still waking or sobering up. She’d need all of them for what came next. 
 
    “We’re marching on this inn,” she said. “We’re going to burn it to the ground and do whatever comes naturally to the rats we flush out. Feel free to have your way with the pretty ones.” 
 
    Louder cheers resounded through the camp in response to that. Agatha grinned, hoping her expression looked as bloodthirsty in the firelight as she currently felt. She turned back toward where she’d come from, facing away from the river, and toward the sound of a galloping horse headed their way. 
 
    It didn’t take much guesswork for her to figure out who it was. The fool, the man accused of kidnapping or saving a princess, depending on who was asked. Damon Al-Kendras. 
 
    He was riding his horse straight into them. Agatha knew her strengths and didn’t think twice about what needed to be done. She leveled her crossbow at the horse and pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Damon’s mount gave out underneath him with a pained squeal, flopping forward onto the ground and unceremoniously flinging him off. He ducked and rolled as he landed, carried a fair distance across the grass by his momentum, and then some. 
 
    He’d made sure to approach from the angle that would put him closest to the river, and because of that, he kept rolling even after he should have stopped. If the assassins noticed his sudden enthusiasm to fall into the water, none of them pointed it out audibly. 
 
    Damon did his best to act surprised and panicked as he continued over the bank. He backed deeper into the river, first up to knee height, and then up to his waist. He lowered himself so his body was covered up to the neck. It was a small thing, but it would spoil the usefulness of Agatha’s crossbow, forcing them to come into the water after him. 
 
    “He came straight to us,” said Agatha. “Looks as though we have some luck tonight, after all. He’s the only one that can put up a decent fight other than the tribal bitch, who I already put a bolt through.” 
 
    “Look at him!” shouted another man. “He’s already cowering in the water. He’s done.” 
 
    Damon waited while about half of the Blacksoul Band splashed into the river after him. It was a good start, but he needed more. He made as though attempting to float down the river, drawing the rest of them out. He let all of the assassins surround him, and then sprang his trap. 
 
    Drawing his myrblade, Damon let out a breath of frozen air and pulled from the sword’s ice magic. He manifested chains of ice to lock the Blacksoul Band in place, spinning around to see and target all of them.  
 
    Gasps of surprise and disbelief spread through the group. They’d never gotten a proper introduction to his magic, after all, given their reliance on Shagille. By the time they realized what was going on, it was already too late. 
 
    “You’re all such goddamn fools,” he said. “You would already be dead twice over if it weren’t for the spellblood, the dampener, in your company.” 
 
    “No more of us will be dying tonight!” screeched Agatha. “You and your family will be in pieces come morning!” 
 
    She tried to lift her crossbow, struggling against the chains holding her wrists. Damon decided to make an example of her. He conjured a spike of ice from the river’s water directly beneath one of her arms, stabbing through her at the point where her shoulder connected to her torso. Agatha screamed, and Damon had to speak up to be heard over her vocal expressions of agony. 
 
    “I kept wracking my brain for a way to settle this without having to kill all of you on the way over here,” he said. “I don’t like killing. I do it when I have to, and it’s not as though I believe in the True Divine’s watchful eye, or the immutable balance of actions… but I still don’t like the act of taking the life of a person, or multiple people. But then, you had to go and kill that horse.” 
 
    Damon turned his gaze toward the downed animal on the side of the riverbank, ignoring Agatha’s sobs and the growing, muttering panic among the men. 
 
    “That was your own horse!” shouted Damon. “Rovahn’s balls! You just went ahead and killed the animal because it was convenient. Your own fucking horse, and for what? Convenience? The promise of a relatively meager amount of money, divided across all of you? 
 
    “It reminded me of how you killed my horses, and how you destroyed my home, and tried so hard to murder my friends and family. The more I think about that, or about what could potentially happen if I let any of you bring word back to Queen Anise, and the simpler this becomes for me.” 
 
    He heard their shouts. Some were angry. Most were terrified. He blocked out the sounds, gripping his myrblade with fingers that were, admittedly, trembling under the pressure. 
 
    “There are always consequences in life,” said Damon. “I hope you can find peace in accepting yours.” 
 
    Spikes of ice rose from the river like the stakes of a rough palisade, spearing through each and every remaining member of the Blacksoul Band. Damon would have preferred to aim his attacks in such a way to kill them all instantly, but there were over two dozen, and he also didn’t care that much. 
 
    He felt numb. He felt afraid. But more than anything, he felt an overwhelming sense of relief. The river ran red with the blood of his enemies. He let the ice spikes dissolve, watching the corpses float past him on their way down Rovahn’s Falls and to the bottomless Lake Azure.  
 
    It didn’t matter much to him whether they were discovered on the way. The sheer scale of the death Damon had just inflicted would be too much for anyone to ever suspect a humble, newly arrived family in the process of fixing up an old inn. 
 
    The deed was done, or almost done. He rinsed his myrblade off in the water and brought it up to sheathe it. 
 
    “That wasn’t pretty,” whispered Myr. “But I suppose, it’s what I’m for.” 
 
    “Myr,” said Damon. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “No, I…” Myr hesitated, voice catching. “I don’t think I am.” 
 
    “There was no other way,” said Damon. “I couldn’t… think of another way, at least. I’m not perfect.” 
 
    “I know,” said Myr. “And I don’t blame you. But I still want you to be better.” 
 
    “I want that too.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Damon.” 
 
    “Myr?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. He took a slow breath, trying to keep her words from feeling as ominous as they sounded as he sheathed the sword. Damon climbed out of the river, not looking back at his handiwork, and not letting himself think about his decisions.  
 
    He headed back toward the inn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Kastet was waiting for him outside. Damon met her gaze, sensing a tense, intangible weight being exchanged and balanced between them. 
 
    “Did you do it?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Did you?” 
 
    She slowly nodded her head. “They’re dead. I’ll need help with…” 
 
    “Moving them. Right.” 
 
    Jerome’s body was far, far heavier than Shagille’s. It took both Damon and Kastet working in tandem and stopping often to get him to the river and tip him into the fast-flowing water. Shagille was easier, and by the midpoint of the night, he and Kastet were alone in a bar that showed no sign of the massacre which had taken place. 
 
    “The others will have questions,” said Kastet. 
 
    “They might,” said Damon. 
 
    “What are we supposed to tell them?”  
 
    “If they ask, we simply tell them that we handled it,” said Damon. “Ria will read between the lines. Vel will pout, but she’ll accept it.” 
 
    “What about your aesta?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. She might understand, or she might be furious. I’m still holding out hope that they simply don’t remember any of what happened tonight tomorrow morning. If that’s the case, then we can simply continue as we have.” 
 
    “With them still thinking that the Blacksoul Band could show up at any time?” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “A little extra caution won’t hurt them. Over time, they’ll stop thinking of the assassins as a major threat and assume that they passed us by or gave up.” 
 
    He moved around to the back of the bar, pouring them both an ale from the keg into fresh, clean cups. Kastet drank hers quickly, sighing as she set the mug down. 
 
    “I feel so free,” she whispered. “Those men would have killed me.” 
 
    “Raped you, and then killed you.” 
 
    “Right.” She shot him an exaggerated glare. “Thanks for pointing that out.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said. “Kastet, we did what he had to do. Too often. people use that excuse for hurting and killing others, but in this case… We had no other choice.” 
 
    She took a seat at the stool across from him. Damon stared into the wood of the counter and didn’t notice when she placed her hands into his. 
 
    “You can talk to me about what happened at their camp, if you want to,” she whispered. 
 
    “You can talk to me about what happened here, after I left,” he said. 
 
    “That’s an offer I may soon take you up on,” she said. 
 
    He held her hands like that for a while, longer than he would normally let himself. There was a hidden intimacy to the moment, but not one of the variety that stirred Damon. It was the intimacy of trust, the intimacy of secrets. He wasn’t keen on testing what it could bear. 
 
    “Would you like some more ale, Kain?” 
 
    Kastet closed her eyes. There were tears in them when they reopened. 
 
    “I think I would, Anders. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon took a rare stab at handling breakfast the next morning. Malon had bought a decent selection of staple foods from the market in Azurecliff, and the idea of putting his own spin on the porridge to surprise the others ran away with his imagination. 
 
    Unfortunately, he was pulling from memory, and became vaguely certain that he’d added too much water as he watched the oats bubbling over the fire. They still smelled fairly nice, and a quick taste test was enough to reassure him that they were still edible. 
 
    There were no early morning patrons, which was a relief. Malon was the first downstairs, followed shortly after by Kastet, Vel, and Ria.  
 
    “I feel exhausted,” muttered Vel. “What in the world happened last night?” 
 
    “Lots of drinking,” said Damon. “You don’t remember? I think we got a little ahead of ourselves with the keg, especially after so long on the road without much rest.” 
 
    “Do they make their beer differently in this northern town?” asked Ria. “It tasted far less potent than it apparently was…” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Kemren mentioned that the brewer is here in town. I can ask him some questions when I go to refill the keg.” 
 
    “Is that porridge, solas?” Malon furrowed her brow as she looked toward the kitchen. “You’re handling breakfast?” 
 
    “I was up first,” he said. “I thought you could use a break.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet of you,” she said. “Do you mind if I take a look at your progress?” 
 
    “Sure.” He led her into the kitchen, giving the bubbling pot a quick stir as he presented it to her. 
 
    Malon’s eyes were on the food, but her focus seemed elsewhere. She looked out through the gap in the partition at the others, who were chatting amicably with one another, still waking up. 
 
    “I haven’t drunk so much ale as to cause myself to pass out since I was your age,” she said to him. 
 
    “There’s no shame in it,” said Damon. “Unless it becomes a habit.” 
 
    Malon folded her arms. “I was keeping track of the ulster root and lyrnas seed oil. I noticed how much was missing.” 
 
    Damon looked away from her. 
 
    “You confronted them on your own,” she whispered. “That’s it, isn’t it? Was it just you? Did Ria help?” 
 
    “Kastet, actually. They won’t be bothering us anymore.” 
 
    Malon let out a tired sigh and shook her head. “That was beyond rash, solas.” 
 
    “You sound disappointed.” 
 
    “Disappointed… perhaps in a certain sense of the word.” She came up behind him as he continued to stir the porridge, wrapping him in a protective, possessive hug. “There will be more. These won’t be the last threats to come looking for us, or Kastet. You won’t have the option of handling the next danger on your own, despite how much you may want to.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I just… This time, I felt I needed to protect all of you. Not just from the danger. From all of it.” 
 
    “It’s my job to protect you, not the other way around,” she replied. “Don’t ever do anything that stupid again without talking to me first.” 
 
    Her arms tightened around his chest. Damon set his hand atop hers, lifting it to his mouth to kiss the back of her knuckles. A knock came at the inn’s front door, and Vel hurried into the kitchen, smiling broadly. 
 
    “We have some more patrons outside,” she said. “I think they smelled the porridge again.” 
 
    Damon ran a hand along his chin. “Should we let them in?” 
 
    Malon’s eyes twinkled as she gave it a moment of thought. She eventually nodded. 
 
    “Let them in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END  
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Damon had a clear view of the brisk, early autumn afternoon through The Rosewood Inn’s open front door. The road running by the inn was heavily traveled, framed by trees with yellowing fall leaves in the distance and deep green grass and brush farther up. 
 
    He stood behind the bar, running a rag across the wooden surface in an unending and near futile attempt at bringing the wood to a full sheen. Doogle and Arturius were the only patrons currently occupying the tavern stools, both nursing full mugs of ale, both nipping at each other’s egos. 
 
    “I had an injury before that battle,” said Doogle. “You’re well aware of that, Arturius.” 
 
    “Well aware. Bad case of knicker rash, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Doogle gave the other man a healthy elbow in the shoulder. “It was a gash to the leg sustained the week previous. If I recall, the only reason I even took that spear stab was because you were a laggard on our defense.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Doogle,” said Arturius. “It’s my job to keep you protected from all attacks on all angles. Must have slipped my mind on that day.” 
 
    “The point I was building to…” Doogle made a rolling flourish with one hand. “Is that despite my handicap, I still managed to down no fewer than a dozen Remenai deathmasks—” 
 
    “You double the number every time you tell this story,” said Arturius. 
 
    “Pray tell, Arturius, how many did you kill?” 
 
    “I was part of the forward force, Doogle,” said Arturius. “You remember that. The entire purpose of the Battle of Stout Point River was to secure the bridge.” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m sure that would have been just so easy to accomplish without hardnosed warriors such as myself being willing to risk their asses in holding back the savage ferocity of our enemies.” 
 
    “Funny how your favorite story is the sole time in which you were closer to the action than I was.” 
 
    “I was fighting them with my feet and fists!” said Doogle. “I gave one a head butt and stabbed another at the same time!” 
 
    He made to take another sip of his ale, but the mug was down to its dregs. Damon, the helpful innkeeper, was there in an instant with a refill. He smiled to himself, more in response to the easy way the two old friends had with one another than at the content of their conversation. 
 
    “The world has changed since we were in the company,” said Arturius. “True Divine, there was a time when we would have been at risk for a Rem raid here in Azurecliff, even this far north.” 
 
    “People have gone soft, you mean,” said Doogle. “Young men don’t bother to think about how to serve the world with their strength.” 
 
    “I suppose this is what we were fighting for, though maybe we didn’t realize it at the time,” said Arturius with a shrug. 
 
    Doogle frowned and accepted his mug from Damon. His eyes darted downward to the drink for a moment, and then back up to the young innkeeper. 
 
    “What of you, Andy?” asked Doogle. “You ever think about setting off to make a name for yourself?” 
 
    Damon’s attention had shifted to a new group of patrons, carpenters or millers from the look of them. Vel was already heading for their table to see if they needed anything.  
 
    She wore one of the new dresses Malon had bought for her and Ria to look presentable in while tending to the front of the house, green and white with a strategically tailored bust. Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she had a wide, somewhat forced smile for their new guests.   
 
    “Andy?” prompted Doogle. 
 
    “He’s giving the question some thought,” said Arturius. “Good on him.” 
 
    Damon furrowed his brow, casually rapping his fingers on the bar counter. “I suppose there was a time when I sought glory in the same way so many young men do. There’s more to just that in life, though.” 
 
    “You can’t tell me, in all seriousness, that you don’t still harbor some of that,” said Doogle. “I saw you with that sword at your side when you first came into town, Anders. Where’d you go and put it, anyway?” 
 
    “Ah,” said Damon. “That old thing. It’s just a traveling companion. Helps give a certain impression on the road. Helps keep my family and me safe.” 
 
    It was easier to let the truth sound through his words as he spoke about his myrblade, his most prized possession. Myr had gone silent since the final battle against the Blacksoul Band, and the sword’s magic had gone into a similar hibernation. 
 
    She’d told him that she’d needed some time to rest, and Damon had been left wondering — in the wake of the brutality he’d inflicted on the assassins pursuing his family — if maybe he did, as well. Time to rest. Time to not think and stress and carry the weight of the world on his shoulders.  
 
    “I had you pegged as a swordsman,” said Arturius, with a knowing smile. “Bring the blade by my smithy when you have the time.” 
 
    Damon shook his head. “It’s just an old thing. It would be a waste of—” 
 
    “Trust me,” said Arturius. “Bring it by. You won’t regret it. I know more about weapons than I think you realize.” 
 
    There was a gleam in the old man’s eye as he spoke of his own prowess as a smith and warrior. Damon nodded, though he was still unsure whether he’d risk taking him up on the offer. 
 
    “Anders?” Kastet came through the inn’s front door carrying a broom, face dusty from chores. “Is there anything I can assist with inside for a time? I think the porch is all but free of dust.” 
 
    She still bound her breasts and pitched her voice downward to match her new identity as Kain. Kastet otherwise needed only a small amount of acting to play her role, despite it being the near inverse of a princess. She was good when it came to deceit, but she approached the chores Damon gave her in earnest, even when his justification for them needing to be done was spurious at best. 
 
    He’d sent her out to sweep the porch not because the porch needed sweeping, but so people passing by on the road would take the hint and realize they were finally open. It was hard to judge from the current evening crowd whether it had much effect. 
 
    “Why don’t you go see if Lady Leah needs anything done in the kitchen?” he suggested. 
 
    Kastet smiled, nodded, and walked past the bar and through the partition. Despite her short hair and reasonably androgynous figure, she still walked like a girl. It was only due to how little attention she attracted as the inn’s resident errand boy that nobody but him had yet to notice. 
 
    A shout came from one of the tables, followed soon after by the clatter of mugs banging against the table. The sound annoyed Damon, though he’d been assured by a few patrons that it wasn’t considered rude or impolite in Azurecliff and held no ill intention. Damon waved a hand at Vel and Ria, who were both taking breaks off to the side of the common room. 
 
    “It’s, um, Heather’s turn,” said Vel. “I handled the last table.” 
 
    “And I took care of the three before that,” said Ria. 
 
    “We haven’t even had that many tables to serve tonight!” snapped Vel. 
 
    The two of them devolved into annoyed whispers and bickering. Damon massaged his temples, disappointed, but not surprised. 
 
    “Can one of you watch the bar for a minute?” he asked, looking toward Doogle and Arturius. 
 
    “Go on, lad,” said Arturius. “We’ll keep an eye out. Let them have it.” 
 
    He nodded to them and came around to the other side of the counter. Vel and Ria both turned to him as he approached, hope burgeoning in Vel’s expression, while Ria gave him a resolved smile. 
 
    “Come on.” Damon set a hand on each of their shoulders and led them down into the basement. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Ria keeps skipping tables when it should be her turn,” said Vel. “I can’t be expected to pick up the slack endlessly, can I?” 
 
    “It is not a matter of turns, Velanor,” snapped Ria. “My balance is still recovering after my poisoning. If a group asks for more mugs than I can carry in both hands, it is a struggle for me.” 
 
    She set her hands on her hips, staring Vel down. Ria wore a dress nearly identical to Vel’s, though the fit on her did more to highlight the curves of her breasts and hips. Her black hair was tied up into a basic bun, which emphasized her slender neck and the Rem heritage visible in the points of her ears. 
 
    “That’s such a lame excuse!” shouted Vel. “Am I supposed to handle every table with more than two patrons, then?” 
 
    “Enough,” said Damon. “Look. We’re all in this together when it comes to running this inn. You both understand that, right? We have to share the work in a way that makes sense.” 
 
    “It would seem as though I have more practice with sharing than Velanor does,” said Ria, with a smirk. She pulled closer to Damon. “If it is that much of an issue, I will take two trips for the larger tables. For the sake of the inn.” 
 
    She put an arm around Damon, drawing close and leaning in toward him with both her body and her lips. It was hard to overstate the effect she had on him. Malon had been particularly keen on enforcing the boundaries between them since arriving at the inn. Their new identities were still those of a relatively normal family, and none of them had any interest in kindling a scandal that would threaten their new life together. 
 
    “Ria!” snapped Vel. “Damon! Don’t do that in front of me!” 
 
    “Head upstairs, then,” said Ria. She kissed Damon on the cheek and began moving against him with subtle motions. He cleared his throat. It had been over a week since he’d last had anything resembling sex, but now wasn’t the time. There were patrons in the common room, and Malon would soon expect their help serving dinner. 
 
    “We need to get back to work. All of us.” He drew away from Ria and took Vel’s hand into his. “Ria’s going to help out with more tables when she can. All good?” 
 
    Vel was still pouting, and he wasn’t entirely surprised when she turned bold, drawing forward to sneak a quick kiss from him. 
 
    “All good,” said Vel. “I believe there’s still a table waiting for us. Can we do this one together, Heather?” 
 
    “I see no reason why not, Violet.” Ria rubbed her on the shoulder and fell into step behind her as they made their way back upstairs.  
 
    “See?” said Damon. “It’s not so hard to get along, is it?” 
 
    They didn’t answer him, and he was left feeling a bit underappreciated. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    A queue of patrons had formed at the bar when Damon arrived back in the common room. Arturius and Doogle had been true to their word and were making pleasant conversation with the thirsty men and women to distract them from their parched throats. 
 
    Damon hurried behind the counter and began filling mugs. He took coin upfront from people he didn’t recognize, mostly travelers passing through the area who’d arrived seeking dinner and temporary company. For the locals, he kept a careful tab on a ledger underneath the counter, updating it whenever he had a spare second in between tasks. 
 
    The work was never truly done, even with all five of them there to share it. There was always a table to be wiped down or a spill to be wiped up. The work was tiring in a manner that sapped at his endurance, radically different from performing as a gladiator or even tending to the chores back on the farmstead. 
 
    Damon had quickly come to realize that his role wasn’t simply to sell ale and food. It was to be there, all the time. To be a familiar face, a constant presence. An ear to listen to complaints about everything and nothing or to share in the successes, or more often the failures, of the day. 
 
    They were still a week out, at least, from offering the full range of services provided by the typical inn. The process of setting up enough rooms with beds, blankets, and lanterns was expensive.  
 
    In truth, Damon was glad they weren’t yet renting out rooms. It would have been too much, too fast. Not just for him, but for the others. They needed a bit more time to find a comfortable rhythm amidst the new pace of their lives.  
 
    “Stew smells fantastic,” said Arturius. 
 
    “Fucking fantastic,” agreed Doogle with a theatric sniff of the air. “Say, Andy… Not to rush the good Lady Leah with her artistry, but would it be possible for you to inquire on when abouts the food might be ready?” 
 
    “She’s not huge on that question,” said Damon, still filling mugs. “I can get you an estimate in a minute, but that’s all it’ll be.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” said Doogle. “Mmm… Lady Leah’s stew. You must have been the luckiest lad alive to grow up eating that on the regular.” 
 
    “Let me go poke my head into the kitchen and see how it’s coming along,” said Damon. 
 
    He filled up the mug of the last patron at the bar, wiped his hands on his trousers, and headed into the back. Malon was busy cooking over the hearth, stirring a massive pot they’d inherited with the inn as she carefully added pinches of salt and spices. 
 
    She smiled at him as he entered. Her red hair was pulled back in its usual braid, and everything from the streaks of flour across her cheeks to the apron tied around her waist and neck seemed normal for her. 
 
    She’d taken on her new identity with perhaps more ease than the rest of them, if only for how closely it resembled the role she’d grown so accustomed to as their aesta. She was used to being the matriarch, and as Lady Leah, she was merely serving in that capacity for an entire inn, rather than just a family. 
 
    “Anders,” she said, keeping character. “The patrons are hungry, I take it?” 
 
    “I think the smell of your cooking is what’s got them eager for dinner as much as the grumbling of their stomachs,” he said. “Do you need anything?” 
 
    “More wood for the fire would be helpful,” said Malon. “I sent Kain out to collect some from the pile.” 
 
    “I’ll check on him.” 
 
    Malon nodded. Her eyes lingered on Damon, as his did on hers. He reached out and took her hand, enjoying the softness of her flour-coated fingers. 
 
    “Anders…” she said, smiling despite her slightly chastising tone. 
 
    “I’m going.” He kissed the back of her hand and gave it a small squeeze. “I was just distracted by the smell of your stew.” 
 
    “Clearly,” she said. 
 
    Vel and Ria were back to bickering over who would clear the mugs from a newly emptied table. Damon had to tend to the bar for a moment, providing Doogle and Arturius with a refill before he could make it to the door. 
 
    He found Kastet — Kain — outside, just a few steps away from the inn’s door. Kastet was speaking with a teenage girl with short hair and a broad smile, gesturing nervously with her arms in an attempt to diffuse the attention. 
 
    “Oh, well, I have to help the Rosewoods out here at the inn,” said Kastet, in her deep-pitched voice. “I can’t simply run off on an adventure.” 
 
    “You could at least ask, though, couldn’t you?” said the girl. “Please? I promise that we’ll have fun…” 
 
    Damon had never seen Princess Kastet’s face take on such a flustered expression. It was strange, seeing her like that. He still vividly remembered the night they’d lured the Blacksoul Band into a trap.  
 
    He’d left Kastet to handle Shagille and Jerome, drugged, but still in need of dispatching. Was she truly the same person who’d taken care of two infamous assassins without complaint or hesitation? 
 
    “Perhaps… later this week?” said Kastet meekly. “I simply can’t tonight.” 
 
    “It’s a date!” The girl planted a kiss on Kastet’s cheek and bounded off, skipping up the road toward Azurecliff. Damon did his best to pretend as though he hadn’t been eavesdropping as she turned his way. 
 
    “Lady Leah needs that firewood,” he said, clearing his throat. 
 
    “Ah, of course.” Kastet fell into step as they walked toward the pile. “Um… Anders?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Is it normal to feel as though certain young women are impossible to say no to?” 
 
    Damon chuckled. “Absolutely. It’s more than normal. It’s to be expected, at least until you’ve grown a bit of hair on your chest.” 
 
    “Let’s hope I get my throne back before then,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Damon helped Kastet carry the firewood back inside, doing the majority of the lifting without complaint. Malon was putting the finishing touches on her stew and warming slices of bread over the fire to serve as appetizers.  
 
    A cheer came from various patrons as Vel and Ria began serving food to the tables, carrying plates and bowls to set down in front of anyone who’d paid the inn’s reasonable dinner fee. There were plenty of open seats in the common room, and once everyone had their food, Vel, Ria, and Kastet took a table for themselves, eating and commiserating over how tired they were. 
 
    Of course, Damon had to stay at the bar, refilling mugs and fighting back the constant encroachment of his guests’ collective thirst. The keg was already more than half empty. He’d need to bring it to Roslin, the town’s reclusive brewer, in the morning. 
 
    “You should eat, too,” said Malon, sidling up next to him with bread and a bowl of stew. 
 
    “I can wait until later,” he said. “It’s no trouble.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Malon. “I’ll help you watch the bar. We’ll eat together.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I suppose that could work.” 
 
    The meal was a communal affair, and despite the many patrons being spread out across numerous tables and stools, conversation flowed freely. It was somewhat of a relief for Damon not to be the focal point of the room, if only for a few minutes. 
 
    The stew was phenomenal. Malon had begun to outdo herself on a nightly basis, shifting the spices she used in her cooking to keep the taste of her food from becoming too predictable. Damon scooped up a spoonful of chicken, rice, and green onion, savoring the moment as much as the flavor. 
 
    “How is it?” asked Malon. 
 
    “It’s delicious, aesta,” he said. 
 
    She brought a finger to her lips in warning, her expression turning serious. Damon sighed. It was tiring keeping up the charade sometimes, though he recognized how critical it was. They were still fugitives, despite having fended off the Blacksoul Band. It was only a matter of time before Queen Anise made another attempt at hunting them down. 
 
    “I was thinking of using sausage for tomorrow’s stew,” said Malon, not skipping a beat. 
 
    “That sounds—” 
 
    A crash came from the edge of the common room as a man Damon remembered serving ale to earlier tried to force his way out through the door. Kastet stood in the man’s path, arms outstretched. Damon had mentioned to her earlier that he was letting the man open up a small tab but didn’t trust him to leave without paying it off, given his surly attitude. 
 
    “I already told you,” shouted the man. “I’ll pay when I pay! Quit treating me like a fucking criminal, boy!” 
 
    The man tried to shoulder his way past Kastet. Damon was moving in an instant. He reached under the counter for his myrblade, only stopping himself at the last instant as he remembered his conversation with Doogle and Arturius. No, he wouldn’t be taking out his sword. Not tonight. 
 
    He felt the weight of the stares of everyone in the common room as he approached the man and seized him by the scruff of the shirt. He multitasked, shooting a wave and a smile to his patrons as the friendly innkeeper before turning the icy temper of a former gladiator toward the drunken lout. 
 
    “Pay your tab and get out,” said Damon. “If you do it now and keep your tongue in check, I won’t ban you from my inn permanently.” 
 
    The man sneered at him, taking a breath no doubt in preparation for a tirade of obscenities. Damon gave him a hard push, knocking his back against the corner of the doorframe at a painful angle. He saw the man wince and noticed the way the confidence faded from his expression. 
 
    “Fine,” said the man. “Take your money. But I won’t be coming back!” 
 
    “Tragic,” said Damon. “Whatever will we do without you?” 
 
    A few chuckles sounded from elsewhere within the room. The man set two silver sables and a scattering of copper pennies down into Damon’s hand and stumbled out into the night. 
 
    If the outburst had an effect on the general mood in the common room, it was limited to a few other patrons making haste to pay down what they owed. Damon returned to the counter, finishing his stew and falling back into the rhythm of serving drinks. 
 
    “You handled that well.” Malon set a hand on his shoulder and flashed him a smile. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have let him start a tab to begin with,” he said. “He was rude in a way that had me doubting him from the get-go.” 
 
    “That’s the real job of an innkeeper,” said Doogle, raising his mug and giving him a pointed look. “I agree with your mother. True Divine, you have quite an intensity about you when it comes down to a confrontation!” 
 
    Doogle laughed absentmindedly, but Arturius’s expression was more sobering from where he sat beside his friend. Damon wondered if even without drawing his sword, he might have revealed too much. 
 
    The common room stayed open for a few more hours as the various patrons slowly filed out. Doogle was the last to depart, stumbling drunk and singing the inn’s praises. 
 
    “You’re heroes,” mumbled Doogle. “All of you… You don’t understand how much I needed this.” 
 
    “I know, Doogle,” said Damon, patting him on the back. “I know.” 
 
    “Nobody listens like you all do,” said Doogle. “They hear me, but they don’t hear me.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll always be welcome,” said Malon in a polite but insistent voice. 
 
    Damon helped him to the road and watched him walk off until he was certain the old Penny Warden would make it up the hill to Azurecliff safely. He headed back inside and began helping the rest of his tired family close up for the night. 
 
    “My feet are killing me,” muttered Vel. 
 
    “Worse than when we were on the run from the Blacksoul Band?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Not quite.” Vel joined Ria as the two of them cleared off the last of the tables, wiped them off, and flipped the chairs onto them upside down. Kastet swept the floor, while Malon carried dishes downstairs to wash in the aqueduct. 
 
    Damon poured them each a mug of ale for when they finished. They adhered to a general policy of not drinking while tending to the inn for responsibility’s sake, but once the day was finished, it was expected that they share a nightcap before retiring to their beds. 
 
    “My feet feel fine,” muttered Ria. “My face. The constant smiling. The forced politeness…” 
 
    “You looked like you were enjoying yourself,” said Damon. “Some of the time, at least.” 
 
    “I think… it is the difference between enjoying oneself and having to enjoy oneself.” She sighed and took a sip of her beer. “I count myself lucky that the patrons were relatively respectful tonight.” 
 
    “They can be pretty demanding at times,” said Kastet. 
 
    Damon couldn’t resist prompting her a bit. “Not just the men, either. Did you get the name of that young woman who was so intent on taking you out, Kastet?” 
 
    Everyone turned to stare at the princess, expressions ranging from open-mouthed shock in Vel’s case, to something distinctly more intrigued in Ria’s. 
 
    “Egret is her name.” Kastet cleared her throat awkwardly. “I won’t be taking her out. Kain will have a better excuse if she arrives at the inn again. Perhaps an injured ankle, or—” 
 
    Something hard struck the side of the inn with a resounding crack, a rock or a piece of wood by Damon’s guess. He glanced toward the others briefly before heading to the bar and reaching for his myrblade. 
 
    “Solas,” said Malon. “That’s not how we’ll handle this.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what this is yet,” he said. 
 
    She gestured toward the window, through which she had a relatively clear view. It was impossible to make out most of the silhouettes of whoever was outside in the dark, but one of them was shouting, and Damon recognized the voice as the man he’d ejected from the inn earlier that night. 
 
    “Nobody threatens Devin Rarson! Get out here and apologize! Right now!” 
 
    “He’s going to get something from me, but it won’t be an apology,” muttered Damon. 
 
    Malon sighed and set a hand on his shoulder. “No. That’s not how we, the Rosewoods, would handle this. Mind who we are here.” 
 
    Her fingers dug in a bit, holding until Damon nodded and relaxed his stance. They took a lantern out onto the porch. Malon wasn’t intimidated by the men, but neither did she give off an intimidating presence as she made her way over to them with Damon beside her. 
 
    “Whatever your friend told you to convince you to come out here tonight was likely an exaggeration or outright lie,” said Malon, speaking to the full group. “He refused to pay his tab, and we kicked him out. That’s it. That’s all that happened.” 
 
    A few mutters came from the men behind the main instigator. There were eight of them, enough to be dangerous, despite the fact that none of them were armed. For a moment, it seemed as though Malon’s direct approach had doused the general anger of the group. 
 
    “This fucking bitch thinks she can talk down to us!” The leader of the bunch surged forward, pushing Malon hard enough to knock her back a few feet. She gasped, landing hard and dropping the lantern, which stayed lit, though the light now came at a low, useless angle. 
 
    Damon was throwing punches before he could think better of it. He slammed a fist into the face of the man he’d thrown out of the inn earlier and then spun, landing a jab on his friend to the left. He moved through the group with form and instinct, dishing out pain to everyone in reach. 
 
    But it was still eight against one. He still agreed with Malon’s decision. Having his myrblade, magic or not, would have led him to maim or kill, likely ruining the work they’d done in establishing a new life. 
 
    Several blows rained down on him from different directions. Damon kept his guard up even as hard knuckles and elbows struck his face and head. He took the hits like an innkeeper, which is to say like any man up against eight opponents with no weapon or distinct advantage. 
 
    It hurt, and it was one-sided, and Damon’s only real option was to guard his head and go down. He heard Malon shout something. Would the others come out to join the fray? Ria might be able to get a bit of violence done with her knife, but she was still recovering. Vel and Kastet would only become targets for the men. 
 
    “Get off him!” shouted Malon. 
 
    Damon looked up to see her swinging the lantern. It struck the shoulder of one of the men, showering the ground with glass and sending up a suspiciously powerful burst of flame which immediately spread to the clothing of several of the other attackers. Damon caught the faintest flicker of crimson from the crest on her lower back. 
 
    “My arm!” cried one of the men. 
 
    The entire group retreated, with five of their number patting out flames or rolling on the ground. Malon helped Damon up and back into the inn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    “That was foolishness,” said Ria through gritted teeth. “You have a sword, young Damon! Use it when the situation calls for it.” 
 
    “It would have only led to speculation among the people of this town,” said Malon. She dabbed a wet cloth against Damon’s forehead, cleaning a small cut running along his scalp. “You’ve seen solas use his blade in a fight. His talent is impossible to ignore, let alone excuse away if people start asking questions.” 
 
    Damon was quiet. The fight had shaken him, but not in the way the others probably assumed. He leaned forward against the table, examining the damage he’d done to his own knuckles with a hit to someone’s teeth. 
 
    “Aesta’s right,” said Damon. “There were no consequences for losing that fight, not in the same way there would have been for winning it.” 
 
    But what about the next one? He didn’t voice the question aloud, knowing there was no good answer to it. He could easily have taken on those men with his myrblade, but the weapon was still without its magic. 
 
    “Let’s forget about this and head to bed,” said Damon. “I’m not in a mood to discuss it any more tonight.” 
 
    The others gave him pitying looks as he bid them each goodnight. It was all chaste hugs and kisses on the cheek under Malon’s watchful gaze. Damon didn’t care. His mind was elsewhere, dueling with a sense of anxiety that was both justified and impossible to dismiss. 
 
    He wouldn’t merely be pretending to be an innkeeper for much longer, at the rate he was going. He took his dormant myrblade, laying the silver sword out on the bar counter and pulling it free from its ornate scabbard.  
 
    It still looked like a wrathblade in the dark, despite having changed colors after the swap of enchantments, with its twisted, almost ghastly hilt and the cross guard like a set of monster wings. 
 
    It was as though the fight with the rowdy men had been an analog of his real fear. The feeling was the same, the awareness of his missing potential, the knowledge of how normal he was underneath his weapon.  
 
    Without his myrblade, he truly was just an innkeeper, talented with a sword, but still a normal man. The thought annoyed him like a bug sting, itching and demanding his attention. Myr hadn’t spoken a word to him in almost two weeks. She’d said goodbye after helping him deal with the Blacksoul Band, and he wasn’t sure what that meant. 
 
    She could have meant a few days, a month, or just as easily years or decades. Was he simply to fall into his identity as Anders Rosewood and twiddle his thumbs? Damon was a wielder, uniquely capable and suited to harnessing the power of enchanted items. 
 
    And without his myrblade, it was utterly meaningless. He felt naked and weak without the weapon’s magic, and even just admitting that to himself exposed the cracks of his ego. He’d grown so used to considering the weapon a part of his own strength. 
 
    Here he was. The brave, foolhardy innkeeper. What would he do the next time an enemy on par with the Blacksoul Band came after them?  
 
    Damon leaned forward, gently running his fingers over his sword, his myrblade. He lifted the weapon and pressed his forehead to the hilt. 
 
    “Where did you go, Myr?” he whispered. “How can I help you?” 
 
    All at once, Damon was somewhere else. Light flashed in his vision, and his skin prickled with cold. He exhaled and saw a puff of frozen air come out, not unlike what he was accustomed to while using his myrblade’s magic. 
 
    He seemed to be in some type of chamber or cell made of ice. It was in the shape of an octagonal crystal, suffused with light evenly in all directions. The air was cold enough to set his teeth to chattering, but the harshness of Damon’s strange new environment was secondary to what he saw in the chamber’s center. 
 
    A beautiful woman with pale blue skin, dark blue hair, and mesmerizing blue eyes stood chained to the chamber’s center. She was gorgeous and tall, with full curves and an ethereal ambience, and aside from the chains holding her, she was completely naked. Though, her restraints were numerous enough to obscure the more lurid aspects of her state. 
 
    “Damon,” whispered a familiar voice. “You came for me.” 
 
    He took a step forward, slowly shaking his head. “Myr? That’s you, isn’t it?” 
 
    Myr nodded, the chains binding her letting out a slight rattle from the equally slight movement. 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked. “Are we… inside the sword?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain, and there are holes in my memory,” she whispered. “This is a representation of the enchantment. I guess you could say… of me. Of how I exist within this sword.” 
 
    “You’ve been here this entire time?” he asked. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” said Myr. “This is merely how you perceive me, not as I am. Like a shadow cast by a shape.” 
 
    Damon took a step forward and saw Myr’s face shift into a worried expression. 
 
    “Stay back,” she whispered. “Damon… these chains need to stay on. You’ve already tapped into too much of my power for either of us to be safe. I need you to promise me you won’t take them off.” 
 
    He shook his head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You must leave the chains on,” she said. “It’s for the best, for both of us. No matter how tempted you might be, you have to leave the chains on.” 
 
    Her eyes gleamed with light for an instant, the way the sun reflected off sheer ice. Damon folded his arms, considering the situation carefully as he stared at the chained, naked frost woman. 
 
    “I want to understand,” he said. “I never thought… we’d get to meet like this.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” whispered Myr. 
 
    He circled her, briefly admiring the way the chains pulled against her pale buttocks. He came back around to her front, standing close, meeting her gaze. 
 
    “What happens if I take the chains off, Myr?” he asked. 
 
    She looked away and didn’t answer. 
 
    “There are seven of them in total,” he noted. “Seven… is there a significance to that number?” 
 
    “Damon…” Myr shook her head slowly. “I can’t.” 
 
    “The fact that you told me I shouldn’t remove the chains implies I have the ability to, despite how stout they look. Do you know how it’s done, Myr?” 
 
    She seemed to resign herself to his curiosity, giving him a small, beautiful smile. “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Can I touch them?” 
 
    Myr gave him a hesitant nod. Damon reached out a hand to touch first Myr’s cheek, and then one of the chains. Both were shockingly cold, but he only felt the sensation of it, not the pain that would normally accompany it. 
 
    “Chilly,” he said. 
 
    “Mmm,” moaned Myr. 
 
    He ran his hands along the chains, letting his fingers gently trace the skin underneath on both sides. The tip of his index finger glided across the soft flesh of her left breast, which felt simultaneously cold and warm, through some paradox of sensation. 
 
    He stopped as his hands approached her crotch, slowly rubbing back and forth just above the point where two of the chains twisted together and pulled taut between her thighs. 
 
    “Are you comfortable with me touching you as well, Myr?” he asked. 
 
    She gave a nod, biting her lower lip. “I already know what your hands feel like, Damon. Your touch is something I’ve always enjoyed.” 
 
    He came around behind her and slipped his hands underneath the chains across her stomach, running his palms over her smooth, soft skin. He found it easy to ignore the cold as he moved upward from there, cupping her breasts, gently squeezing, gently caressing. 
 
    “Does it feel like this when I polish you?” he whispered. 
 
    “This is better,” said Myr. “Mmm… Just be careful.” 
 
    He took hold of one of the chains between her thighs and gave it a gentle but dominant pull. Myr gasped, arching her back, wiggling her hips for him with slight, seeking movements. 
 
    “What if I just take this one off?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t!” hissed Myr. 
 
    “Tell me what will happen.” 
 
    He gave it another pull, and she let out a pleasured whimper and arched her back. Damon seized her by the chains across her chest and pulled her in for an intense kiss.  
 
    Her lips were cold, but her mouth was warm, and her tongue felt hot as it passionately teased into his. Damon grabbed one of Myr’s thighs and pulled her upward, though it only served to confirm what he already knew.  
 
    There would be limits to their fun with the chains positioned as they were. She’d said before that she’d tempt him to take them off, despite her own conflict. She wasn’t lacking in terms of foresight. 
 
    “If I take this chain off…” He palmed one of the chains between her legs. “…Will it help restore your power?” 
 
    “It won’t restore it,” whispered Myr. “It will unleash it.” 
 
    Her words sent a ripple of arousal and excitement through him. Damon bent Myr forward and took the chain in a hard, two-handed grip. Myr bucked her upper body back into him, searching for a kiss and temporarily forestalling what felt inevitable. She shook her head even as she kissed him.  
 
    Was she scared? Did he know what he was playing with? 
 
    A thump came from somewhere unseen, and without preamble, Damon was back in The Rosewood Inn’s common room. He held the sword much as he had in his last physical moment, pushing the pommel to his forehead, though he was now apparently sucking and licking the crossguard as though it were the lips of an ethereal blue woman. 
 
    “Um…” Kastet’s voice made him jump and almost drop the sword. “I came down to get some water.” 
 
    She was staring at him, probably for good reason. 
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like,” said Damon. 
 
    It was exactly what it looked like, he silently conceded. 
 
    “I didn’t see anything,” said Kastet. “I’ll just be… getting the water… and heading back to bed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Thanks.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Over the next hour, Damon tried several times to return to the ice prison in which he’d seen Myr, with no success. He was left wondering if he’d somehow dreamed the encounter, but he’d been standing up, holding the sword. He’d never fallen asleep in a position like that before, and the experience had been far too vivid to be a mere daydream. 
 
    It was a shame, as not only was he curious about the chains and the potential they might hold, he’d also been really turned on. He fell asleep horny and more than a little unfulfilled, the combination making it hard to muster the effort to handle himself, so to speak. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Damon,” whispered Ria. “Are you awake yet?” 
 
    He let out a tired moan, recognizing it was morning, and that he wasn’t alone in bed. Ria had slid in to join him. Her hand gently rubbed his chest, followed by her body pressing into his. Ria was naked, next to him in bed, breathing on his neck. 
 
    “It’s been so long,” she whispered. 
 
    “Aesta…” he mumbled. “She’ll hear us.” 
 
    “She’s downstairs preparing breakfast for the morning patrons. Vel and Kastet are assisting her.” 
 
    Ria might as well have whispered dirtiness into his ear for how much her words turned him on. Damon came awake in multiple ways, grabbing her and kissing her twice in quick succession. 
 
    “You’re sure they’re all downstairs?” he asked. 
 
    “Would you stop even if I said I was not?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted. 
 
    He kissed her again, fumbling to get his undershorts down. Ria gave him some assistance and then quickly rolled onto her back, lifting one of her flexible legs up to caress his chest with her toes. 
 
    Seeing her like that, tanned and naked, breasts and body on full display, was an absolute treat. She smirked, sensing the effect she had on him. 
 
    “Be quick, husband,” she whispered. “We do not get these chances… Oh!” 
 
    She sucked in a gasp as Damon sank his length into her. He felt her body responding to him, arms and legs closing to entangle him like a snare trap of passion and sex. He pumped into her at the fastest pace he could reasonably get away with, given the presence of the rest of his family downstairs. 
 
    Ria’s mouth was against his ear, gently shushing him with the occasional whispered word in Konokai thrown in. The bed threatened to betray them with its creaking. Damon debated whether quick and hard might be a better approach than slow and quiet. His current pace was somewhere in between, though he went harder as Ria began to moan and shudder underneath him. 
 
    “True Divine, Ria,” he muttered. “I’d fuck you every night if I could.” 
 
    “Every night and every morning,” she cooed. “Seize the chances you’re given, young Damon. Seize me.” 
 
    He did just that, squeezing his fingers into her hips as he defiled her with his cock. He felt his pleasure building, coursing through him until his entire body seemed to throb to the rhythm of each of his thrusts.  
 
    The bed scraped on the floor with each back and forth motion, as loud and oblivious as the two lovers testing the limits of its craftsmanship. Ria let out a gasp and squeezed Damon so tight with her legs that a few of his bruises from the night before were renewed. 
 
    He held her head tight against his chest as he managed a few last, sweaty pumps and unloaded. Ria and he were practiced when it came to being careful, and as he shifted his cock out of her to blow his seed, she arched her butt to keep it from making too much of a mess on her. Though, there were still his sheets and the quilt to think about. 
 
    “Aesta is going to be suspicious when I bring my sheets to wash in the aqueduct,” said Damon. 
 
    “Ask her to wash them for you, then,” said Ria. “You know how she is. She will never confront you on it if you are open and unflinching.” 
 
    Damon chuckled at the mental image of Malon examining such an obvious stain on the middle of his quilt. He pulled Ria closer, feeling her nuzzle against him, both still drunk on the sensation of post-sex bliss. 
 
    “I need to get dressed,” she said. “If I take too long, Malon will get suspicious. Or Velanor, perhaps.” 
 
    “Vel doesn’t care,” said Damon. 
 
    “She does, just for different reasons,” said Ria. “You should find time to spend with her today or tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re so thoughtful.” 
 
    Ria climbed out of his bed and tiptoed out of his room, as though footsteps in the hallway, of all things, might be enough to give them away. Damon took a few minutes before getting up, getting dressed, and heading down. 
 
    The smell of breakfast wafted over him as he entered the common room, stirring his stomach into a state of healthy hunger. Malon was cooking toast and bacon, while Kastet and Vel tended to the bar and tables. 
 
    There weren’t many patrons, however. A pair of teenagers with bleary eyes and an awkward atmosphere sat at the table in the corner. Damon wondered if one was perhaps buying breakfast for the other after an unexpected sleepover tryst. 
 
    “Need help with anything?” he asked Vel and Kastet. 
 
    “We’re good,” said Vel. “Lady Leah wants to speak with you in back.” 
 
    He nodded and headed into the kitchen. Malon was organizing her pots rather than continuing her cooking, which was sensible given the low turnout. 
 
    “Good morning, solas,” she said. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    There was no accusation in her voice, which was more of a relief than Damon could admit to himself. “Well enough.” 
 
    She pushed a plate with thick slabs of bacon and golden-brown buttered toast into his hands. “We’re going to need more firewood for tonight, along with a few other things. I wanted to wait until everyone was up and we could speak together to discuss it.” 
 
    “I think Ria just woke up,” he said. “She should be out soon.” 
 
    The awkward couple departed as Damon reentered the common room. He took a seat at the bar and began digging in, making a simple sandwich with the materials at hand. 
 
    Ria had dipped down to the basement to bathe in the aqueduct, and when she came back up, she was in her underwear and soaking wet. She gave Damon a conspiratorial smile as she rounded the last stair steps. 
 
    “Ria!” hissed Vel. “What if there were customers here?” 
 
    “They would find themselves with a new reason to come back,” said Ria. “And if there were customers here, I would be of the name Heather, if you recall.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” said Vel. 
 
    “Easy, you two,” said Malon. “You both touch upon the point I wanted to bring up. We need to have a serious discussion about our finances.” 
 
    That got Damon’s attention, especially because Malon seemed distracted enough by it to ignore the fact that Ria was still lingering, nearly naked, in front of him. He turned around on his stool, sitting so he was facing Malon in the center of the room. 
 
    “I was under the impression that we were doing alright,” said Damon. “The inn was nearly full last night. We had a few days where it was standing room only earlier this week.” 
 
    “The issue is with our expenses,” said Malon. “We’ve been selling ale nearly at the same price we buy it at.” 
 
    “That was what we decided made sense,” said Kastet. “The townspeople of Azurecliff are used to drinking in their homes, or outside in the open. They would find it hard to justify coming to the inn if the ale were more expensive than what they could buy directly from the brewery.” 
 
    “That’s true,” replied Malon. “I also don’t think it’s an uncommon problem for inns to have. There may not be a way for us to get around the fact that selling ale won’t be a significant moneymaker for us.” 
 
    “We need to make up for it in other ways, then,” said Damon. “For starters, we can be a bit more efficient with the food we serve.” 
 
    “Efficient?” asked Vel. “By that you mean stingy?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Well, sort of. Think of how we cooked while we were on the run. We could serve more staple foods, dial back the amount of meat in each portion.” 
 
    “I think our patrons would notice, especially if we still charged fifty copper per plate,” said Malon. “That’s not quite what I had in mind. We need to move more quickly with getting the extra rooms set up so we can start renting beds.” 
 
    A few glances were exchanged among them all. They’d talked about that aspect of running an inn before, and they weren’t all of the same opinion. 
 
    “I have little eagerness for the idea of opening our new home up to whatever Merinian rabble decides to throw their coins our way,” said Ria. “I think you underestimate how much of an inconvenience it will be.” 
 
    “It’s a service that we’d be providing,” said Vel. “We’d make money from it.” 
 
    “I… feel I must agree with Ria on this,” said Kastet. “Consider that we’ll need to keep our guard up whenever we host guests. That might not seem like much of an imposition for you all, having just taken new names, but I can’t pretend to be a young man indefinitely.” 
 
    “We’ll go slow,” said Damon. “Maybe we start by just renting out the beds upstairs first, so we never have more than four or five guests at time.” 
 
    “Five random people sharing our space seems like a huge number,” said Ria. 
 
    “You’re being too negative,” said Vel. “Think of the people who might stop by. Talented songstresses, or brave knights, or young adventurers on their first quest. Why wouldn’t we want to help people like that?” 
 
    Even Damon felt the impulse to burst the bubble of Vel’s enthusiasm as he heard her rather optimistic vision of what their overnight guests would be like. He folded his arms and looked at Malon, who seemed to be taking everyone’s opinion into account. 
 
    “We still need more blankets and pillows, and a bit more cleaning before we’ll be ready to start renting out rooms,” said Malon. “In part, that’s why we’re having this discussion. We don’t have the money to buy what we need right now, and that won’t change unless we start bringing in more coin.” 
 
    “How, aesta?” asked Damon. 
 
    Malon smiled and gave a slightly abashed shrug. “Tips. Solas, this applies to you as much as it does to Velanor and Ria. The three of you have the most interaction with our patrons. A few kind words, and extra smile, would go a long way toward earning us the extra money we need to finish our renovations.” 
 
    Vel looked put off by the idea. Damon felt as though he already did enough work by manning the bar and lifting heavy things without needing to add any more on top of it. 
 
    Ria looked outright sullen. “I have an alternative solution.” 
 
    “Go ahead, seta,” said Malon with a nod. 
 
    “We start selling the shienzyn I grew, which you confiscated from me.” 
 
    “No,” said Malon. 
 
    “What if we—” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Damon raised a finger. “Aesta, I think it might be worth discussing, at least. We could—” 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “If either of you say another word on the subject, I’ll go upstairs and burn through the rest of that heartlift weed with my magic. Are we clear?” 
 
    Damon and Ria both gave reluctant nods. It was a good idea, in Damon’s opinion, but clearly one on which they’d need to take a different approach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    There was plenty of work to be done around the inn, from cleaning the remaining upstairs rooms, to clearing overgrown weeds and prettying up the exterior, to handling the usual chores of washing and drying dishes and clothes. 
 
    Damon often took up the task of making runs into town, as he could carry the most without needing to rely on seeking out a carriage for help. He headed upstairs with Malon to get what little money the group had in their collective coin purse for the purchases he’d need to make. 
 
    It gave him a chance to be alone with her, which felt rare these days. She stood close to him as she carefully counted out the coins he’d need, close enough that she didn’t need to speak loudly once she had them. 
 
    “The firewood is the main priority,” she said. “See if Kemren will let you use his wagon to bring it down so you don’t have to make multiple trips.” 
 
    “I can ask, but we rely on his help an awful lot.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be willing,” said Malon. “If he doesn’t offer outright, then bring it up with Keiza. She seems very keen on you, solas.” 
 
    She gave him a knowing smile, but she didn’t know, not really. Keiza had been asking him more questions about his past, about the fictitious life he’d lived as Anders Rosewood before coming to Azurecliff.  
 
    She had a sense of his secret, but what really unsettled him was the way she sat on it. She hadn’t accused him outright. Maybe she wouldn’t? Or maybe she was just waiting for a proper, dramatic opportunity. 
 
     “I’ll get the wood to where it needs to be, aesta,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you, solas.” 
 
    He took her hand into his and kissed the back of it, wishing he could kiss her lips, instead. She didn’t draw away from him as she so often did these days. Ever since their stay with Malon’s aesta, Sharika, she’d been diligent about enforcing the boundary between them. 
 
    “Are you going to head out now?” she asked. It was a genuine question in that tone — as though Damon could say no, he’d stay right there in her room and try his luck. 
 
    “Something happened last night,” he said. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “With my sword. After the incident with the fools outside, I was in the common room. It’s still as I told you previously. Myr doesn’t speak to me anymore. But last night, I had a… vision, of sorts. It was as though I went within the enchantment and spoke to her directly.” 
 
    “That is unusual,” said Malon. “Are you sure this wasn’t a dream?” 
 
    Damon chuckled. “To be honest, not entirely. She was chained up and said some vague and conflicting things about whether I should take them off her.” 
 
    Malon smiled and sighed at him. “You and your sword. I’m afraid I don’t know what help or advice I could offer you on this.” 
 
    “You’re the sorceress,” said Damon. “Don’t you have at least some familiarity with unpredictable enchantments?” 
 
    “Some,” she replied. “Not much.” 
 
    “Could you correspond with your friend Sandra, maybe?” he asked. 
 
    It wasn’t a suggestion he enjoyed putting forward to his aesta. While Sandra had been Myr’s previous owner who had performed the enchantment swap on his wrathblade, Damon had also bedded her, with Malon one room over, no less. He saw her expression harden with resolve. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said. “Solas, in truth, you don’t need to have a weapon with such power anymore.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “We’re here,” said Malon. “We’re safe. The assassins are no longer chasing us.” 
 
    “More could arrive at any time.” 
 
    “And how would they find us?” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Perhaps… Jilou might manage to reach out to Vel and spy through her eyes.” 
 
    “I’ve spoken to seta about her dreamspell contact with Princess Jilou,” said Malon. “For now, it seems we have little to fear from it.” 
 
    “There could be other dangers.” He stepped forward, his annoyance shifting into a different emotion as he came within a few inches of Malon, close enough to sense her heat. 
 
    “Such as?” she asked in quiet voice. 
 
    “Unexpected threats,” he said. 
 
    “You worry that we’d be taken unaware, then?” 
 
    “We won’t see it coming when it does happen, aesta.” He leaned forward, bringing his lips a bit closer to hers. “We all can be surprised.” 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “Not as easily as you might think.” She patted him on the chest as she slid past him and into the hallway. “Now, head out and bring me that wood.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Despite Malon’s opinion on his myrblade, Damon still felt an intense desire to figure out what was happening with his sword. He wrapped it in a cloak to keep the weapon from standing out too much as he carried it and began the walk up into town. 
 
    The Rosewood Inn had a major advantage in being so close to a relatively major road. The flow of travelers and caravans gave it a general ambience of safety and openness. In some ways, it was the opposite of their old farmstead, connected so directly to the greater world instead of being cordoned off by the forest. 
 
    It was a clear, early autumn day. Birds chirped and flew from tree to tree, occasionally dropping into the road itself to scavenge for whatever discarded bits of food they could find. Azurecliff looked busy, with a large caravan making its way toward the market square. It boded well for the inn’s potential crowd that night. 
 
    He made his way under the town’s entrance archway, considering whether it made more sense to get the firewood immediately, or if he should handle his own errand first. Damon had an idea about who might be able to give him some help with the sword, and while it was a gamble, it was one he’d take for Myr’s sake. 
 
    Arturius’s smithy was on the northern edge of town. The furnace, bellows, and slack tub were outside, but still within the low fence that surrounded the yard and modest cottage. Arturius wasn’t working the forge, which was ideal, as it meant Damon wouldn’t be interrupting. 
 
    He knocked on the door of the cottage and waited. Arturius was shirtless when he greeted him, and he shot Damon a grin before glancing over his shoulder at a middle-aged woman swaddled within the sheets of his bed. 
 
    “Anders,” said Arturius. “What an unexpected surprise. Do you have important matters to discuss? I have a guest over right now and am a bit less than keen on interruptions.” 
 
    “It’s about a sword,” said Damon. 
 
    Arturius’s eyes darted down to the bundle in his hand. “Ah. Suzy, help yourself to the food in the pantry. This shouldn’t take long, but I’d like to give it my attention.” 
 
    Arturius stepped forward, closing the door behind him. He led Damon around to the back of the cottage, where several training dummies in varying states of disrepair were set up, along with a surprisingly well-maintained sand dueling circle. 
 
    “So,” said Arturius. “You’ve finally decided to be honest with me.” 
 
    There was an edge of humor in his voice that made his words feel less direct and piercing than they otherwise would have been. Still, there was only so much he could reveal to the older man. Damon paused for suspense and then pulled his myrblade free from the bundle. 
 
    “That… is a fine-looking weapon,” said Arturius. “True Divine, boy! Where did you come across it?” 
 
    “It was a gift,” Damon said truthfully. “It didn’t look like this to begin with. I suppose you could say it took me a while to figure out how to restore it to its current state.” 
 
    Arturius gave him a questioning look and hesitantly reached his hands out. Damon nodded and passed him the blade. He watched the smith gently pull it loose from the scabbard and test the edge appreciatively. 
 
    “You clearly didn’t bring it to be sharpened,” said Arturius. “Can I take this to mean you’ve decided to take me up on my offer to do some sparring?” 
 
    Damon nodded. “Yes. But you should know that I was coy about my sword skills for a reason. I need you to keep quiet about this.” 
 
    “That’s no trouble,” said Arturius. “Just ask Suzy about how discrete I can be! Ah… That’s a joke. Please don’t actually ask her that.” 
 
    Damon chuckled. “I won’t.” 
 
    “Is it your mother?” asked Arturius. “She doesn’t want you fighting, does she? I got a bit of a sense that she’s attached to the idea of you all settling into town, living a quiet life.” 
 
    “That’s basically it. Though it might not be as quiet as it seems around here.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t disagree with that.” Arturius rubbed his stubble and gestured to the dueling circle. “Well then… Shall we?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    The conclusion Damon had come to was that there was likely nobody who could advise him concerning what was going on with his myrblade. Even Sandra would only be able to give him her best guess, given the history of the weapon and his own unique circumstances. 
 
    It had been more than a week since he’d last practiced with his sword, and longer since he’d last fought an opponent with it. He suspected that Myr’s silence might be related, and if it was, perhaps simply spending more time with his weapon might make a difference.  
 
    Sparring, polishing the blade and hilt, even just wearing it on his sword belt when he could without drawing attention might help him reach Myr within her imprisonment again. And even if it didn’t, it still gave him an excuse to handle his weapon. He was a swordsman at heart, and he always would be. 
 
    Arturius took out a longsword with a wide blade and rounded cross guard from inside the cottage. The two of them faced one another from across the sand-dueling circle, both wearing their eagerness for the coming match openly. 
 
    “Am I taking a risk in assuming that you have the control to spar with sharpened weapons without risking my life, Anders?” asked Arturius. 
 
    “There’s no risk,” he replied. “I’ve sparred with real swords a few times before.” 
 
    A few hundred times, if not a few thousand. He doubted Arturius would be able to land a strike on him, let alone one that would put his life at risk.  
 
    He watched the older man with a critical eye as they both fell into dueling stances. They circled one another, shifting their swords on the diagonals, and the positioning of their feet. 
 
    Damon attacked first, swinging his myrblade into a lazy slash intended to test Arturius’s reflexes more than accomplish anything. The old smith blocked and countered with swift, no-nonsense movements. 
 
    “Not bad,” said Damon. 
 
    Arturius barked out a laugh. “Not bad, he says. You should ready yourself, boy.” 
 
    “I’m ready and—” 
 
    Arturius attacked before he could finish his sentence. His style was a mixture of brute strength and efficient, intelligent technique. Damon parried, ducked under a second slash, and countered. Arturius caught his strike, deflecting it to the side in a manner that would have thrown a lesser opponent off balance. 
 
    They fell back from one other, slowly circling around the edge of the sand. It felt wonderful to have his myrblade back in his hand again, though it pained him to know he couldn’t draw from its magic even if he wanted to. 
 
    Arturius feinted forward, testing Damon’s reflexes. He responded with a counter feint, the movement drawing them both into a brief standoff of competing potential attack angles and defensive responses. 
 
    He was surprised by the old man’s prowess. Few people could match Damon in a swordfight. Only Austine had ever been able to keep up with him in recent times, setting aside Shank, who had been dangerous mainly because of Wrath’s crest. 
 
    He pushed forward, exchanging more strikes with Arturius. The two fought each other evenly, trading advantages and using every inch of the dueling circle for positioning. They continued sparring for long minutes, until they were both sweaty and breathing heavy. 
 
    Damon made to defend against a forward thrust from Arturius’s longsword, only to feel his sword hilt buck from his fingers as he blocked. His myrblade fell to the sand, and he stared at it, almost in disbelief of the fact that he’d just been defeated. 
 
    “Well fought,” said Arturius. 
 
    Damon shook his head. “Who are you, exactly?” 
 
    “How about I tell you after you tell me?” 
 
    Damon couldn’t stop himself from laughing, and Arturius joined in, clapping a hand on his shoulder. The shared humor was genuine, even if neither of them was willing to be. Damon knew he wouldn’t get an answer out of Arturius any more than he had reason to trust the other man with himself. 
 
    “Doogle and I occasionally need to hire help handling certain types of situations in the area,” said Arturius. “Ruffians passing through, or the occasional criminal on the run. The contracts get posted on the notice board next to Melnicka’s place.” 
 
    “Are you asking if I’d be interested in letting you post them outside my inn?” 
 
    “You know what I’m asking,” said Arturius. 
 
    Damon smiled and folded his arms. “You know where to find me if anything serious comes up, Arturius.” 
 
    “That I do. I’ll be busy with Suzy tonight, no doubt, but I’ll be by the inn again tomorrow or the day after. If you’re not too busy, we can talk a bit more about sparring and keeping Azurecliff safe.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon headed to K and K Essentials immediately after he left. He found Keiza standing against the corner of the building as he approached, within line of sight of where he and Arturius had just been dueling, though a ways off. 
 
    She smiled at him in a way that immediately put him on the defensive. Keiza was pale and beautiful, with dark hair and round-rimmed spectacles. Damon did his best to act casual and boring as he gestured to the shop’s open door. 
 
    “Is Kemren around?” he asked. “The inn is low on firewood, and my mother sent me to buy some more.” 
 
    “It’s just me for the moment, but I can help you with that,” said Keiza. 
 
    She led him around the back of the shop to where her and her father’s own store of firewood was stacked. They discussed prices, and it was within what Malon had given Damon, though only just. 
 
    “My father is going to be back at the store any minute,” said Keiza. “Why don’t I help you bring this down to your inn now so you don’t have to bother with multiple trips?” 
 
    “You’re too kind,” said Damon. 
 
    “My father would insist on it,” she said. “He’s been clear to me about how he thinks you Rosewoods are good people.” 
 
    There was a hint of doubt in her tone, more the sarcastic sort than outright derisive.  
 
    Still, Damon wasn’t about to refuse the help, though he knew what it would cost him even as they loaded the firewood onto the wagon. He climbed in beside her as they set out, with the singular horse’s footsteps clacking against the village road. 
 
    “So,” he said. 
 
    “So,” replied Keiza. “How has business been down at the inn, Anders?” 
 
    “It’s been steady,” he said. “We’re still getting into the routine of handling the work and patrons.” 
 
    “I can imagine. Say… Did you ever hear anything more from those mercenaries who were passing through the week before last?” 
 
    He shrugged a shoulder, having already expected the question to come eventually. “No, we never did. The Blacksoul Band was what they were called, right? Maybe it’s for the best with a name like that.” 
 
    He flashed her a teasing smile. Keiza’s expression remained serious. 
 
    “What’s strange is that no one in town seems to have heard anything more from them,” she said. “A few of the merchants in the market square prepared an order of food for them, but they all but disappeared after their first night in town.” 
 
    “Is that unusual?” he said. “Lots of travelers must pass through Azurecliff without slowing down.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s not. It just stuck out to me, particularly because of the questions they were asking about the outlaws they were hunting.” 
 
    Damon ran a hand along his chin, furrowing his brow. “Sounds like a mystery.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Keiza. “Quite the mystery, indeed.” 
 
    She looked at him, wielding her piercing stare like a weapon. Damon resorted to one of his tried and true tactics for the sake of distraction. 
 
    “What’s a woman like you doing in Azurecliff, anyway?” he asked. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he said, matching her stare. “Your father is a respected business owner. Travelers are always passing through this town. How are you still unmarried?” 
 
    “That’s… none of your business,” said Keiza. 
 
    “I would argue that as your local innkeeper and bartender, it’s entirely my business,” he said. 
 
    Keiza folded her arms and shook her head, though it was more of a defensive gesture than a dismissive one. “You expect me to just open up to you about my love life?” 
 
    “If you want to, sure,” said Damon. “I am a bit curious, underneath the teasing. You don’t have to pour your soul out to me or anything, but my ears are open if you ever want to talk.” 
 
    Keiza stayed quiet for the next few minutes, until the atmosphere was awkward and the wagon was pulling into the inn. She tied up the horse and finally looked at him again as they began unloading the firewood. 
 
    “I have to return to the store,” she said. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But… later tonight, I suppose I could come by for a drink,” she said. 
 
    “You’d be more than welcome,” said Damon. “Your first ale is on the house as thanks for helping me with the firewood.” 
 
    “Well, how can I say no to that?” Keiza looked past him, toward the inn’s open door. “It seems as though your mother is waiting for you, Anders Rosewood.” 
 
    He glanced the same way, seeing Malon just inside the common room. “Seems like it. I should get going.” 
 
    He took a step toward the inn’s porch. 
 
    “Anders?” called Keiza. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t forget your sword.” 
 
    She passed him his weapon, which had been bundled when he arrived at K and K Essentials and now clearly was not. Keiza met his gaze as he climbed back into the wagon. Damon wondered if perhaps he’d miscalculated in trying to get a rise out of her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Afternoons were always slow at the inn, but as evening began to come around in full force, Damon was left slightly underwhelmed by their lack of patrons. Doogle arrived near sunset, as he did almost every night, and he had the common room to himself. 
 
    The town’s pudgy, eccentric penny warden was already slightly drunk as he took a seat at the bar. Damon filled him up a mug and slid it across the counter. 
 
    “Evening, Doogle,” he said. 
 
    “Evening. You folks are open, ain’t you? No sign out front that I missed, declaring you’re closed for the night?” 
 
    Damon let out a short chuckle. “No, we’re open. Was there anything you saw to give off that impression?” 
 
    Doogle shook his head. Damon gave him space to settle into his stool and sip his drink. Across the common room, Vel and Kastet sat at a table and talked to one another quietly, looking almost like a couple to anyone who didn’t know them, given Kastet’s disguise as Kain. 
 
    Ria was sharpening her throwing knife, a habit which Malon frowned upon her doing in front of their patrons. Damon supposed that Doogle wasn’t really the sort to notice or care about that kind of thing. 
 
    “Hmm…” said Doogle. “You know…” 
 
    Damon waited, but the old man seemed keen on being prompted before continuing. “What do I know?” 
 
    “That troublemaker you dusted out the front door last night,” said Doogle. “He’s sort of well-known around here.” 
 
    “Of course, he is,” muttered Damon. “He came back later in the night. We had a bit of a showdown outside.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Doogle. “That explains it! He’s the son of a local farm owner. A lot of the guys who’d been coming in here on the nightly probably got a recommendation that they stay away from now on.” 
 
    Damon groaned and tried not to feel too annoyed with himself. He might have handled the situation with slightly more tact, in retrospect, but it wasn’t as though he could let some entitled asshole run up a tab indefinitely without paying. 
 
    “Well, I suppose we’ll just have to hope we get some travelers in tonight,” he said. 
 
    They didn’t. Doogle was their only patron for the next hour, though he provided more conversation and distraction than most as he continued to drink beer after beer. 
 
    Keiza kept true to her word, however, entering the tavern just before dusk gave way to proper night. She glanced around at the empty tables and seats before slowly approaching the far end of the bar. 
 
    “It’s quiet in here tonight,” she said. 
 
    “It is,” he agreed. “It seems we’ve been ensnared into our first patron relations scandal.” 
 
    She took a stool at the bar. Damon filled a mug of ale for her and stood nearby, not initially forcing any questions or conversation on her. 
 
    He could sense the gazes of Vel, Ria, and Kastet on both him and Keiza. He knew what they were probably thinking, and they weren’t entirely wrong. The situation needed to be played carefully. Damon needed to be Anders Rosewood, not himself. 
 
    “It’s not as though I plan on spending the rest of my life in this town,” said Keiza. “And it’s not as though I haven’t left before.” 
 
    “Wanderlust,” he said. “It’s a real thing.” 
 
    “Are you speaking from experience?” 
 
    He took a cloth and started polishing a glass, considering how much he could risk telling. “I suppose I am. I spent most of my teenage years abroad.” 
 
    “Working in Veridan’s Curve?” asked Keiza. “Avaricia, perhaps?” 
 
    He gave her no reaction, already regretting giving her the opening. “I passed through a few times while looking for work.” 
 
    “It’s an interesting city,” said Keiza. 
 
    “It’s a den of crime and violence.” 
 
    She laughed and nodded. “True enough. I spent half a year there and wouldn’t necessarily say I enjoyed it.” 
 
    “What brought you out there?” he asked. 
 
    Keiza took a sip from her mug, set it back down, and slowly turned it around. “An old friend.” 
 
    “A man?” 
 
    “Yes, a man, Anders,” she said. “We were close. Intimate… but it wasn’t love. Or maybe it was. It’s so hard to sort it out in retrospect.” 
 
    “Relationships are that way more often than not,” he said. He couldn’t resist the urge to glance toward Vel and Ria, who were both watching his conversation while feigning disinterest. 
 
    “I went to Avaricia to be with him,” said Keiza. “I took in the sights and sounds… the performances. After it became clear that it wasn’t working between us, I came back here. It’s strange, coming back to see one’s childhood home anew.” 
 
    “That’s the truth, isn’t it?” he said.  
 
    There was a beat of silence, underscored by the relative emptiness of the inn’s common room. Damon could hear Malon chopping ingredients for whatever she was making for dinner from the kitchen, along with the crackling of the hearth. 
 
    “I saw your sparring match with Arturius earlier today,” said Keiza. 
 
    “I had a feeling you might have been watching.” 
 
    “You’re talented with a sword,” she continued. “It surprised me. I knew Arturius was a master swordsman, but I’d never seen him draw even with someone like that.” 
 
    “Well, he’s an old warrior. I have the advantage of youth on my side.” 
 
    “The last time I saw sword skills like that on display was back in Avaricia,” said Keiza. “Between the gladiators who often perform in the city.” 
 
    She wasn’t subtle, but she didn’t hammer the point in with her tone as hard as she could have. Damon felt oddly flattered by her veiled accusation. He wished he could just be honest with her, but it was far too dangerous, so instead, he responded in kind. 
 
    “I’ve seen a few gladiatorial bouts, myself,” he said. “There’s lots of talent in the arena.” 
 
    “A surprising amount. I hear it’s lucrative work.” 
 
    “No doubt,” he said. “I’m sure many of the performers are passionate about what they do, as well. A shame they’re so often forced to retire early.” 
 
    Keiza inched closer to the bar and to Damon. “Is that the case? What forces them out, then? Is it the nature of the work… or perhaps the nature of the world?” 
 
    “Far be it for a simple innkeeper like me to know.” He eyed her mug. “Refill?” 
 
    Keiza scowled at him and pushed her mug forward. “I need to get some air.” 
 
    She stood up from her stool and headed out through the inn’s front entrance. Almost as soon as she was out of view, Vel and Ria both sidled up to Damon at the bar. Vel was visibly annoyed, but Ria’s expression was a mixture of curiosity and intrigue. 
 
    “The two of you seemed to be having a rather engaging conversation,” said Vel, keeping her voice low. Doogle was still nearby, though out of earshot. 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed. “More than you know. I think she’s guessed who I am.” 
 
    “From what?” asked Ria. 
 
    “She may have seen me back when I was performing in Avaricia,” he said. “If anyone is going to expose us, it’ll be her. I’m trying to nip the problem in the bud.” 
 
    “It certainly seems as though you’re trying to nip something,” said Vel. 
 
    “Come,” said Ria, nodding toward the kitchen. “Lady Leah should hear of this.” 
 
    Damon nodded. “Doogle, do you need anything?” 
 
    “I’m good, all good,” mumbled Doogle. 
 
    Malon was adding ingredients to her stew, slowly stirring the pot over the fire. She turned to face them as they entered, reacting to what she saw in their faces. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “It seems as though Keiza, the daughter of the owner of the general store, might know my secret,” said Damon. 
 
    Malon nodded, seeming unconcerned. “Then you should do your best to stay in her good graces, solas.” 
 
    “Stay in her good graces?” said Vel. “Aesta! Why would you say that? Do you even know what you mean by that?” 
 
    “She is not wrong, Velanor,” said Ria. 
 
    “Ria!” snapped Vel. “She’s saying—” 
 
    “I know what she’s saying,” said Ria. “Damon might have to seduce this woman.” 
 
    “And you take no issue with that?” asked Vel. 
 
    “Why would she take an issue with it, seta?” asked Malon. 
 
    Damon cleared his throat. “I never said I wanted to seduce her.” 
 
    Malon, Ria, and Vel each gave him a matching blank stare. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “Keiza’s interesting, and it’s not as though she’s not attractive, but…” 
 
    “Young Damon,” said Ria. “We know you, in this capacity, perhaps better than you know yourself. More honestly, at least.” 
 
    “Solas…” Malon set a kind hand on his shoulder. “You were right to approach this as a problem. What more of a solution could there be to one of this nature? Keiza seems like a respectable, intelligent girl. Gain her confidence, if not her heart.” 
 
    Damon folded his arms and looked back toward the common room. It wasn’t so much that he disagreed with Malon and Ria’s assessment. More that there was an aspect of it which reminded him far too much of the secrets he’d kept from Bylia, and the tragic way things had ended between them. 
 
    Still, the situation wouldn’t only affect him. The secrets were larger this time. Larger and darker. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Damon spent the next hour playing the part of the dutiful bartender, making sure both Doogle and Keiza had ale and an ear to vent to. Keiza’s mood had shifted in a lighthearted direction, and she set her questions and subtle accusations aside for the night. 
 
    “A stage would be a fine addition, once you’ve handled the rest of the renovations,” she said. “We have a fair number of talented songstresses and minstrels passing through Azurecliff regularly.” 
 
    “No doubt it would be worth the money if we could build our crowd back up,” said Damon. “It might take some time for us to get to that point, but…” 
 
    He trailed off into numb silence as the inn’s front door opened and a familiar face strode into the common room. 
 
    Princess Kastet’s former lady-in-waiting, Lilian, looked well. Her resemblance to Vel was still striking to witness, with matching blonde hair and green eyes, and it was clear from the cut and condition of her tunic and leggings that she’d traveled far to arrive at The Rosewood Inn. 
 
    Vel and Kastet had dropped back into the kitchen to help Malon with something. Lilian’s focus was entirely on him as she strode forward, eventually taking a stool at the bar one down from Keiza. 
 
    “Look who we have here,” said Lilian with a smirk. “It’s certainly been a while.” 
 
    Keiza quirked an eyebrow up. “Is she a friend of yours, Anders?” 
 
    Why was she there? What was her game? More importantly, how likely was she to blow his family’s cover in front of Keiza? 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “She’s an old friend. Keiza, this is Lilian. Lilian, Keiza.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you,” said Lilian. “I hope I haven’t interrupted the atmosphere overmuch. It’s so cozy and quiet here tonight.” 
 
    “It is,” said Keiza. “It has been. I… think I should be going.” 
 
    Damon came around to the other side of the bar, escorting her to the door. “I’m glad you stopped by, Keiza.” 
 
    “So am I,” she said. “It was nice.” 
 
    She smiled, but her eyes still held that questioning edge. 
 
    “Look, I know there’s a lot of stuff about me and my family that… stands out a bit,” he said. 
 
    “Interesting way of putting it,” said Keiza. “I wouldn’t disagree.” 
 
    Damon smiled at her. “I hope you come in for another ale sometime soon. Tell your father thanks for the firewood.” 
 
    “I will. Goodnight, Anders.” 
 
    He stepped out of her way as she left. That only left Doogle as their remaining patron, and the old man looked as though he was already a few drinks past what should have been his last ale for the night. 
 
    Damon helped Doogle outside, catching Keiza in time to entreat her into giving the Penny Warden a ride back into town. He barred the inn’s front door as he made his way back inside. 
 
    “Lilian…” Kastet had just made her way into the common room, staring in surprise at her friend and confident. 
 
    “Kastet,” said Lilian. “You cut your hair.” 
 
    “I did,” said Kastet. “You… survived. I wasn’t sure if my missive would reach you, let alone whether you’d managed to avoid the agents of Avarice and my stepmother.” 
 
    “Lilian’s here?” shouted Vel, from the kitchen. She ran out, immediately pulling Lilian into a crushing hug as the two women shared a girlish moment. 
 
    They ran through the normal routine of closing up the inn as quickly as they could, dimming the lanterns to keep any travelers from mistaking the healthy glow through the windows for them being open. Malon brought out what was left of the stew, serving Lilian up a bowl, first and foremost. 
 
    Damon and the others took seats at the table nearest the hearth, which gave off a mature orange glow and cast long shadows across the room. Lilian explained as she ate, occasionally dabbing at her lips with a handkerchief from her pocket. 
 
    “Princess Kastet, after you left to return to Hearthold in the wake of your father’s death, I lingered in Avarice’s court, following your wishes,” said Lilian. “I barely escaped when word of your supposed kidnapping reached the city. I hid myself, never staying in the same place for more than one night.” 
 
    “How did you know to find us here?” asked Damon. 
 
    “That would be my doing,” said Kastet. “Once I had the sense that we were safe here in Azurecliff, I sent a courier with a missive to a drop point just outside of Avaricia that Lilian and I arranged months ago.” 
 
    “I acted on all of your orders, milady.” Lilian smiled, setting her spoon down. “As it happens, Wrath contacted me no more than a week before your message arrived.” 
 
    “You met with her?” asked Kastet. She looked from Lilian, to Damon, to Malon, and back to Lilian. Wrath getting involved would affect all of them, and not necessarily in the same way. 
 
    “Can I speak freely here?” asked Lilian. Her gaze, along with Kastet’s, moved back to focus on Malon. 
 
    “Lady Malon,” said Kastet in a gentle voice. “Your particular, er, loyalties may make this conversation personally conflicting for you. I’m going to have to ask that you wait in the other room.” 
 
    Kastet had shrugged off the guise of Kain and regained much of the poise of a princess. Her words carried a surprising amount of weight and finality. Intimidated wasn’t quite the right word for how Damon felt, but it wasn’t quite the wrong one, either. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Damon. “I trust my aesta implicitly. Any conflict between her and Wrath is one that I’ll take her side on, as would Ria and Vel.” 
 
    Both women nodded to Damon, and the four of them faced Kastet and her spy as a unified front. 
 
    “So be it,” said Kastet with a sigh. “If it can’t be avoided, then I’ll extend you my trust, as I did when you saved my life in Hearthold. Lilian? Do you object?” 
 
    “I trust your judgment, milady,” said Lilian. “With that said, the message I have to bring is sensitive, but not vitally so. Wrath is interested in meeting with you in person to discuss the true beginning of our war against Avarice. She also wishes you to know that she’s made an alliance with Famine.” 
 
    Damon sat up straighter in his chair. He’d fought against Famine months earlier, after Bylia had been attacked and captured. He glanced over at Ria, who’d been by his side during that dangerous chapter. They’d ultimately struck a white peace with Famine and retreated after freeing her prisoners. Damon had brought Famine’s message to Wrath, who had presumably followed up on it. 
 
    “Wrath, Famine, and Kastet could pose a significant threat to Avarice’s rule,” said Damon.  
 
    “Not just us,” said Kastet. “Ria. This is it. We must have your allies among the Remenai. The only thing we currently lack is an army. With manpower, we could wipe the taint of Avarice and my stepmother from Veridan’s Curve!” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it will not be that simple,” said Ria. “Many — most of my people, approach the Venmalese with a great deal of suspicion. They will not be eager to throw their lives away alongside those they see as monsters.” 
 
    “Your role in this will be to convince them,” said Kastet. “Though, I suspect we’re getting ahead of ourselves. First, I must meet with Wrath and Famine, face to face.” 
 
    “Lilian,” said Damon. “You mentioned that Wrath contacted you before you came here. Is there any chance that you were followed or tracked by magical means?” 
 
    Lilian shook her head, though her expression was pensive. “I suppose I can’t completely rule the possibility out, but I don’t think so. I was careful.” 
 
    It was hard for Damon to sort through all of what he was feeling and thinking. The idea of Wrath and Famine discovering The Rosewood Inn and his family’s new, peaceful place within the world unnerved him to the core. 
 
    But at the same time, it didn’t matter. If Wrath and Famine were making moves directly against Avarice, and if Kastet had decided to set herself back into play, there was nothing he could do to shield them all. 
 
    Ria would seize the chance to carve out a better world for her native people. Vel would serve her princess as a loyal lady-in-waiting. The question was more on him, on what he’d decide to do when the fighting started and when push came to shove. 
 
    Hs fingers yearned for the reassurance of his myrblade’s hilt. He knew he’d need the weapon more than ever in the coming weeks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    There was little left to discuss after Lilian had finished her report. Wrath had left her with a meeting place, the town of Billowbrook to the southwest. They’d have time to prepare before setting off, but Damon wondered if any amount of preparation would be enough to steel them against the volatility of the future. 
 
    Damon helped Malon get one of the extra rooms into a reasonably comfortable state for Lilian, and everyone shared in a somber goodnight as they retired to bed. He stripped down to his undershorts, sighing as he sat on his mattress.  
 
    His myrblade leaned against his bedside table. Damon laid it out across his lap, intent on making another attempt at reaching Myr and seeing what he could do about her imprisonment. He’d just begun stroking the sword’s hilt with his fingers when a knock came at his door. 
 
    He opened it and was less than surprised to see Lilian standing in the hallway, clad only in her small clothes and still damp from a recent bath. 
 
    “Kastet’s back to her old ways, it seems,” he said. “Are you here to investigate my loyalties, or pump me for information?” 
 
    Lilian gave him a wry smile. “Invite me in, and you’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    Damon stepped aside, leaving her just enough room to enter by brushing herself by him. He closed the door, still considering how to play the situation. He’d long since let his guard down around Kastet. But now that Lilian was back, he wasn’t sure he could afford to. 
 
    “Wrath is going to offer you her crest,” said Lilian. 
 
    “She told you that?” 
 
    “No. She did ask about you, however. Quite a bit.” 
 
    Lilian sat down on Damon’s bed. He took a step toward her, thinking through her words carefully. He couldn’t imagine what she’d get out of lying about something like this. Why volunteer the information, though? 
 
    “According to Kastet, you and Wrath have gotten… close before,” said Lilian. 
 
    Damon smirked. “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “I want to know where your loyalties truly lie, Damon,” said Lilian. “If Wrath offers you her crest, will you accept it?” 
 
    It was a simple question, with anything but a simple answer. Damon had wanted Wrath’s crest, and he still did from a practical standpoint. But agreeing to serve one of the Forsaken with the current atmosphere seemingly marching toward war would put him in an impossible position. 
 
    Depending on how the alliances shifted and crumbled, he might end up becoming an enemy of his own family. Malon, Ria, possibly even Vel. But those were outside possibilities, and his myrblade was still dormant. Accepting Wrath’s crest might let him become powerful again, potentially even more powerful than he’d been before. 
 
    “Wrath and Kastet are allies,” said Damon. “Would it really matter to Kastet if I took Wrath’s crest?” 
 
    “You aren’t naïve, Damon.” Lilian shifted on the bed, opening her legs slightly. “Don’t pretend as if you are.” 
 
    “Who’s to say that it wouldn’t strengthen Kastet’s alliance?” asked Damon. “It’s as you said. Wrath and I have gotten closer to one another.” 
 
    Lilian’s smile twitched. She seemed unnerved by him speaking so freely about how he’d bedded one of the Forsaken. For good reason, no doubt. 
 
    “Answer me simply,” said Lilian. “Do you want it?” 
 
    He moved to stand in front of her, a little closer than he needed to be. “Not everything in life is about what we want.” 
 
    “Not everything, but this?” said Lilian. “Wrath’s crest may soon be yours for the taking.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “So I say,” she whispered. “Tell me the truth, Damon. Do you want that power?” 
 
    “Do I want it?” He shrugged. “Maybe. Do I need it? That’s the question I think you meant to ask.” 
 
    “Power is what all men need, at their core. The power to dominate. The power to take and seize whatever they want, to live on the edge of their impulses.” 
 
    “Lilian.” He leaned forward, firmly setting his hands atop her knees. “We both know that I don’t need a crest to do that.” 
 
    She sucked in a quick breath and nodded. “Good.” 
 
    The moment stretched as she watched him. She started to stand up. Damon set his hand on her hip, noting her reaction and the way his soft touch seemed to ripple through her tense shoulders and back. 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her. Lilian’s lips were hungry against his, searching for passion on a deeper level. Why? She did everything for a reason. Did she simply think that he gave more honest answers while horny? Or was his sexual appetite suddenly on the list of Princess Kastet’s current concerns? 
 
    He pushed her back, taking her body in strong arms and shifting it into a more central position on his bed. She looked like any other woman, with her blonde hair splayed out across the quilt, her body under-clothed and undefended. She looked like Vel. 
 
    Damon leaned into his lust, pawing and groping her breasts and butt. He stripped her girlshorts off. She was unshaven, though that wasn’t surprising given the amount of travel she’d undergone. It was far from a bad look on her. 
 
    She reached her hands out, pulling his undershorts down and shooting him that infuriating, borderline arrogant smirk. Damon kissed her again. He wanted to hear her moan. He wanted to draw enough noise out of her to let Kastet listen to what he was doing to her ambitious little spy. 
 
    His first few thrusts into her tight, hot womanhood were clumsy and brutish. She was ready for him, aroused perhaps as much by the dance of their words as his touch on her body. She curled against him, letting her body wrap around his like a curtain of warmth and feminine sex. 
 
    “Lilian,” he whispered. “You’re in over your head.” 
 
    She let out a pleasured laugh. “You wish I were.” 
 
    He cupped the side of her face, letting her fingers drag down over her neck and then up, across her lips. Lilian sucked on the tip of one. Damon grunted and fell forward onto her, thrusting with enough force to send echoes of pleasure through his muscles.  
 
    They wrestled and shifted, vying for their own pleasure as much as control of the encounter. Damon flipped Lilian over and took her from behind, thrusting into her with movements that reverberated through her soft, nubile body. Her breasts swung forward and back with hypnotic little shakes. Damon cupped them, squeezing them tight and letting his pleasure turn him into the beast. 
 
    She knew how to move her hips. She knew how to moan, how to urge him on, how to whisper hidden, dirty words that meant everything and nothing. Damon felt his release sneak up on him. 
 
    She didn’t ask him to pull out, and he didn’t offer, though as he came inside her, he immediately felt a fair amount of regret. She was Kastet’s resident spy and manipulator. He’d let himself play into her hands in order to play with her, and it felt like a betrayal of his goals, in retrospect. 
 
    “Did you enjoy that, Damon?” whispered Lilian. She ran a hand over his chest and stomach as they both lay on their backs. He got the sense that if he gave the word, he could set her to stroking and sucking him back into a state of arousal for a second round. That was why she was there. 
 
    “More or less,” he said. “It’s not going to happen again.” 
 
    “It could happen every night, if you wanted,” she replied. “Though, of course, there would be a few small conditions.” 
 
    “I don’t want or need to have you every night,” he said. “But I’ll still hear your conditions, if only to know where your mind is.” 
 
    Lilian nodded. She leaned halfway up, resting her elbow on the mattress and her head on her hand. “Damon, if Wrath offers you her crest, you need to politely turn her down. For Kastet’s sake, and for your family’s sake.” 
 
    He didn’t look at her. Despite everything he knew and suspected about what could happen if he became Wrath’s crest sorcerer, he was still undecided. He still wanted to hear Wrath offer it to him if nothing else. 
 
    “What else?” he asked. 
 
    “If Kastet offers herself to you, you need to politely turn her down.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s still naïve and inexperienced in that way,” said Lilian. “She’s clearly developed an infatuation toward you, if not more than that. But I don’t think she realizes how such… entanglements would complicate her situation. She’s going to need to marry for political purposes, probably sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” He tried not to smirk. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t noticed the shift in the way Kastet had looked at him ever since their escape from Hearthold, but nothing had happened since then. 
 
    “I’m deadly serious,” said Lilian. “If you fuck my princess, Damon Al-Kendras, I will gouge one of your eyes out.” 
 
    “Easy!” He took her fingers and kissed them. “Fine. I won’t touch Kastet.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Kain, on the other hand, could be fun. He’s one of those pretty lads.” 
 
    Lilian scowled and swatted him somewhere sensitive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Damon woke up to the sound of someone pounding on his door. Lilian had left at some point during the night, and he only had time to groan and sit halfway up before Vel stormed into his room. 
 
    His first assumption was that she was mad at him for bedding her friend and fellow lady-in-waiting. Vel’s expression was more concerned than angry, however, which suggested otherwise. 
 
    “Damon!” she said. “You have to get up! Something’s happened. Aesta is…” 
 
    Vel trailed off, her eyes flicking down toward his crotch. Damon followed her gaze, only then appreciating the full extent of his morning oak. His quilt was tented in a manner that bordered on outright comical. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Um…” Vel blushed, cleared her throat, and made an attempt at looking away. “When we woke up this morning, aesta was… True Divine, Damon. Can you at least roll over onto your side?” 
 
    “It’ll still be hard.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” She sighed and bit her lip. “Look, I came up here to tell you that aesta has disappeared.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She made breakfast, penned a note for us, and left with one of the traveling packs and tents,” said Vel. “Here. See for yourself.” 
 
    She sat down next to him on the bed and passed him a piece of parchment. 
 
      
 
    Friends and Family, 
 
    An unexpected occurrence requires my attention. I’m not in any danger and will return within the week. Watch over the inn and one another. 
 
    Malon 
 
      
 
    “When was this found?” he asked. 
 
    “No more than half an hour ago,” said Vel. “I was the first up. I wasn’t sure what to do about it at first.” 
 
    “Gather everyone in the common room,” he said. “We have to discuss this.” 
 
    Vel nodded, stealing one last glance at the bulge in his quilt before hurrying out of his room. Damon dressed quickly and made his way downstairs. The others were already assembled, and from their frowns and expressions of curiosity, they’d already been filled in. 
 
    “Now that we’re all here, I think we need to recognize the simple truth,” said Kastet. “There’s only one pressing matter which I believe Lady Malon would need to attend to with such urgency.” 
 
    Damon exchanged looks with Vel and Ria before shaking his head. “I think there could be a few other reasons. I don’t necessarily disagree that one is more likely than the others, however.” 
 
    “Damon,” said Vel. “Is she talking about…?” 
 
    “Lascivious,” he said. 
 
    Before he could go on, a knock came at the inn’s front door. Damon exchanged a glance with Ria before reluctantly walking over and opening it. Doogle stood on the other side, with two other men who worked in town. 
 
    “Opening late this morning, Andy?” asked Doogle. “You normally have the door open by sunrise.” 
 
    “Ah, right.” Damon did his best to smile and stay polite. “We have a bit of an unusual situation on our hands today.” 
 
    “Tell me about it!” Doogle slipped by Damon and into the common room. “Is that porridge I smell?” 
 
    Malon had cooked breakfast, and the scent still lingered in and around the inn. If she’d been wanting a distraction to help reduce the impact of her leaving, she could have done far worse. 
 
    “Violet, Heather,” called Damon. “Get these men some breakfast.” 
 
    Kastet cleared her throat, speaking in her lower, more masculine tone. “Anders. Could we finish our conversation in private?” 
 
    “In a minute,” said Damon. “Why don’t you go sweep off the porch in case more patrons come our way?” 
 
    She glared at him, but still picked up the broom and headed outside. Lilian had taken a seat at one of the tables, and rather than looking annoyed, she seemed almost amused by his handling of the situation. 
 
    Damon slipped upstairs and began assembling his own traveling supplies. He didn’t take much, forgoing even the second tent, as he suspected that if he didn’t manage to catch up with Malon by nightfall, he’d have to abandon his chase, regardless. A small amount of food suitable to traveling, a change of clothes, a durable blanket. 
 
    His myrblade, of course.  
 
    “You are going after her, husband.” Ria stood in the doorway to his room, and her tone left her words as a statement, rather than a question. 
 
    “I’ll find her,” he said. “It needs to be one of us. Either you or me, and I think I’ll have an easier time traveling through this area as a Merinian than you will as one of the Remenai.” 
 
    “No doubt,” said Ria. “What Kastet said could be the truth, but we both know Malon well enough to understand that it could also be something else. She is a spirited woman, even more so in recent months.” 
 
    “Whatever her reasons are, I’d prefer to get an understanding of them ahead of Kastet and Lilian,” he said. “Keep an eye on them while I’m gone. Make sure they don’t try to meet with Wrath and Famine until I’ve returned.” 
 
    Ria frowned at that. “You worry for their loyalty?” 
 
    “Loyalty?” He shook his head. “More their judgment. Lilian is arrogant, and Kastet doesn’t have a true understanding of just how powerless she is.” 
 
    He started to put on his myrblade. Ria came up behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist to adjust the hang of his sword belt. 
 
    “They have need of me for their war scheme,” said Ria. “I will make sure they wait for your and Malon’s return before taking any further moves.” 
 
    “Thank you. I can travel faster than aesta. As long as I can pick up her trail and don’t get too distracted, this shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    Ria didn’t say anything. He looked over his shoulder and saw her favoring him with a surprisingly worried expression. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “You can be… rather distractible at times.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Damon threw on a baggy cloak to cover his sword and headed down into the common room to announce his departure to the others. They still had patrons in the inn, which made it a rather strained affair. 
 
    “Be careful, Anders,” said Vel. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Careful?” Doogle furrowed his brow. “Where, exactly, are you heading, lad?” 
 
    “Ah…” Damon winced and fumbled for an excuse. “Back to our old home. I’ll be meeting my mother along the way and we’ll be, uh, grabbing some items to tackle what’s left of our move.” 
 
    “The inn might start getting busy again,” said Kastet, as Kain. “We’ll have to take a few liberties to handle everything shorthanded if any unexpected guests arrive.” 
 
    “Just do your best and be mindful of what Lady Leah would want,” said Damon, stressing his words. 
 
    “It’s far from ideal to have her away from the inn so suddenly,” said Kastet. “We have decisions to make about, um, services and purchases.” 
 
    “Well, you know how she is.” He gave Kastet a very wide and false grin. She scowled back at him. 
 
    “Good luck, brother,” said Vel. She pulled him into a hug from the side and kissed him on the cheek. “Make sure she comes back safe.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    It felt strange setting out on the road with the intention of covering ground. Though they’d only been staying at The Rosewood Inn for a few short weeks, it had already begun to feel like home. The world hadn’t come to a standstill just because Damon and his family had. Events were still in motion. 
 
    The fair fall weather was no small blessing. A few clouds meandered across the sky above, but not enough to bode rain. The air was warm without being hot, which left him with room to travel at speed without worrying about sweating. 
 
    He passed through the archway leading into Azurecliff, eyeing Rovahn’s Falls in the distance. Damon was acting on the rather large assumption that Malon had headed north, possibly across the border into New Florencia. 
 
    It was a rough guess, but not one without deduction. When they’d first fled the tower after being attacked by the Blacksoul Band, Malon had suggested they head that way. She’d been vague about why at the time, but it made sense to Damon that there must have been something in New Florencia to justify her optimism. 
 
    “Anders?” called Keiza from the stoop of K and K Essentials. “Are you going somewhere?” 
 
    He nodded slowly, wondering if being caught by her was a blessing or a curse. “I am. I shouldn’t be gone for more than a day or two.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow. “Where are you headed? Is the inn going to manage alright without you?” 
 
    He decided he didn’t have much to lose by being mostly honest with Keiza, given how she’d probably be suspicious of him, regardless. 
 
    “My mother left town this morning,” he said. “She left us a note, but it was vague. We think she might have gone to meet with someone important to her.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Keiza. “Oh!” 
 
    Damon cleared his throat, bristling a bit at his own characterization of the situation. “I know this is a long shot, but is there any chance you saw her pass through?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Keiza. “It was before sunrise, but I’m an early riser. I can’t be sure that it was her, but it’s rare for travelers to pass through town alone like that at such a sleepy hour. She was headed north up the road.” 
 
    “I had a feeling that might be the case,” he said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Anytime,” said Keiza. “Be careful, Anders.” 
 
    “I will be.” 
 
    He ran at a jog along the road, leaving the town behind him as he continued into the distance. Patches of the land on either side of the river had been cleared for crops and animal grazing, with trees encroaching on the road in the places in between. It felt like passing through tunnels of autumn colors, with leaves falling as densely as snow. 
 
    Damon tried not to let his thoughts linger on his own mixed emotions. If the obvious assumption was correct, Malon had left the inn to report to Lascivious, her master, and one of the Forsaken. She hadn’t explained herself. She hadn’t asked them to come with her. 
 
    She’d just left. 
 
    It was hard not to feel a little betrayed. His aesta had been so diligent in keeping the part of her life occupied by Lascivious and her crest sequestered away in secret. Even after everything they’d been through, she still wasn’t open with him, or with any of them, about it. 
 
    A leaf landed in Damon’s hair as he passed through the shadow of several massive oak trees. He wondered if perhaps some of Malon’s decision was owed to the forbidden intimacy they’d shared. He remembered how she became after using her magic, how she’d reluctantly let him help her recover in her times of need. 
 
    Was she worried that Lascivious would have her use her magic again and what might result from it? Or was it simpler than that, perhaps just the echo of her guilt? Facing Lascivious after how far she and Damon had traveled into their illicit desires might be too much for her, the inverse of how Sharika had made her feel. 
 
    Damon sighed and set a hand on his sword hilt. On top of having to worry about his aesta and her motivations, he also had to worry about himself. With his myrblade still dormant, his capabilities weren’t all that far beyond those of the typical traveler. He’d need to be careful around larger groups of strangers, at least the ones well-armed enough to pose a threat. 
 
    The next few hours of travel passed uneventfully. There were other travelers on the road, but they were of the same mind as him, passing with a wide berth and minding their own matters. Damon kept hoping one of the people he’d approach to overtake would end up being Malon underneath their cloak, but his luck didn’t extend so far. 
 
    He came across an old farmhouse cordoned off by a rickety, weather-worn fence. The estate itself looked well kept, but what stole Damon’s attention was the long line of apple trees just within the property, each one brimming with ripe, early autumn fruit. 
 
    He hadn’t taken the time to eat before leaving that morning, as concerned and hasty as he’d been. His hunger stirred as he eyed the apples. A significant number had already dropped to the ground. He doubted the farm’s owner was overly concerned with securing the full harvest. 
 
    Damon looked both ways along the road, confirming no travelers were in sight. He looked at the farmhouse itself, but it was near impossible to tell if anyone was currently in residence within. The apple trees were no more than a dozen paces from the fence. 
 
    His stomach growled, and it was decided. Damon carefully leapt over the fence and trotted over to the nearest apple tree. He stuffed two apples into his pockets and was about to sink his teeth into a third when a loud bark came from elsewhere within the farmyard. 
 
    The dog that charged at him was neither large nor threatening. It wasn’t even all that young, running with a slightly offset gait that suggested a previous injury. It never stopped barking, however, and Damon was left deciding between bolting for the road or trying to play the situation a bit more coolly.  
 
    “Hey!” shouted a woman’s voice. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Damon winced. He reached out a hand, hoping to calm the dog. It snapped at his finger, and only his gladiatorial reflexes kept him from losing the digit. The woman ambled out through the farmhouse’s front door, shielding her eyes from the sun to gaze over at him. 
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like,” called Damon. 
 
    The woman furrowed her brow. She wasn’t unattractive, but clearly older than him, with a distinct chubbiness about her. Her hair was dark brown and her clothes were practical, with a few stains that reminded Damon of his own time back on Malon’s farmstead. 
 
    “What it looks like…” said the woman slowly. “…Is that my dog managed to get outside the fence. Again! Why do you do this, Curly?” 
 
    The dog continued barking at Damon, if anything, even louder than it had before. 
 
    “Well, he was in the road, you see,” said Damon. “I thought I’d just bring him back over, assuming he was yours, but he started barking.” 
 
    “He’s a guard dog,” said the woman. “My husband brought him here to help keep the constant stream of apple thieves from being able to steal our livelihood quite so easily!” 
 
    “Right,” muttered Damon. “Apple thieves.” 
 
    He tried to shift his pockets around so the spherical fruits inside weren’t quite so obvious in the way they bulged outward. 
 
    “My name is Gaela,” called the woman. “It’s just me here. My husband is in town today, so I was having a lonely little lunch inside. You’re welcome to join me, mister…” 
 
    “Anders,” he said. “Anders Rosewood.” 
 
    “Ooh,” she said. “That’s a nice name.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He took her up on her invitation and was soon sitting at a heavily polished but clearly homemade dining room table. Gaela had cooked sausage and peppers with fresh bread on the side, a meal that seemed a bit decadent for a simple lunch. Damon steered their polite conversation toward his own ends as he ate. 
 
    “I’m looking for my mother,” he said. “It seems she set off this way this morning. Left us a note saying she had some affairs to attend to, but we’re worried she might have gone to, uh, see an old friend.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s quite a pickle!” said Gaela. “Well, I do often watch the road. As I said before, it’s unbelievable how many apples we seem to be losing every day, and I have a clear view from my window.” 
 
    She gestured to the window behind her. Damon peered through it, spotting the dog trotting underneath one of the apple trees. It came to a slow stop, dropped low on its legs, and then leapt high enough into the air to snatch one of the fruits off a branch. 
 
    “Would you care for some apple wine?” asked Gaela. 
 
    “Sure,” said Damon. “So, my mother would have passed along this way earlier this morning, an hour or two after sunrise, I think.” 
 
    “There was a woman who came along this way,” said Gaela. “Solo travelers tend to stick out in my mind. I can’t tell you much more than that, though.” 
 
    She stood up and headed to the door, intent on letting the dog in. Damon finished his apple wine and stood to go. 
 
    The dog immediately began barking again when it saw him. Gaela was apologizing for it when the dog jumped and snapped at Damon’s pocket, hitting at just the right angle to knock the apple loose. 
 
    “Uh…” he said, trying to look innocent. 
 
    “You’re one of the apple thieves!” shouted Gaela. “Apple thief!”  
 
    She flung a cup of water at him that Damon barely managed to dodge. 
 
    “I should really be going,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Damon’s encounter with Gaela and the apple-thieving dog had been fruitful. It wasn’t impossible that she’d mistaken Malon for another solo female traveler, but unlikely within the timeframe he’d been speaking about. He knew he was heading the right way, along with approximately how far behind her he was. 
 
    Damon munched on his remaining apple as he walked, wishing a wagon would roll by with a driver open to letting him barter for a ride. Unfortunately, he didn’t actually have the money to spare for that. Malon didn’t, either, a fact in which he could take a small amount of solace. They were both limited to the speed of their legs, and his were longer. 
 
     He was still a bit drunk from Gaela’s apple wine when he spotted a wagon on the side of the road in the distance. An old man with a white beard far longer and more spectacular than his remaining head hair was attempting to prop the wagon up with rocks to change one of the back wheels. His two horses neighed impatiently, and the old man seemed very concerned about how conspicuous he was to anyone passing by. 
 
    “Need a hand?” called Damon. 
 
    “What?” The old man snapped his eyes in Damon’s direction. “Oh. Ah. I suppose I do, though I don’t have much to offer in exchange.” 
 
    “Are you headed north?” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    It took only a few minutes to get the wheel changed once Damon set his mind and muscles to the task. The horses pulled them forward along the road, traveling at a speed that was a bit underwhelming, though still faster than Damon could have managed by walking. 
 
    “You say you’re from Azurecliff?” asked the old man, who Damon had learned was named Clint. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “My family just opened an inn there. The Rosewood Inn. You should stop by if you’re ever in the area.” 
 
    “I pass by there on the regular!” said Clint. “What’s brought you out this way?” 
 
    “I’m looking for my mother,” he said. “I doubt you would have seen her unless you were stuck in that same spot a few hours back.” 
 
    “No, you arrived pretty much right after I’d broken down,” said Clint. “Thanks again for that. I’m set to pick up a batch of canvases in West Umberland.” 
 
    “Canvases?” 
 
    “Painting canvases,” said Clint. “I’ve got a special client down in Veridan’s Curve who does portraits. He’s planning on trying to get one of Queen Anise during her upcoming visit to Avaricia.” 
 
    Damon let his reaction show on his face, impressed by the morsel of information. “I wasn’t aware the Queen was coming to Veridan’s Curve.” 
 
    “Something about normalizing relations between Merinia and the Godking,” said Clint. “Don’t know much about that sort of thing.” 
 
    Damon nodded along with the rest of the conversation, but his thoughts swirled underneath. Was Wrath and Famine’s sudden interest in an alliance that included Princess Kastet simply coincidental timing? Would there ever be a better opportunity to move against Avarice than when one of his key allies could be dethroned and replaced in the same gambit? 
 
    “Do you know when the Queen will be arriving?” he asked. 
 
    “Soon, I suppose,” said Clint. “Can’t say exactly when.” 
 
    He stayed with Clint for a few more hours, only departing when the traveling merchant’s route took him along a road which veered off in a new direction. Damon was left debating whether to stick with the wagon and gamble on Malon having taken the same turn, or continue due north, and he chose to keep his course. 
 
    The sun was setting when Damon decided to make camp for the night. He spotted a grove of trees across a field of tall grass and felt as though it was the perfect place to rest without having to worry about being seen. 
 
    The fact that it was the same type of spot that Malon would have picked left him feeling slightly less surprised than he otherwise would have been when he noticed a small campfire illuminating an all-too-familiar silhouette.  
 
    She looked his way as he approached, the fire lighting up her face and confirming her as his aesta. Damon waved and casually took a spot across from her, eyeing the pot cooking over the flames. 
 
    “Aesta,” he said. 
 
    Malon sighed, shoulders relaxing. “Solas.” 
 
    She wore a maroon tunic and black leggings, along with a dark gray cloak. Damon hadn’t seen the clothes before, but he supposed it was possible she’d bought them on route. It was a small detail, but one that fed into his sense of frustration over how secretive she’d been in her departure and reasons for leaving. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Why what?” she replied. She didn’t smile. Her face was resolved, and she didn’t shy away from his gaze. She was annoyingly beautiful, now more than ever. 
 
    “I understand if you don’t want to advertise your intentions and objectives to, say, Kastet, or Lilian, or Wrath,” he said. “But you could have told me, at least! Is this truly what the trust between us has deteriorated to?” 
 
    “You tell me, solas,” she said. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Malon let her focus shift to stirring the stew in the pot. “Did you trust me on the night you confronted the Blacksoul Band?” 
 
    “I was protecting you!” 
 
    “Do you think I left on a whim?” she asked. “Could it be possible that I, perhaps, trusted in my judgment and set out from the inn with the intention of protecting you, and Vel, and Ria?” 
 
    He didn’t have a good answer, but he gave one anyway. “It’s hard to say, given how little I know about where you’re going and why.” 
 
    Malon sighed and shook her head. “Look. You’re here now. I apologize for making you worry. The choice is yours whether to head back to Azurecliff or continue forward with me.” 
 
    “Will you at least tell me where we’re going?” 
 
    “The town of Anliwich,” said Malon. “I need to check in with a friend there.” 
 
    “A friend,” he said dryly. 
 
    “A friend,” she repeated. 
 
    Damon still had concerns, but Malon lifted the ladle from the stew and brought it forward to his mouth, offering him a taste. 
 
    “Whoa,” he said. “Lots of spices.” 
 
    “Is it bad?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “More flavorful than you’d expect from a traveling stew.” 
 
    “I made a spice mixture to add to it before leaving this morning,” she admitted. 
 
    “Smart,” he said. He made to take the ladle from her hand for another taste, but she pulled it out of reach.  
 
    “You should set up your tent if you’re planning on staying at my campsite,” said Malon. 
 
    “I didn’t bring a tent,” he said. “The plan was to find you earlier in the day or turn back if I couldn’t.” 
 
    “What would you have done if you hadn’t found me?” 
 
    “The same thing it seems I’ll end up doing regardless,” he said. “Sleeping with my back against a tree.” 
 
    Malon didn’t say anything, and Damon felt almost glad for that. The situation between him and his aesta was as complicated and fragile as it had ever been. It was one thing to tease her a bit at the inn, where people were always around and their surroundings were calm and controlled. 
 
    Here, they were on their own, camping off the beaten path. Malon’s tent and bedroll were already set up, the same tent and bedroll that they’d once shared on a hot night outside Avaricia. He’d come so close to taking her completely as a woman that night. To sleep next to her now would be an invitation to pick up from where they’d left off, one he doubted he’d be able to refuse. 
 
    “That seems… prudent,” said Malon. “As long as it doesn’t rain.” 
 
    Her words left him hoping, almost praying for the crack of thunder overhead. Damon felt a burden of shame as he realized he was getting hard imagining the scenario. Slipping into Malon’s tent after a sudden squall, stripping wet clothes off and lying down under the same quilt, aroused and naked. 
 
    “Solas?” Malon held the ladle out. “More stew?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    The mood was calm and familiar as Damon and Malon finished their supper. They spoke openly with one another on safe topics. The inn, how the others would manage without them, the gossip Damon had heard from the traveling merchant about Queen Anise’s arrival. 
 
    Neither of them broached the subject of the mysterious friend Malon was so keen on visiting. They didn’t talk about their own relationship either, be it in the form of previous nights on which they’d shared tents, the so-called horseplay they’d once indulged in with one another, or the shadow still lingering after their visit to Sharika’s orphanage.  
 
    It was too complicated, too tangled, like an old knot twisted in upon itself so any fiddling with it would only draw it tighter. Damon stood up as they finished eating and walked over to a broad tree on the edge of their campsite. 
 
    “This looks fine,” he said, sitting down against it. “I’ll manage well enough for tonight.” 
 
    Malon’s face was illuminated by the firelight. She didn’t look pleased by the arrangement, but he could tell from the small nod she gave that the side of chastity was winning out in her inner conflict. 
 
    “I could stay up with you until you drift off,” said Malon. 
 
    “There wouldn’t be much point. I figured I’d just spend time polishing my sword and…” 
 
    He trailed off, realizing how his words must sound to her. He quickly pulled his myrblade onto his lap, clearing his throat as he gestured to it. 
 
    “Polishing my myrblade is what I mean,” he said. “I’d like to see if I can reach her again.” 
 
    Malon sat by the entrance to the tent, and she watched him as he began running his fingers along the hilt. 
 
    “Do you have your dreamspell amulet with you, solas?” 
 
    He nodded. “I brought it just in case you decided to reach out to me.” 
 
    “If you wanted to, I could attempt to peer into your dreams tonight,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t know if what I experienced with Myr was a dream.” He shrugged. “Regardless, I see no reason why it wouldn’t be worth trying.” 
 
    He pulled the amulet out of his pack and put it around his neck. Malon stayed where she was rather than retiring to her own bedroll, face considerate. He almost expected her to invite him into the tent, and he almost expected himself to jump at the chance. 
 
    Instead, she came out to sit with him next to the tree. She held his hand. It was a small gesture of intimacy, but Damon savored it, all the same. He wondered sometimes what it was he truly wanted from her, if it was about sex, or love, or just being as close as he could be to his aesta. 
 
    “Anything yet?” asked Malon.  
 
    Damon squeezed the hand holding the hilt of his myrblade. “No. I’m not entirely sure how to do this. It was a bit like falling asleep before, I suppose. Falling into a dream, more like.” 
 
    “Here.” Malon gently guided him by the shoulders to lie down with his head in her lap. Damon felt silly as a grown man lying with his aesta like this, but then she began running her hands through his hair, and his objections died on his lips. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The shift into Myr’s prison happened all at once. Damon was suddenly on his feet within the mysterious chamber of ice. Myr was across from him, her seductive ice-blue body held firm by heavy chains. 
 
    A gasp came from Damon’s left. He glanced over to see Malon in a pile on the floor, as though she’d just fallen at a strange angle. He chuckled and reached a hand down to help her up. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m fine, solas,” she said. “This place is… very strange. Entering your mind while you are here feels unlike anything I’ve done before. Almost like stepping into somewhere physical.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it gets stranger.” He held out a hand, gesturing to Myr. “Aesta, meet Myr, the talent and voice behind my myrblade.” 
 
    “He’s the talent behind it,” said Myr, smiling a little. “I simply lend the power.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Myr,” said Malon. “You’re the first Ice Elemental I’ve ever spoken to cordially.” 
 
    “Ice Elemental?” asked Damon. 
 
    “She’s right, I think,” said Myr. “I was… a monster, Damon.” 
 
    “Ice Elementals aren’t monsters, strictly speaking,” said Malon. “They’re more like manifestations of power. They can take bodies for themselves, sometimes among the living, sometimes among the dead or inanimate. In your case, I assume you were once a human woman who was possessed by an Ice Elemental.” 
 
    “Um…” said Myr. “I don’t remember that.” 
 
    “What do you remember?” asked Damon. “Has anything come to you that might help us?” 
 
    The sound of wind ran through the chamber, though Damon felt no breeze against his skin. It was high-pitched, like a fierce gust over frozen snow crust in midwinter. 
 
    “I do remember being this, a monster or an Ice Elemental or whatever it is I am,” said Myr. “Bits and pieces, not the full picture. I killed men, Damon. Just like you did, but at the same time, not like you. I would embrace them. They’d feel so warm in my arms, and then so cold. 
 
    “Eventually, a group of men came after me. They couldn’t kill me. I somehow remember knowing that, even at the time. They knew it too, so what they did instead was trap me, I think.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Malon. “They must have had an enchanter among them. You’ve been soul trapped, Myr. That’s what created the enchantment which lends solas’s sword so much strength. It’s your soul.” 
 
    Damon felt as though he knew all of this already, just from the many whispered words he’d shared with Myr. She wasn’t just a sword, or just an enchantment. She’d been even more lively than the embodiment of Wrath which had previously been within his weapon. 
 
    “What I don’t understand is why you’ve been bound like this,” said Malon. “It wasn’t the case before, was it?” 
 
    Myr looked away. “No. It wasn’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Damon. 
 
    “The first chain had already been removed,” said Myr. “I put it back on after… what you did.” 
 
    He had no words. He wasn’t even sure if he could speak through the lump of shame that had taken hold in his throat. His sword, a tool meant for warfare and violence and killing, had been overwhelmed by the level of death he’d inflicted with it. 
 
    “Did you ever stop to think what would have happened had Damon gone into that fight without your enchantment?” asked Malon. “He will face opponents and battles far more dangerous than that. You’re inviting death upon him by withholding your power.” 
 
    “Aesta…” said Damon. 
 
    “This is your sword, solas,” she chided. “I will always wish for a world in which there is no impetus for us to need such power, but if the events of last night are any indicator, we aren’t there yet.” 
 
    She strode forward before he could say anything, setting her hands on one of Myr’s chains and gripping it firmly. There was a flash of crimson as she attempted to apply her magic to the task, and then she was flying through the air. 
 
    “Aesta!” shouted Damon. 
 
    Malon landed in a crumpled pile not unlike how she’d first arrived within the dream prison, with a few additions. Seven chains wrapped around her body, binding her in a manner not unlike Myr, though none of them connected directly to the walls of the chamber. 
 
    “Myr!” snapped Damon. “Rovahn’s balls, what did you just do?” 
 
    “She can’t remove the chains,” said Myr, turning her gaze down and to the side. “Only my master can.” 
 
    Malon let out a groan and unsteadily rose to her feet. “Solas… Please take these things off me.” 
 
    “This was a terrible idea,” muttered Damon. “Can you just end your dreamspelling and wake up in the real world?” 
 
    “They work the same on me as they do on the Ice Elemental,” said Malon. “I’m cut off from my power. If you can’t get these chains off…” 
 
    She swallowed, her expression serious and worried as she made an attempt at pulling on the chains crisscrossing her chest. They were tight enough to make interesting patterns, with one of the chains cutting just under her breasts and two others forcing them together from the sides. 
 
    She was still clothed, of course, but that did little to relieve the awkwardness of the situation as Damon took up a position behind her and began touching the chains. He shot a glance at Myr, who watched with a guilty frown. 
 
    “Will you tell me how to take them off now, Myr?” he asked.  
 
    “They simply need to be broken,” she said. “It takes a strong will, rather than strong arms.” 
 
    “Do this carefully, solas,” whispered Malon. “A few of them are located in… compromising places.” 
 
    She crossed and then uncrossed her legs, clearly trying to find a way to stand comfortably with the chains taut between her crotch and thighs. 
 
    “I can see that,” he said. “I’ll pull on them a bit first. Try to get a sense of which will be the easiest for you to have taken off.” 
 
    “I think that would be wise.” 
 
    He stepped in closer, setting his hands on her shoulders. A shudder ran through Malon from even just that. It was strange to see her like this. He’d recognized the fact that he’d grown taller than his aesta upon first returning to the farmstead long ago, but here and now, bound and unsteady, she suddenly seemed small. 
 
    Just a small woman, powerless and tied up with chains. She was vulnerable, and she was placing her trust in him, not as her solas, but as a man who could get the job done and do what she couldn’t. 
 
    “How does this feel, aesta?” He gave one of the chains running over her shoulder and crossing down her back a gentle pull. Malon sucked in a shaky breath, back arching visibly. 
 
    “It’s cold,” she whispered. 
 
    “Sorry!” called Myr. 
 
    “I… I don’t think it would hurt me for you to pull on it, though,” whispered Malon. 
 
    “Good,” said Damon. “I’m going to have to in order to get you off.” 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “Solas.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She let out a sigh. “Never mind. Just be quick.” 
 
    He tested it again, pulling it up high enough to get his hands underneath the metal and grip it solidly. The idea of simply slipping it sideways and off her body seemed like the simple and obvious solution, but the chains wove through one another in such a way to make it impossible. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Malon. 
 
    Damon set his strength to pulling at the chain. It felt as strong and unyielding as any metal in the real world, but he persisted, grunting and pulling Malon closer to brace her body against his. Her butt pressed into his crotch as he pulled and yanked. 
 
    A sharp, chiming snap sounded through the chamber as one of the chain’s links finally gave. Damon let out a breath of exertion as he pulled it loose from Malon, watching her shudder again as individual links slid against her body at the points where the other chains still held it taut. 
 
    “You alright?” he asked. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” said Malon, hugging her arms across herself. Her face was bright red. “You can keep going, solas. Uh… if you’re ready?” 
 
    He set his hands on her hips, repositioning her body. Slowly, he ran his fingers up his sides, testing each chain again and observing her reaction. Malon twitched and shuddered, tension pooling in her muscles of a kind that Damon hadn’t expected. 
 
    “Do you have to pull on them like that?” she whispered. 
 
    “I could hurt you if I just pick one at random, aesta.” 
 
    He tugged on another chain. Malon made a surprised noise and bent forward a little. Damon held the chain, trying not to indulge in the control it gave him over her. A soft tug was enough to move her forward or back. What would happen if he pulled harder? 
 
    “Solas?” said Malon. 
 
    “Right. Brace yourself.” 
 
    “Against what?” she asked. 
 
    Damon took her by the hips again and pulled her backward. He was shamefully aroused, and he felt his aesta reacting to his hard cock pressing into the valley of her thighs. There were chains there, of course, which made it a bit less enjoyable than it would have normally been. 
 
    He put effort into snapping the next chain, grunting a bit as he snapped it loose. Malon shivered and fell forward. Damon grabbed her by one of the points where the chains crossed to help steady her, but it very nearly had the opposite effect. She shuddered and briefly tried to reach back to swat off his hands before hugging herself. 
 
    “Do you want me to let go?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s… fine,” she said, her tone undercutting her words. “Some of the chains pull at me in… sensitive ways.” 
 
    “Does it feel bad?” 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “No, solas. It doesn’t feel… bad.” 
 
    He couldn’t resist giving the knot of chain he held another gentle tug. A sexual noise escaped Malon’s throat.  
 
    The next four chains were straightforward to remove, none of them touching Malon in a manner that stole her breath away overmuch. The last two, however, were the ones that sidled up between her thighs, rising across her body to make an x-shape along the edges of her breasts. 
 
    “When I pull on these, aesta,” he whispered into her ear. “You’re going to feel it.” 
 
    “I can take it, solas,” she replied. “Just don’t… misinterpret my reaction.” 
 
    “I plan on savoring it.” 
 
    “Solas! You—” 
 
    He gave one of the chains a small tug, cutting off her protest midsentence. Malon arched her back and pressed herself against him, her body quivering against the chain striding her womanhood. 
 
    Damon carefully got his hands into place, not doing much to disguise the way he teased her with back and forth motions of the chain. Malon shivered and kept her face turned away from him. Her entire body tensed and flexed as he took a dominant grip on the chain and pulled. 
 
    She let out a pleasured gasp and fell to her knees. Damon crouched over her, gently rubbing her back. 
 
    “One more, aesta,” he said. “Let’s do it now.” 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered. “I think I… I might need a minute.” 
 
    He grabbed the chain, pushing her shoulder so she was bent over on all fours. He knew he was pressing his luck, but he couldn’t resist. He pulled on the last chain, fully aware of how it teased her between the legs.  
 
    Malon let out a whimper and splayed her hands across the floor of the ice chamber. Her legs suddenly snapped tight together in an attempt to hide or stop the inevitable, but that only forced the metal links deeper into her. 
 
    Damon gave the chain a soft, leading pull. Malon’s head shot back, and her eyes began to flutter as she let out a shuddering, contented moan. He planted a soft kiss on her neck and then committed his strength, breaking the last binding. 
 
    He’d expected to still be in the ice prison once Malon was free, but the act instantly broke the spell of the dream world. He felt Malon’s soft thighs underneath his head and stared up at the stars and the ghost moon. Malon was quivering, and she took a few steadying breaths, still absently stroking his hair. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “It seems that was a poor idea.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” said Damon. “I feel as though it was rather illuminating.” 
 
    “Let’s forget this ever happened and get some sleep.” She started to shift him off her and stand up. 
 
    “Of course, aesta,” he said. “Say, I saw some chains for sale in Kemren’s shop a few days ago. Perhaps we could—” 
 
    She swatted him hard on the knee. “Go to sleep, solas.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Damon had a cramp in his leg when he woke up the next morning. His spot against the tree had been far from comfortable, but he shook it off quickly as he heard movement and voices from deeper within the forest. 
 
    There was no time to wake up Malon. He set a hand on his sword hilt, not drawing his myrblade, but readying himself to. A group of scruffy looking men materialized from within the woods, stepping into the modest campsite as though it was their own. 
 
    “What’s this, now?” called the one in front. “A man sleeping against a tree while his woman is in the tent? Bit of a lover’s quarrel, maybe?” 
 
    There were six of them in total, each armed with a sword or similar melee weapon. Damon sighed and drew his myrblade. 
 
    “I just woke up,” he said. “I doubt any of you have an idea of how much danger you’re in right now, but since I’m still groggy, I’ll give you the chance to walk away, regardless.” 
 
    The men laughed. Damon joined in with his own exaggerated cackle. He stepped forward, drawing his sword into a basic guard stance. 
 
    “How about we offer you the same?” said their leader. “We’re here to help, see. If you’re having an argument with your missus, why not let us talk to her? We’ll each go into the tent one by one, see, and take a turn having a nice, honest—” 
 
    Damon blurred forward, slashing the man’s wrist. His strike didn’t sink deep enough to sever the hand, but it still elicited a nice scream. The other men shouted and made to attack. He blocked a sword strike and countered with a slash that forced two of the others back. 
 
    He was reasonably certain he could dispatch all of them on his own if he was quick and careful. Malon saved him from having to. She crawled out of the tent and stood up, the crest on her back flickering with crimson power. 
 
    She was undressed, clad only in her small clothes, and the men took notice immediately. So much so that the fight drew to a pause as they ogled her, one of them whistling, two others stepping in her direction. 
 
    “True Divine,” said one of the men. “Whose idea was it to come this way again?” 
 
    “Mine,” said one of the others. 
 
    “I will never doubt your judgment again. Look at the tits on her. I’m getting hard already. I can’t wait to—" 
 
    Damon stabbed the man speaking through the thigh with his myrblade. “Watch your tongue, or I will cut it out.” 
 
    Another man roared and charged, only to be unceremoniously lifted into the air by crimson energy and hurled into the trees. Malon knocked another prone with a push of power, wisely opting to forego her fire magic in respect for the flammable forest around them. 
 
    Damon slashed another man across the chest and spun, searching and failing to find a new target. The short exchange of violence had been enough to send them running, with the few who were uninjured helping their wounded friends hobble into the distance. 
 
    “Are you alright, solas?” asked Malon. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I could have handled that, you know.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” Malon smiled and blushed slightly. “I don’t doubt your prowess.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow, noticing the heaviness of her breathing. She’d used her magic, and he knew what that did to her.  
 
    “We should strike down the camp in case there are others nearby,” he said, taking a step toward her. 
 
    “I agree,” said Malon. “We still have a fair bit of traveling ahead of us.” 
 
    “We do.” Damon set a hand on her hip and gently drew her to him. “Good morning, aesta. 
 
    “Good morning, solas.” She tried not to smile as Damon brushed hair back from her face. 
 
    He kissed her on the lips, enjoying what she allowed him to get away with in her post-magic state. He knew it was cruel to take advantage in such a way, so he didn’t push his luck, only kissing and doing a bit of touching. Her butt felt so incredible in his hands. 
 
    “Mmm…” moaned Malon. “You’re wicked, solas. You know this isn’t proper.” 
 
    “I know.” He ran a thumb over her lips. “And you know.” 
 
    She cleared her throat, patted him on the chest, and gave him a serious look. “I’m going to get dressed now.” 
 
    He held her in the embrace for another few seconds, and the memory of the control he’d had over her with the chains came to mind unbidden. He pulled his arms away from her, feeling a mixture of burgeoning desire and warranted shame. 
 
    Malon changed back into her tunic, leggings, and cloak. Damon prepared them a quick breakfast consisting of leftovers from the night before and hardened oat squares. They ate, packed up the tent, and set off. 
 
    The sky began to cloud over as soon as they reached the road. No more than an hour into their day’s journey did the thunder begin to boom. The weather made the morning disconcertingly dark, and the rain felt overdue when it finally began to fall. 
 
    It was just a trickle at first, enough to wet Damon’s hair and push him to walk a little faster. Malon’s hand brushed his as they drew closer together and he took it into his, enjoying the simple intimacy of walking at her side. 
 
    Even though the rain was more of a drizzle than a deluge, it still was enough to make the going into a slog. For a while, they walked alongside the road, sticking to the cover of whatever trees they could find. That cover eventually ran out as their direction took them down a side road to the east.  
 
    Damon followed Malon with no real idea of where they were going. Within a few minutes of being out in the open again, his shirt was soaked completely through. He wiped wetness from his face and squeezed his aesta’s hand. 
 
    “How much farther do we need to go?” he asked. “Would it make sense to camp through this?” 
 
    “We aren’t far,” said Malon. “It’ll be a few more hours, but if we keep going, we’ll arrive today. We can endure.” 
 
    Endure was the word for it. The autumn had a hint of chilliness even when the weather was fair. With the rain pouring down on them, slowly but surely drenching their clothing, it was impossible to keep warm in any real sense of the word. 
 
    They continued forward, maintaining a pace motivated as much by escaping the dreary weather as reaching their destination. Damon’s boots squelched with each step as the leather inevitably soaked through. He kept thinking that he was as drenched as he could possibly be, only to be proven wrong a few minutes later as his waterlogged clothing hung heavier on his frame. 
 
    Malon wasn’t fairing any better. Her tunic was tight against her chest, and droplets of rain dripped in a near constant stream from the tip of her ponytail. She was pale, all color and warmth washed from her face by the storm’s incessant onslaught.  
 
    She fell down at one point, sliding across the ground on her knees after stumbling over uneven terrain. Damon helped her to her feet, noticing how quickly the rain washed the mud from her leggings. She hung on him at the side from that point forward, teeth chattering from the cold.  
 
    “There!” she finally announced after several more hours of their numbing march. “That’s Anliwich. That’s where we’re headed.” 
 
    It was a small village nestled within a low-lying mountain valley. Anliwich was tiny and quaint, even when compared to Azurecliff or Morotai. The houses and buildings were modest and charming, all in the style of Florencian cottages. There couldn’t have been more than twenty properties in total. 
 
    Damon wasn’t there to see the town’s sights. He immediately began scrutinizing what he could see of the area, looking for anything that seemed out of place through the continuous veil of rain. 
 
    Would one of the Forsaken truly hide out in such an out of the way, unassuming town? He wondered if his urge to ask that question was exactly why they might. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    “Here we are,” said Malon.  
 
    “Here we are,” replied Damon. “Am I allowed to follow you forward, or will you force me to wait on the village outskirts?” 
 
    Malon furrowed her brow and gave him a small shake of the head. “You may have to temper your disappointment if you were expecting some dramatic revelation, solas. I’m here for a practical purpose.” 
 
    She led him along the town’s only road. With the rain coming down in pouring sheets, few people were outside, even where the option of covered porches was available. The storm’s intensity was so much, in fact, that Damon realized the puddle he was attempting to step out of was an even layer of flooding across the ground. 
 
    He took a second look at the buildings around him and realized that the lifted foundations served a purpose beyond adding to the charm of the cottages. They had a clearance of several feet, likely enough to avoid exposing their interior floors to the water when it began to rise in earnest. 
 
    Malon led him into what was, by far, the largest building of the bunch. Damon’s silent hope for it to be an inn was at once fulfilled as they stepped into the warm, welcoming common room.  
 
    “Leandra’s bush, you’re both dripping wet!” called a woman’s voice. “Towels! Let’s start with towels, shall we?” 
 
    Within minutes, the two travelers were warming up in front of a roaring hearth, both swaddled with two towels apiece. The innkeeper was a woman with wide hips, a generous bust, and an easy smile, named Phoebe. Aside from her, the inn was otherwise deserted, with Damon and Malon the only patrons in residence. 
 
    “I’m so happy you came back through this way, Malon,” said Phoebe. “How long has it been? Five years?” 
 
    “Closer to seven, I would think,” said Malon. “Phoebe, this is Damon.” 
 
    Phoebe’s smile grew a bit wider. “A pleasure to meet you, Damon. You are Malon’s…?” 
 
    “She’s my aesta,” he said. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Phoebe blinked at him blankly. “Uh-huh. I’m not familiar with the term.” 
 
    “He’s family,” said Malon. “I trust Damon implicitly. With that said… It might be best if Phoebe and I converse in private for a few minutes. Are you alright with that, solas?” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly, doing his best to keep from favoring the attractive innkeeper with his ever-growing sense of suspicion. Was this why Malon had been so warm to the idea of running an inn? Was she following the example of her master?” 
 
    He tried to listen in on Malon and Phoebe’s conversation as they made their way into the kitchen, but he only managed to pick out the occasional laugh or single word exclamation. He looked around the common room instead, trying to pick out clues from what seemed like an incredibly mundane space. 
 
    “You’re welcome to take a bath if you’d like, Damon,” called Phoebe. “The inn has its own cistern to draw from. It’ll take some time to heat, but there’ll be no shortage of water after rain like this.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll take one when I return for the night,” suggested Malon. “I’m afraid I still have to head back out into the rain to visit a few more people.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Phoebe. “I’ll have rooms prepared for you both. It’s at my courtesy. We still have much more to speak of, Malon.” 
 
    Malon smiled and squeezed Phoebe’s hands before returning to Damon in the common room. Her hair was still damp, and she looked less than thrilled about heading back outside as she made her way toward the door. 
 
    “You can stay here if you’d like,” she offered. 
 
    “Would it make it more convenient for you if I did?” he asked, voice edged with suspicion. 
 
    Malon let out a small laugh. “You are so certain of your assumptions. I would think you to be old enough to know better than to fall into that sort of flattened thinking.” 
 
    “Is it really necessary for you to maintain this wall of secrecy, even now?” he asked. “Aesta, I know why we’re here.” 
 
    “And why are we here, solas?” 
 
    She got in his face a bit, though more in a teasing way than a confrontational one. Damon shot another glance toward Phoebe, who was still near enough to make him weigh honesty against the potential for eavesdropping. Though, if Phoebe was Lascivious, the risk was irrelevant. 
 
    “Onward, then,” he said. “Let’s take care of whatever else you need to in this town.” 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    Malon moved quickly once they were back out in the rain. The town’s tiny size was advantageous for getting around, and they were soon standing on another porch. Malon knocked gently on the door, and after a moment, it edged open. 
 
    “Yes?” said an aged, feminine voice. 
 
    Even though the door was only open a crack, the smell of incense wafted out with enough strength to make Damon feel as though he was tasting lavender. Malon leaned her head to the side, putting her face into view of the house’s occupant. 
 
    “Hello, Dice,” said Malon. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Malon.” The door opened wider. “Well, don’t just stand there. Get inside already.” 
 
    The woman, Dice, was old and frail, to the point Damon had to fight the urge to immediately discount her as one of the Forsaken. He’d assumed that the same power imbued within Malon’s crest that kept her from aging visibly would also be available to the Divine Remnants themselves.  
 
    Perhaps it was a choice for them, or perhaps they had more control over their physical appearance than he’d realized? 
 
    “Who’s the boy?” snapped Dice. She wore a dark cloak, and her gray hair stuck out at stiff angles, like old straw. 
 
    “This is Damon,” said Malon. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. He didn’t try to sound polite as Dice glared at him and looked him over. 
 
    “I’m not interested in tending to our business in front of an audience, Malon,” said Dice. “You should know better by now.” 
 
    “I know well enough,” said Malon. “This won’t take long. When you hear what I have to say, I think you’ll let the matter drop.” 
 
    Dice muttered something under her breath and gestured for them to come in. Her house gave off an aura of disuse, more of a shack than a proper home, really. A dim lantern sat on a table in the center of the room. Various alchemy ingredients adorned the shelves across the walls, including several animal skulls, a jar full of yellow liquid, and dried blood painted into patterns across a strip of parchment. 
 
    “He’s wearing a sword,” said Dice. “Does the boy think he’s some kind of warrior?” 
 
    Damon matched the sneer on her face with a dismissive smirk. “Do you think you’re some kind of witch?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m worse than that,” said Dice. “I’m a heretic.” 
 
    She smiled, revealing the few yellowing teeth left in her mouth. Damon shot a glance at Malon, uncertain of the true nature of the situation. 
 
    “Dice,” said Malon. “Can we please get down to business?” 
 
    “I suppose.” The old woman let out a cackle and sat down at the table. “He’s fun to tease.” 
 
    “He can be.” Malon looked as though she was containing a smile. “Here’s what I brought you.” 
 
    She reached into her tunic and withdrew a familiar-looking bundle, though it wasn’t until she spread it open for Dice’s inspection that the heady scent reached Damon’s nose. 
 
    “Hey!” he said. “That’s the heartlift weed.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” said Malon. 
 
    “It’s a little damp,” muttered Dice. “The buds are nicely sized. I could give you eighty silver for the lot.” 
 
    “You’re selling it?” shouted Damon. “After how you reacted to Ria and I suggesting the very same thing?” 
 
    “Dice deals in medicine,” said Malon. “She’ll use the drug for its intended purpose.” 
 
    “More or less.” Dice cackled again and smelled one of the buds. She and Malon fell into a whispered conversation not unlike the one Malon had shared with Phoebe earlier.  
 
    Damon folded his arms and leaned against the wall by the door. It seemed hard to fathom that Malon’s true purpose for coming to Anliwich could simply have been to sell heartlift weed. Then again, with how tight their finances had become at The Rosewood Inn, it wasn’t as though it didn’t make a certain amount of sense. 
 
    They left soon after. The rain hadn’t let up in the slightest, and the town was now partially flooded, with water pooling up to their ankles over the road in places. They hurried toward another cottage, this one with windows that glowed with ambient light against the stormy, late afternoon gloom. 
 
    Malon knocked gently on the door. It opened after a minute. An attractive blonde woman greeted them, cradling her pregnant stomach with one arm while holding a nursing baby with the other. Damon tried not to glance reflexively toward the nipple from which the child enthusiastically sucked milk. 
 
    “Malon,” said the woman. “You’ve returned!” 
 
    “I have,” said Malon. “I’m sorry it took as long as it did, Tonia.” 
 
    “Please, come in!” said the woman. 
 
    She stepped backward, ushering them into a cozy home that couldn’t have been more different from Dice’s dingy shack. A bookshelf with old, neatly organized volumes stood along one wall. The hearth crackled, flames licking at a fresh log, filling the room with warmth and illumination. 
 
    Several cushioned chairs were arranged around the fire, with a few children’s toys scattered across the floor underneath their legs. A man wearing an apron poked his head out of the apparent kitchen. 
 
    “Tonia?” said the man. “Is someone… Oh! Lady Malon!” 
 
    Damon saw a complicated mixture of emotions pass across the man’s face. Tonia hurried over to him, passing the baby into his arms and setting a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Damon, meet Tonia and Carter,” said Malon. “Tonia, Carter. This is Damon.” 
 
    “It’s so nice to finally meet you,” said Tonia. “Malon spoke at length about you on her last visit. Although it was years and years ago! I can see you’ve grown since then.” 
 
    “I have,” said Damon. “It’s nice to meet you both.” 
 
    He felt as though he’d had his fill of introductions for the day. He was more interested in getting answers, but they still seemed elusive. Malon and Tonia took seats in front of the fire, while Carter returned to the kitchen. 
 
    There was another person within the home. Damon caught sight of a young girl’s face, no older than twelve or thirteen at most, peering down at him from a second-floor loft. She hid as soon as their eyes met. Damon quirked an eyebrow at Tonia and Malon, who’d caught the exchange. 
 
    “That’s my daughter, Seffarina,” said Tonia. “Seffi, for short. She’s a bit shy.” 
 
    “A bit shy, she says!” boomed Carter from the kitchen. 
 
    “She likes to read,” said Tonia. “Anywho. You must have traveled through the storm to get here? I hope you were careful. Our village isn’t without danger, you know.” 
 
    “We were cautious,” said Malon. “Solas, ah, Damon, has a strong sword arm. We managed well enough. I had some business to attend to with Dice, but I also come bearing news that you should be privy to.” 
 
    Damon tried to seem inconspicuous as he drew closer to their conversation. This was it. Tonia was Malon’s hidden master. She seemed a bit too agreeable for him to easily imagine her as one of the Forsaken, but her appearance certainly fit. Attractive, pregnant—breastfeeding, even. She was practically brimming with the results of embodying a lascivious nature. 
 
    “Is it fair to say that it involves what you wrote about in your letter?” asked Tonia. 
 
    Malon nodded. “The inn which we’ve taken over could sorely use the help of a skilled craftsman. If Carter had interest in taking on some of the renovations, I’m sure we could work out fair compensation.” 
 
    “He would absolutely be interested!” said Tonia. “Thank you so much, Malon. You know how hard times have been for us. This would be a serious windfall.” 
 
    Damon kept thinking he was hearing a hidden code with Malon and Tonia’s conversation, because otherwise, it was mind-numbingly mundane and straightforward. He kept expecting them to drop into whispers as Malon had with Dice and Phoebe, but she never did.  
 
    He followed her back out onto the road as she said her goodbyes, waving to the little girl, Seffi, who blushed and ran back upstairs. Malon didn’t slow down for him as she made her way toward the inn. 
 
    “Are you having fun with this?” he asked.  
 
    “A little,” she said, smiling at him. “What have you learned so far, solas?” 
 
    He stared at her through the rain, looking back to Tonia and Carter’s house, and then to Dice’s shack. 
 
    “Assuming Lascivious is here in this town…” he began, thinking it through. “…She isn’t as ambitious as the other Forsaken.” 
 
    Malon neither confirmed nor denied his conclusion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    They headed back to the inn. A few patrons had arrived since they’d left, but no more than half a dozen in total. Phoebe apologized profusely at other guests having gotten ahead of them in line for baths, setting a mug of ale down at the bar for each of them. 
 
    “Feels nice to be on this side of an inn again, after so much time having it be work,” said Damon. 
 
    “Very true.” Malon took a sip of her drink and wiped a bit of froth off the tip of her nose. “Phoebe has been in this business for far longer than we have. We should take notice of how she runs her establishment.” 
 
    “I have been,” he said. “It makes me appreciate the fact that we have multiple sets of hands. She hasn’t stopped moving since we first got back.” 
 
    Malon chuckled and slid her beer to the side as Phoebe reappeared with plates of potato hash and glazed carrots for each of them. Damon dug into the food as he remembered his hunger, savoring each and every bite. 
 
    He was nearly finished with his meal when a shout came from the corner of the common room. A young woman sitting near the window stared transfixed into the road outside. She waved a hand to the others, gesturing them over as she swiveled her head around, face scrunched with worry. 
 
    “It’s back!” she said. 
 
    Murmurs of fear and concern spread through the few patrons in attendance. Damon walked over to the window, frowning as he took in what he saw outside. 
 
    There was a monster in the street. It was tall, easily double the size of a man, with long, misshapen tentacle arms and a face that seemed composed only of a gaping, razor-toothed mouth-hole. It was dark purple in color, and though it stood upright on two legs, there was a hunch to its posture that made Damon think it would be just as comfortable using its tentacles as extra feet. 
 
    “True Divine,” he muttered. “What is that?” 
 
    He drew his sword on reflex. He’d fought some intimidating opponents before, but the sight of this… thing standing in the rain, in the middle of the night, made his blood run cold. 
 
    “That’s one of the river feeders.” Phoebe’s voice was one of forced calm, the tone a person relies upon when aware of how close they’re treading to panic. “It usually stays near water, so we don’t have much trouble avoiding it. When it floods, like this… sometimes it comes farther in.” 
 
    “Pensalagi is the Remenai word for it,” said Malon. “They’re dangerous, but incredibly rare. Solas… We can’t ignore this.” 
 
    He nodded, sucking in a breath and taking a second look at the monster. It moved slowly, but that didn’t necessarily mean it was slow. It seemed pensive in the way it shifted forward along the road, holding its tentacles out every few steps as though sensing something on the air with the tips of the appendages. 
 
    He made his way out through the inn’s front door, cursing softly as his feet sank into the floodwaters, now up to the bottom of his calves. High enough to slow him down as he stepped forward.  
 
    He briefly considered how much easier the oncoming fight would be if his myrblade weren’t still dormant. A few ice spikes would, at the very least, be enough to spear the pensalagi in place. It was pointless to strategize with an ability he didn’t have, so instead, he glanced toward Malon who was following behind him. 
 
    “Can you hold it in place?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m… not sure,” she said. 
 
    “Fire?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The rain is too heavy for it to be of much use.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Damon rolled his shoulder out and started forward. “I’ll start this off. Look for an opening to paralyze it with your spells if you can.” 
 
    Malon gave him a nod and a pat on the shoulder. “Be careful, solas.” 
 
    Stealth was out of the question as he rushed toward the monster, each step splashing loudly through the flooded road. It spun to face him as he came within sword striking distance, tentacles shooting outward as though attempting to make itself seem larger. 
 
    It didn’t really need to do that, Damon silently noted. It was already twice as tall as he was and perhaps three or four times heavier. His heart pounded as he launched into his first attack, slashing his myrblade at the eerie, gill-like slits running across the pensalagi’s chest. 
 
    It reared back with surprising speed, putting itself just out of range. Damon leaned into his momentum, twisting his sword into another strike that caught and severed one of the monster’s tentacles. 
 
    A hideous scream sounded from deep within its maw, like the echo of breaking glass. Tentacles surged toward Damon, groping for his arms and legs. He dodged most of them, but most — unfortunately — was not all. 
 
    One of the appendages took a firm grip of his ankle, nearly knocking him off his feet as he tried to step back. His only option was to swing his myrblade in a wild, desperate defense, barely keeping the monster from being able to press its advantage momentarily. 
 
    “Solas!” shouted Malon. 
 
    The monster’s mouth stretched open, a full circle of razor-sharp teeth wide enough across to easily fit Damon’s head. That seemed to be the pensalagi’s objective as it fell forward onto him. At the last second, an aura of crimson pulsed into existence, freezing the monster’s mouth mere inches from crushing down on Damon’s skull. 
 
    He grunted and thrust his sword into the obvious target, sinking the tip deep into the pensalagi’s throat. There was a spurt of blood along with a hiss of pain. Malon’s magic wavered as the monster began to thrash, but it relented its attack, instead retreating through the water at a speed no human could easily have matched. 
 
    “That’ll have to suffice, for now,” said Malon. “We’ll look into this more tomorrow.” 
 
    “Right.” Damon sheathed his myrblade. “Thanks for catching it when it lunged at me.” 
 
    Malon gave him one of her doting smiles. They’d been back out in the rain for long enough to render themselves drenched again, and he could see the curves of her breasts through the thin, soaking wet fabric of her tunic. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, solas,” she said. 
 
    She reached her hand out, taking his into hers and leading him back inside the inn. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The patrons greeted them with a round of applause, along with several offers to buy them drinks. Damon accepted a few of them, as did Malon. They were heroes for the night, though their sopping wet clothing made it hard to revel in their glory for long.  
 
    Phoebe was kind enough to steer them upstairs to where the bath chamber had been prepared for them. Two tubs full of steaming hot water sat divided by a cloth screen partition, a sight so enticing that Damon let out an involuntary groan. 
 
    “When you undress, toss your clothing in this basket here,” said Phoebe, gesturing to a wooden clothes hamper. “There are towels and modesty robes hanging from the bath partition, so I’ll wash the rest of your garb and let it dry by the fire for the morning. Please, don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything else. The two of you did an incredible thing for our town tonight.” 
 
    She grinned at them both, and after shooting Malon a slightly apologetic glance, planted a quick kiss on Damon’s cheek. He felt the spot where her lips had touched with his fingers as she left the chamber, shooting his aesta an amused smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
     “She seems a little taken with you,” said Malon. 
 
    “She’s just being nice,” said Damon. “I’d rather have a chance to pick her mind than a kiss from her, honestly. It seems as though she’s quite practiced when it comes to running an inn.” 
 
    He stepped behind the partition, noting the way it rendered Malon in silhouette on the other side, rather than obscuring her form completely. 
 
    “How do you think Velanor, Ria, and Kain are managing?” she asked. 
 
    Damon took his tunic off and lobbed it into the hamper. “Do you want a reassuring answer, or an honest one?” 
 
    “I want your native opinion,” said Malon.  
 
    She began untying her tunic with slow, elegant movements. Damon wondered if she could sense him staring through the screen. 
 
    “I think they might be struggling,” said Damon. “Ria and Vel have a habit of bickering with one another when it comes to dividing work. Remember how they used to be over chores back at the farmstead?” 
 
    “They have Kain,” pointed out Malon. “Perhaps he could help maintain the peace.” 
 
    “No offense to Kain, but he doesn’t have the requisite experience with hard work to make a good innkeeper.”  
 
    Damon slid his trousers down, pausing for a moment before removing his undershorts. Malon slipped off her half-shirt as he looked back over at the partition, her breasts falling loose in motions that were still utterly mesmerizing, even blurred by the screen. 
 
    “I think they’ll be alright,” said Malon. “I have to imagine they’ll find a way to hold themselves together. With how few patrons we were getting, this may have been a good chance for them to take on more responsibility.” 
 
    Damon nodded, though he wasn’t sure he’d actually heard a single word she said as she wiggled out of her leggings and girlshorts. She was naked behind the screen, so close that he could reach out and caress her body had the divider not been there. His aesta, the woman he loved and respected and cherished, naked and sighing as she sank into a hot bath. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. Damon spun, only realizing how aroused he’d become as his cock moved with his body like a thick branch in the wind. 
 
    “One of the patrons sent you up a bottle of apple wine, if you’re…” Phoebe gaped at Damon, eyes fluttering as she took in the sight of his flaunted manhood. “Um… If you’re interested.” 
 
    “Always,” said Damon. He motioned with his hand for her to come over, almost grinning as he saw the way her face flushed, and her obvious determination to not ogle him further. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Anytime,” she said.  
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “We were in the middle of bathing, Phoebe.” 
 
    “Oh! Right! Excuse me.” 
 
    Damon chuckled as she hurried out of the chamber and closed the door behind her, taking their wet clothes with her. He took a long swig of the apple wine and briefly considered passing it to Malon as an excuse to go around to the other side of the partition. There was a sufficient gap to hand it through at the bottom, however, as Malon demonstrated by reaching an arm under. 
 
    “Thank you, solas,” she said. 
 
    “Drink as much as you’d like. I filled up on my free hero beers earlier.” 
 
    Malon took a long sip of the wine. “You were the hero tonight. I hope you know that.” 
 
    “I do,” he said. “You… held back with your magic. I know you could have downed that monster with the sheer force of your spellcraft, even lacking fire.” 
 
    “It’s not always that simple, solas,” she whispered. She slid deep enough into the bath for only her head to be visible, along with the arm holding the wine bottle. 
 
    “What makes it complicated?” asked Damon as he sank into his own tub. The water was brilliant, so near to the inverse of his entire dreary, wet day. 
 
    “I think you know already,” said Malon. “Perhaps I was worried. It is… just the two of us here, on this journey. At this inn. Perhaps I feared I might become crazed with passion if I threw a real spell.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe you.” 
 
    “It’s part of the truth. The part that I have the means to control.” The accusation was thick in her voice, but also a bit playful. 
 
    “I’ve been getting better at controlling myself,” he countered. 
 
    Malon let out a rolling giggle and drank more wine. 
 
    “I’m serious,” he said. “Aesta, I’ve had more perspective in recent weeks. Ever since we… met with Sharika.” 
 
    Malon sighed. “I’d prefer not to speak of that.” 
 
    “Then don’t speak. Just listen. In the same way Sharika is your aesta, you’re mine.” He sank deeper into the tub, leaning his head back against the hard wooden lip. “I could never bear to feel as though I’d lost your respect or your love through my own impulsive actions. I’d never be able to live with myself, let alone look you in the eye.” 
 
    There was a beat of pause as his words divided the moment in the same way the partition divided the room. 
 
    “That’s never going to happen,” whispered Malon. “True… our little, um, accidents were a part of what Sharika and I discussed. But our relationship was already far more strained and complicated than you realize. There’s nothing you could do that would make me stop loving you, solas. You make me proud every single day.” 
 
    Damon rose up in the tub, looking directly at her through the screen. “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly.” 
 
    There was another knock, followed by the door inching open a crack. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt you again, but it seems as though we have more guests tonight than expected,” called Phoebe. “Would it be too uncomfortable for the two of you to share a single room tonight? I only ask because I’d have to turn away a group of travelers, otherwise.” 
 
    Damon wanted to answer in the affirmative, but he wasn’t the one who’d be most affected by the choice. He looked at Malon, watching her sip from the wine. She was really going at that bottle. 
 
    “What do you say, solas?” she asked. “Can we make do?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Phoebe led them out of the bathing chamber once they’d finished washing and drying themselves. True to her word, she’d given them each towels and comfortable robes. Malon looked adorable swaddled in hers, red hair free from the usual confines of her braid. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Phoebe. “It’s not much, but it’s the nicest room in the inn. I swear to you, it is!” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” said Malon. 
 
    Damon wondered what was going through her head as she examined the bed, replete with quilt, mattress, and two pillows. It was large enough that they’d both be able to sleep comfortably. 
 
    If they could sleep. If they could hold to the convictions they’d expressed earlier. 
 
    “I’ll be downstairs for an hour or so longer if you need anything,” said Phoebe. She smiled and left the room. Damon softly closed the door as Malon adjusted the lantern to be a bit brighter. 
 
    She still had the apple wine with her, and as she sat on the bed and sipped from the bottle, it seemed like a scene from so many of Damon’s old memories. If she’d been a different woman, or he a different man, the night would still be in its early stages. 
 
    “Are you coming to bed, solas?” she asked. She had a wicked smile on her face. 
 
    “Of course, aesta,” he said. 
 
    He stared in mute shock as she opened her robe and let it fall to the floor next to the bed. She’d put her small clothes back on underneath, but even still… 
 
    Seeing her like that, two rough clothing tugs away from being completely naked, drew his desires into his loins. Damon stared at her, all but bedding her with his eyes. She watched him back, now smiling with an expectant edge. 
 
    “It isn’t as though you haven’t seen me like this before,” she said. “Or other women in far less.” 
 
    “You aren’t other women,” he said huskily. He cleared his throat, controlling himself. “But I… take your meaning. It’s fine.” 
 
    He took his own robe off, turning to keep his hardening cock from being quite as obvious as it was. Malon giggled, and he heard her take another sip of the wine. 
 
    “How much have you had to drink tonight, exactly?” he asked. 
 
    “I have a fondness for apple wine,” said Malon. “We should plant an orchard behind the inn.” 
 
    “An orchard?” Damon tried not to smile too much as he climbed into bed next to his clearly rather inebriated aesta. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “Full of ripe fruit.” 
 
    “Apple thieves are apparently quite the threat, you know.” He slid in a little closer, lying on his side, staring his aesta full in the eyes. “You’d have to be careful.” 
 
    “Are you afraid some passerby might pluck my fruit?” whispered Malon. “You’d have to defend the orchard then, solas.” 
 
    “With my life.” He set a hand on her hips. “Your fruit is mine to pluck, after all.” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered, but she didn’t look away. What was he doing? What was he thinking? It was so easy to talk a big game when it came to control and emotions. Here they were. Here was the moment of truth. 
 
    She was his aesta. She was supposed to stop him from blundering into foolish mistakes. 
 
    “Since we’re headed to bed,” she whispered, clearing her throat, “you should dim the lantern.” 
 
    “Of course. That’ll make it easier for us to sleep.” 
 
    “Much easier.” 
 
    He rallied every ounce of willpower available to him as he stood up from the bed, walked over to the lantern, and dimmed its glow. It all seemed for naught as he came back to the bed and climbed in, feeling the warmth of her presence, breathing her scent. 
 
    He didn’t pull her to him as a woman, however. He managed that much. His hand found Malon’s, and it seemed for a moment as though that would be enough. Solas and aesta. Leah and Anders Rosewood. Sleeping side-by-side, holding hands and minding their boundaries. 
 
    Malon slid in a little closer. Damon reciprocated by drawing closer to her. He turned onto his side and set his hand back on her. She leaned her face in close to his, and they shared a short kiss. Just a kiss. Nothing outlandish, nothing forbidden. 
 
    Malon rolled over, the movement pushing her butt in his direction. Damon pulled her body against his and let out a low groan as the incredible crush of her soft body stirred his cock into motion.  
 
    It was just a hug. Nothing more. He hugged his aesta, softly kissing her neck, gently grinding his hips forward, roving over her taut stomach with his hands. Just a hug, one in which he took a firm, dominant grip on the inside of her thigh, fingers teasing the lower hem of her girlshorts. 
 
    The thought that she might finally let him get away with it made his heart race, and not entirely in a good way. He’d felt similarly with other women before, some whom he’d respected, while bedding them. His lust could be an ugly, demanding thing.  
 
    She was going to stop him. She had to. Because otherwise, he was going to use her in a way they could never come back from. She was going to stop him if only because she was the one woman who reliably could in a situation like this.  
 
    Malon let out a soft moan as Damon continued thrusting his hard cock against her thighs. Their underwear was thin and insubstantial, barely enough of a barrier to keep him from easing himself inside of her.  
 
    He kissed her neck and wrapped a firm arm around her chest, groping one of her breasts outright. Malon arched her back and took a shaky breath. She made several soft, pleasured noises, each one higher in pitch than the last, each one accompanied by a slight wiggle of her butt against his cock.  
 
    They matched each other in perfect, illicit rhythm. Damon groped his aesta’s breasts with one hand while gently caressing the back of her neck with the other. The moment was so sexual and so brazen, completely outside the careful boundaries they’d worked so hard to maintain. He had to pace himself to keep from blowing his load in his undershorts. 
 
    The bed started creaking a bit as continued relentlessly dry fucking her. It felt so good to squeeze her body against his. He pressed his nose into her hair, inhaling her scent. Malon’s hand came to rest atop the one he had on her hips, finally giving him the tiny tap of warning he’d known to expect. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered. “What is it about me that makes you so beholden to your lust?” 
 
    He didn’t have to think about his answer. “The fact that you’re you.” 
 
    She rolled over, facing him in the darkness, and cupped his cheek with her hand. It was a gesture that went back further than their illicit games and forbidden desires. She stroked his cheek as she had when he’d been a child, and he felt his cock getting even harder. It was all so wrong. So right, but so wrong. 
 
    He gave her a passionate kiss and made to roll her onto her back and spread her legs. Malon stopped him with a single hand to his chest. She ran her hands up his arms, repositioning them above her head with small, leading touches. 
 
    A flash of crimson briefly lit the room, and Damon realized she’d bound his hands to the headboard. He chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” he asked. 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten about what happened last night, within your sword.” She rubbed his chest. “Consider this revenge for the way you molested your aesta while she was chained up.” 
 
    Damon groaned, his manhood pulsing in response to not just the memory, but the chastising way she spoke about it. 
 
    “You’re making me wish I’d done more than I did,” he said. 
 
    “You should count yourself lucky that you didn’t.” 
 
    He felt a little ridiculous, bound by his aesta’s magic, cock bulging through the fabric of his undershorts. If Malon felt his awkwardness, she didn’t let it show outwardly. She kissed him on the cheek, brushed some of his hair back from his forehead, and then kissed him on the lips. 
 
    “I was so proud of you today,” she whispered. 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    She nodded and began tracing the outlines of his abdominal muscles. “I sometimes wonder how you can move so fast or attack with such strength with your sword. You’ve grown so strong, solas.” 
 
    The tone of her voice was one of pride, not the basic flattery with which other women might talk about his sword skills or muscles. She was his aesta, and she was proud of him, proud of how he’d turned out. 
 
    “You became a man behind my back,” she said. “The way you’ve committed yourself to your family, to protecting Vel and Ria and me… There aren’t words to express how happy it makes me.” 
 
    Her hand drifted lower, and her gaze fell upon his face as her fingers teased the waistband of his undershorts. Damon gave her a small nod. 
 
    “You can express yourself with me however you feel most comfortable, aesta,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere, and neither is the love I feel for you.” 
 
    Slowly, she hooked her fingers into his undershorts and began pulling them down. A tiny breath of anticipation escaped Damon’s throat as his granite-hard cock escaped the confines of the fabric. 
 
    “This would feel more like revenge for what you did to me while I was chained if you didn’t seem to be enjoying it so much,” she said. 
 
    “You’re too kindhearted,” he said. “I think if I made a fuss, you’d stop.” 
 
    “I should stop.” Malon ran her hand up his thigh, and then her fingers closed around his cock. “I really should.” 
 
    It was an open question to Damon as to what had brought about her willingness to play with him, in this way, in the first place. There was the wine, along with her earlier usage of magic, but he felt a suspicion that her words about revenge for what had happened in Myr’s prison were more than just teasing. 
 
    He’d had all the control in that moment, with her chained. She’d been bound before him, and even if he hadn’t taken her body fully, he’d still possessed her as a woman. The way she’d reacted to his touch, shuddering at his mercy, had shifted an intangible aspect of the power balance between them. 
 
    Malon slowly began to stroke his cock, and Damon felt her taking that power back. It didn’t matter if the teasing was well and beyond her normal boundaries of intimacy. She was his aesta, and she needed him to know that she was the one in control. 
 
    “This,” she said, pumping his cock. “You’ll give this to a woman one day, solas.” 
 
    “I’ve given it to many women, aesta.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” she said. “I hope you do, at least. I hope you have a family of your own, along with all the happiness that comes with it.” 
 
    She leaned forward, kissing him on the lips. She stopped to brush her hair back and lifted one of her legs over him. Damon wished that his hands were unbound so he could tear her girlshorts off, literally if needed, and spear himself into her. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere just yet, aesta,” he said. “You still need me.” 
 
    She nodded. “I do.” 
 
    She settled herself down on his cock and began to grind back and forth. It was pleasurable for her, no doubt, but it bordered on torture for him. To have his tool so close to being able to slip inside her womanhood was like being taunted by the fates. 
 
    Malon pulled her girlshorts aside, and Damon felt the warmth and wetness of the lips of her womanhood. They slid along his shaft, never quite nearing the angle needed for raw penetration. It was still direct contact, lewd and sticky, replete with dirty little noises as his aesta rocked herself back and forth. 
 
    “You’ll make a woman very, very happy with this,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’ve made women moan and scream with it before, aesta.” He flexed his hips and cock. “Would you like to find out how?” 
 
    Malon made a whimpering noise and fell forward against him, still rubbing and grinding. It was as though she was trying to stop herself, as if his words had pushed her right to the edge of desperately needing a cock inside her. His aesta… desperate for cock. Damon gasped and leaned his head back. 
 
    “Solas!” 
 
    Malon’s body shuddered as she came, jerking sideways, hips still grinding with that same, insistent, sexual pace. Damon wasn’t far behind. Malon shifted to kiss him as he came, which left him spurting his load at a dangerous angle as the pleasure overtook him. 
 
    She shifted to lay beside him on the bed, releasing the spell binding his wrists. Damon saw her cleaning her crotch and womanhood off in the dark and realized exactly where his seed had landed. It felt dirty, knowing that if he’d pushed upward another inch with his hips, he’d have blown his load inside her. 
 
    “Do you want me to get you a towel, aesta?” he asked. 
 
    She tiredly mumbled something back. When Damon returned with the towel, she was already asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Damon ate breakfast in the common room the next morning. He’d given Malon more time to sleep in their shared bed, opting instead to rub elbows with the inn’s other patrons and ask Phoebe a few questions. 
 
    “You have to charge what you have to charge,” she said. “I’d never be able to keep this place running if I didn’t make a small profit off each bed, drink, and plate.” 
 
    “How much of a profit are we talking, exactly?” asked Damon. 
 
    “A small profit,” said Phoebe with a modest smile. 
 
    Malon still looked tired when she made her way downstairs. She’d put her hair into a simple ponytail rather than her usual braid, and her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes as she greeted Phoebe and took a seat next to Damon. Phoebe served her breakfast, flat cakes with sliced fruit, and left them to their conversation. 
 
    “Solas,” she said. “I was drunk last night.” 
 
    “I noticed,” he said.  
 
    “Extremely drunk,” said Malon. “I had some ideas in my head about teasing you that got more than a little out of hand.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize,” he said. “We had a fun night.” 
 
    “Fun is not the word I would use for it.” She folded her arms, blushing a little. “I’m going to be more careful about how much I drink in the future, but I’d appreciate it if you were also mindful about how… dangerous it can get between us when we’re both inebriated.” 
 
     “I suppose that’s fair, but you’re the one who used your magic to bind me to the—” 
 
    Malon brought a finger to her lips and shushed him, glancing nervously at the other patrons. Damon tried not to smile. She did have a point, though only just. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t noticed how much she’d been drinking. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” he said. “I’m sorry if what happened upset you.” 
 
    “It didn’t upset me, solas,” she said. “But it did come close. Ahem. Very close.” 
 
    “I know.” He smirked at her, feeling the tension briefly surge to interesting levels. 
 
    The door to the inn opened, and the old woman, Dice, entered. Malon immediately rose to her feet, sensing something in Dice’s demeanor and expression. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “Has something happened?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Dice. “One of the boys of the local lumberjack went missing last night. He was on his way home during the flood and never arrived.” 
 
    “When was this?” asked Malon. 
 
    “Just after you battled the pensalagi,” said Dice. “There is a chance that the child is still alive.” 
 
    Malon exchanged a glance with Damon. Monster hunting wasn’t exactly what they’d come to town to accomplish, but he was becoming less certain he knew their real purpose in Anliwich, regardless. 
 
    “We’ll go after him,” said Malon. “Do the monsters nest nearby?” 
 
    “I believe Tonia’s husband has seen the area they usually come from.” 
 
    Malon nodded. “Finish your breakfast, solas, and we’ll set out.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Anliwich was far more enjoyable to walk through during clear weather. The floodwaters had drained out of the town, though the ground was still quite wet underfoot. A rainbow cut across the valley in the distance, giving the morning a cheery, fantastical ambience. 
 
    They found Tonia cradling her youngest child in her arms outside their house. The older girl, Seffi, was drawing in the dirt with a stick and immediately ran inside as Malon and Damon approached. 
 
    “She’s a bit out of sorts today,” said Tonia. “The boy who went missing was a friend of hers.” 
 
    “I can imagine how that might be upsetting,” said Malon. “Tonia… Damon and I are going after the child.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” said Tonia. “Seffi can watch the baby for the day. It’s fine.” 
 
    “I… don’t think that would be a good idea,” said Malon. “The risk is simply too high.” 
 
    There was an implication there that Damon suspected went beyond her concern for Tonia’s pregnancy. He folded his arms, trying to keep his suspicion from showing openly on his face.  
 
    Seffi came forward then, though it seemed to take her an attempt or two to gather up the courage needed. She held up a hand, glancing from Malon to Tonia, and finally to Damon. 
 
    “I know where the river feeder comes from,” she said in a quiet voice. “It’s a cave. I can show them… if it’s alright?” 
 
    “If you’re up to it, it would help both the town and possibly your friend Alek,” said Tonia. 
 
    “You don’t have to force yourself if you aren’t comfortable, Seffi,” said Malon. 
 
    The young girl ambled over to Malon, reverting to whispering as she shared a few guarded words that Damon couldn’t hear. Malon nodded, quietly thanked her, and turned back toward Tonia. 
 
    “We’ll keep her safe,” she said.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Tonia. “It might be good for her. She stays inside for much of the time. I worry for her friend, but it gladdens me that Seffi wants to be part of the search for him.” 
 
    Tonia hugged her daughter and then made her way back inside the house. Damon and Malon followed Seffi out of the village. The girl stayed far enough ahead of them so that it felt a bit as though she was verging on running away. 
 
    “Is Seffi always like this?” he asked. “It seems as though you’ve met her before.” 
 
    “Always, though she’s a bit shyer than she used to be,” said Malon. “She’s a sweet girl, and very cautious. It’s not a bad trait for a fifteen-year-old to have, given what openness among girls her age can so often lead to.” 
 
    “She’s fifteen?” Damon furrowed his brow. “I would have guessed eleven, maybe twelve at the oldest.” 
 
    Seffi swiveled her head around, staring him with a rapidly reddening face. She didn’t glare, but if anything, that only made the moment feel even more awkward. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “Maybe you’re a late bloomer?” 
 
    “Solas, mind your tongue,” said Malon, voice stiff. 
 
    Seffi led them through the trees along an old logging trail. The canopy of the trees combined with the dense brush to make it feel as though they were moving through a natural forest tunnel. Their path snaked along the slope of a hill before dipping down over the other side. 
 
    The trail eventually spilled out onto the bank of a river, thickly overgrown with high grass and low bushes. The river traveled with the terrain, shifting into a waterfall that pooled into a small pond. It took Damon a moment to realize that the pool’s outflow was underground, lending to the effect of the basin being on the verge of overflowing at any moment. 
 
    “This is it, Seffi?” asked Malon. 
 
    The girl nodded and drew back, standing near the edge of the trees. Damon took a closer look at the pool, noticing how the craggy rocks deeper within the water hid a few large, ominous shadows.  
 
    “Stand back,” said Malon. “The easiest way to handle this is to simply collapse a few rocks using my magic.” 
 
    “Will that be enough to kill them?” Damon peered uncertainly into the water’s depths. 
 
    “We shall soon find out.” 
 
    Malon wasted no time in directing her magic toward the spot from which the waterfall fell. She drew a few large boulders out from within the ground, crimson light flaring as a controlled earth slide tumbled forward into the pool of water. 
 
    Nothing happened for a second or two. Damon was about to accept the anticlimactic results of Malon’s method when a distinct ripple went through the water’s surface. 
 
    There was a splash, and then he was fighting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    For Damon, drawing his sword was an action as reflexive as blinking or breathing. It was simply in his hand, in motion, before his mind had completely caught up with the situation.  
 
    He slashed off a tentacle of a pensalagi attempting to seize Malon by the neck. The monster let out a nauseating hiss and fell back a few paces, but others were already rising from the water to continue the fight. 
 
    Damon counted five in total. They ranged in size from the largest, which seemed to be the same one that’d wandered into town, to a pair no larger than children entering pubescence. 
 
    He moved to stand in front of Malon, cursing as he considered his odds. Monsters like the river feeders were unpredictable, impossible to intimidate, and generally awful opponents to fight on their own defensive ground. 
 
    “Get the girl,” he said to Malon. “Make sure she’s safe.” 
 
    Malon nodded “I’ll support you with my magic once she’s clear from the fight. Be careful, solas.” 
 
    Damon rushed into motion. The monsters attacked all at once. The only advantage he had was in how uncoordinated they seemed around one another, attacking in ways that sometimes tangled their tentacles together or threw one of their brethren off balance. 
 
    The blood of Damon’s enemies rained down on him as he severed tentacles in a whirlwind of flowing sword strikes. It was disgusting but satisfying in its own way. Unfortunately, the monsters still came at him, treating the damage as superficial, which wasn’t far from the truth. 
 
    “Solas!” shouted Malon. 
 
    He didn’t need to hear the rest of her shout to know what to do. Damon threw himself down and to the side. A fireball the size of a skull soared just next to where he’d recently been standing, sizzling as it struck the largest pensalagi and turned a portion of its chest into a charred burn. 
 
    “It’s going to take more than that,” he called, rising to his feet. “Aesta?” 
 
    Malon let out a surprised shout as one of the smaller pensalagi attacked her from behind. It was Damon’s first real opportunity to see what happened when one of the monsters managed to get in close enough to put all of its tentacles to use. 
 
    She was ensnared by it, with its wriggling, slimy arms squeezing her tight around the chest, between the thighs, and unfortunately, around the neck. It was as though the monster was attempting to recreate the scene with the chains with its own appendages. Damon didn’t have the time he needed to save her cautiously, but he couldn’t just hack through the tentacles with his sword. 
 
    His attention was split, and he noticed the tentacle wrapping around his ankle a fraction of a second too late. Damon stabbed his myrblade toward the ground, but he was pulled off his feet before he could finish the strike. 
 
    “No!” he shouted, feeling the direction in which it pulled him. He swung his myrblade blindly, but the pensalagi was out of range. 
 
    The water was freezing cold, fed by the last of the ice thaw in the mountains far to the north. Damon didn’t get a chance to suck in a full breath before his head was under. The water slowed his sword down enough to make it ineffectual, so he didn’t bother trying to use it after the first failed swing. 
 
    It wasn’t right. That was all he could think to himself as the tentacles wrapped around his chest, sliding across his throat. It wasn’t as it had been when he’d been underwater in the ocean, diving for his myrblade after being thrown off the ship by Captain Aldric. There was no trick he could rely on with Myr to get himself back to the surface in dramatic fashion… was there? 
 
    Myr, he thought to the sword. Help me. 
 
    There was no response, which he’d expected. He was almost out of breath. The pensalagi dragged him toward a dark cave opening in the rock into which the current flowed. Damon knew without needing to consider it that passing into that cave would mean certain death. 
 
    He made another attempt with his sword, not slashing this time, but poking wildly. There was too much on the line. Malon would be next if he didn’t get out of the water and back into the fight. The tip of his blade sank into monster flesh, and he felt the tentacles weaken a bit.  
 
    He thrashed, kicking for the surface and pulling free from at least some of the pensalagi’s arms. He didn’t need to escape completely, just enough to turn around, to see what he was fighting, and respond properly. 
 
    Another stab struck true. An underwater cloud of monster blood spread like an ink blot across parchment, obscuring his view. He kicked again, this time breaking the surface and getting the chance to suck down a breath of delicious air. 
 
    Malon was still ensnared by one of the pensalagi, slowly being dragged toward the water by a monster small enough to make it into a feat. Damon pulled himself onto dry land, working against his waterlogged clothing. The river feeders were waiting for him, and even as he began to attack, tentacles ensnared him, wrapping around the wrist of his sword arm, reducing his threat. 
 
    He let out a roar and kept trying to pull free. He needed just a little more strength, a little more magic and luck. The fight hadn’t been audacious for them to take on, but they’d been sloppy, surprised, and overwhelmed.  
 
    “Aesta!” shouted Damon. “I need your magic.” 
 
    She tried to shout something in response, but it came out as a choking cough. Damon was heaved off his feet by a tug from the tentacle holding him. Which was fortunate, given what happened next. 
 
    Dozens of snaking plumes of fire suddenly filled the air, curling and rolling and, in all cases, finding their targets. The flames punched holes through the pensalagi like throwing spears, but no spear could do this kind of damage. 
 
    It was a surreal sight, mainly because Damon could still see Malon out of the corner of his eye and knew that the magic wasn’t coming from her. It seemed like an imitation of what the pensalagi could do, a distillation and reimagining of what made them so dangerous.  
 
    The fight was over within seconds, but the flames continued, biting and slamming into the monsters until what was left crumbled into ash. Damon took a few slow breaths as he sat up, feeling no less cautious than he had while facing the monsters. 
 
    The girl, Seffi, stood at the edge of the trees, holding both hands out in front of her. A crimson glow slowly faded from her eyes, and she covered her mouth with both hands in either horror or shame. 
 
    “It’s alright,” called Malon in a soothing voice. “You did the right thing.” 
 
    “Aesta…” Damon shook his head, struggling to accept what should have been obvious. “It’s her. She’s—” 
 
    “She’s Seffi.” Malon shot him a pointed look. “Come. Let’s get her back to her home. We can talk about it more there.” 
 
    Damon nodded, numb from both the chill of his wet clothing and the events at hand. He stood up, watching Malon walk over to comfort Seffi, who was still covering her mouth and trembling. 
 
    They spent a few minutes searching for the boy who’d gone missing, with little success. Malon gave Seffi a small hug, and the two held hands as they walked, the crest sorceress and her fifteen-year-old demigod master. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Damon conceded that there’d been a few obvious clues he’d missed. When they’d met Malon’s friend Sandra in Avaricia months earlier, the old enchantress had admitted she’d once been a crest sorceress of Lascivious. 
 
    She’d said at the time that her crest contract had been broken when Lascivious died. There’d been a lot to unpack from that simple fact, namely that Lascivious, in her new reincarnation, had to be younger than Sandra by a significant amount. 
 
    The way Malon had spoken of Lascivious had also been suspicious at times. She’d been so wary of the other Forsaken, Avarice and Wrath and Famine, in a way that seemed almost hypocritical given her own crest contract. Lascivious was still just a girl, however, and above all else, Malon was an aesta, overflowing with kindness and compassion toward children in need. 
 
    None of them spoke as they walked back to Anliwich.  
 
    Tonia worriedly welcomed them into her home, seeming to sense from their expressions that something had happened before any of them spoke. 
 
    She presented Damon, who was still damp from his fall into the river, with a chair next to the hearth. Malon remained standing, while Seffi took a spot off to the side, almost seeming to hide in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Tonia,” said Malon. “Damon knows about Seffi.” 
 
    A crash of dishware came as Tonia dropped one of the plates she’d been preparing to load up with food. The baby began crying in its crib. Malon held up a hand, moving to comfort it as Tonia continued her attempt at making them lunch. 
 
    “Well then.” Tonia took in a breath, seeming on the verge of sobs. “Will you… keep my daughter’s secret? Please?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “It’s as much my aesta’s secret as it is Seffi’s. It’s the answer to a question I’ve been thinking about for quite some time now. It’s just…” 
 
    “You have other questions,” said Malon. She picked up Tonia’s baby and gently rocked it in her arms. “The time has come, solas. Whatever you wish to know, ask, and I will answer.” 
 
    He nodded, considering his words for a moment. “How did it all start?” 
 
    Malon looked toward Tonia, who gave a small nod, resting one of her hands on her pregnant belly. 
 
    “I could tell Seffi was special from the beginning,” said Tonia. “She was perfect. She never cried, never once got sick. When she got cuts or bruises, I could watch them fade, healing at a speed that simply wasn’t sensible or possible. She was so strong, too, but only when she wanted to be.” 
 
    Tonia began setting slices of bread and cheese out on the plates set across the counter with trembling hands. “We lived in Avaricia back then. This was before Carter came into our lives. Seffi’s birth father. Ah, well, he never wanted much to do with me, and I never told him about her. 
 
    “Avarice began a search for children of a certain age right around Seffi’s eighth birthday. He was looking for Lascivious. I kept telling myself that it was impossible. Not Seffi, despite her gifts. I kept holding to that thought until they were knocking on the doors of my neighbors, and it really hit me that… we had to run. I couldn’t let him find her.” 
 
    “She reached out to some mercenaries for help,” said Malon. “They pointed her toward Sandra, who helped them flee to somewhere safe.” 
 
    The small smile Malon gave as she spoke the last sentence was enough for Damon to catch her meaning. 
 
    “The two of you fled to our old farmstead in the Malagantyan?” asked Damon. 
 
    “We did,” said Tonia. 
 
    “If Seffi was eight at the time, that would have been seven years ago,” said Damon. “I’d already left to train as a gladiator. What about Vel and Ria? They didn’t suspect anything?” 
 
    “Ria was wandering at the time,” said Malon. “Vel was close to an age with Seffi. They were polite with one another, though we could only harbor Seffi and Tonia for a few days. I left Vel with Jonna in Morotai while I brought Seffi and Tonia north, to one of the border towns where Avarice’s influence wasn’t as strong.” 
 
    “That sounds awfully familiar,” said Damon. “Why didn’t you just keep her at the tower? She might have been safe there, given how remote the Malagantyan was, especially years back.” 
 
    Malon furrowed her brow, seeming to lack a good answer. Tonia provided one instead. 
 
    “Seffi was my daughter,” said Tonia. “No doubt Malon could have kept her safe, but I wanted more than that. I wanted to raise her, to let her have the most normal life that she could and be a part of it as her mother. I also had family in this town, a cousin who helped me get back on my feet.” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy bringing them here, solas,” said Malon. “I… formed my crest contract with Seffi during the journey. Avarice’s agents surprised us during a stop in one of the towns on the way. We came very close to being killed, and I… more than anything, I remember the feeling. The sense of profound injustice I felt toward this young girl who would be killed, if not imprisoned and enslaved, because of a fluke of her birth. 
 
    “Seffi reached her hand out and simply asked me if I would help her. Her eyes were glowing. I knew enough from Sandra to sense what was happening and understand the weight of the moment. I took her hand, solas. I agreed to help her… and in that, I accepted her crest.” 
 
    Damon could picture the scene. It spoke so much to who Malon was in her heart. He felt a strange pride for his aesta in that moment, to know she’d taken on such a deep responsibility for the sake of protecting a little girl, even if it meant swearing loyalty to whomever or whatever that little girl might eventually become.  
 
    “She doesn’t seem the same as Avarice or Wrath,” said Damon. “Her personality is… well, it’s normal. She just seems like a sweet little girl. Ah, no offense, Seffi.” 
 
    Seffi nodded, her face reddening a bit. 
 
    “She doesn’t have her ancestral memories yet,” said Malon. “She doesn’t remember being Lascivious in her previous lives. It’s possible that she may never remember. I’ve yet to find an answer to the question of whether each of the Divine Remnants must reach that point in all of their reincarnations.” 
 
    “Aesta,” said Damon. “What happens if she does remember, though?” 
 
    It was a question which felt rude, but one that he had to ask. Wrath, Avarice, even Famine all seemed to live and think and operate on a level that treated violence and killing like a game, with the purpose of their lives being only to wage war against the other Forsaken. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” Seffi’s voice was a whisper, and she spoke more to the floor than the room. “I didn’t mean to make the contract… I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Seffi,” said Malon. “You needn’t apologize. Not for this. I chose to help you then, as I do now. On that note, there is another matter we need to discuss.” 
 
    “I knew it,” muttered Tonia. “Is Avarice coming for her again?” 
 
    “No,” said Malon quickly. “At least, not yet. Two of the other Divine Remnants have formed an alliance, however. It’s hard to know how this will play out, but I think the best option for Seffi right now is to be diplomatic.” 
 
    “She can’t…” said Tonia, shaking her head. “I won’t let her go. True Divine! I’m not ready to let my daughter go yet!” 
 
    She ran over to Seffi and pulled her into a tight, protective embrace. Malon still held the baby and shifted to gently bouncing it. The tiny child let out a snort that created a snot bubble and began to laugh. 
 
    “Seffi doesn’t have to do anything other than trust me to act on her behalf,” said Malon. “I will serve as her emissary, if she would allow it.” 
 
    Tonia furrowed her brow and looked toward her daughter uncertainly. 
 
    “I trust Malon,” whispered Seffi. “She’s my crest sorceress, right? She saved me before. I don’t think she’d act with ill intentions.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t,” said Damon. “Trusting my aesta is probably the smartest move you can make right now, Seffi. Aside from recruiting another crest sorcerer.” 
 
    “Another… crest sorcerer?” Seffi furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Of course, it would have to be someone you and she could both trust. Someone with a good head on their shoulders, solid sword skills, and a prior track record for standing their ground against the other Forsaken.” 
 
    Tonia made an offended noise, but Malon seemed more open to the suggestion. 
 
    “It isn’t a bad idea, solas, though I would have a few reservations about it,” she said. “Unfortunately, Seffi has yet to reach the level of power needed to maintain multiple crests at once.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” whispered Seffi. 
 
    “I didn’t really expect it to be on the table, regardless,” he said. “I can manage as I am.” 
 
    He would have to, at least until he figured out how to restore Myr’s power. There was no way he could take any other crest, given how directly it would put him at odds with Malon and Seffi.  
 
    “Malon.” Tonia walked over to the other woman, gently accepting her baby back. “Tell me truthfully. Will your mediations with the other Divine Remnants be enough to keep Seffi safe?” 
 
    “I know not for certain,” said Malon. “Hopefully, it’ll be enough. Be ready in the coming days and weeks, just in case.” 
 
    “I don’t want Seffi to have to live a life like them,” said Tonia. “She’s a sweet girl. She doesn’t have a violent bone in her body.” 
 
    Damon could hear the truth in her words. It was hard to look at Seffi and see anything but a shy little girl with messy brown hair, still growing into a young woman’s confidence. 
 
    “This is the only way,” said Malon. “If we tread carefully and strive to remain neutral in this conflict, Seffi will have a chance of continuing her life here a while longer.” 
 
    There was an unspoken implication in her words. Eventually, Seffi’s fate would catch up with her, even in the form of her own lost memories, or an encounter with her divine siblings. To Damon, it made Malon and Tonia’s desire to let her have a mostly normal life that much more tragically commendable. 
 
    “Thank you,” whispered Seffi. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    With their business in Anliwich complete, Damon and Malon set off toward The Rosewood Inn. Malon offered to pay one of the town’s wagons for transport with some of the money she’d made from Dice’s purchase of the heartlift weed. The man had insisted on giving them a ride for free in return for how they’d defended the town the previous night. 
 
    They made good time, conversing little, each distracted by their own thoughts. Damon wondered how Seffi — Lascivious — remaining in hiding would affect the coming conflict. He might come to regret not pressing Malon to ally herself more actively with Wrath and Famine, but the opposite was just as true. Would Seffi’s diplomacy be enough to protect her if Avarice came out on top against his other siblings? 
 
    The wagon bumped over a pothole in the road, and Malon shifted unsteadily beside him. Damon put an arm around her, feeling her instantly melt into an embrace against his side. 
 
    “You used your magic against the pensalagi,” he said. 
 
    “You very nearly drowned in that fight,” said Malon. “Your clothes are still wet, solas.” 
 
    She felt his wet tunic, letting her hand run down to his similarly damp leggings. She let it rest on his inner thigh, leaning her shoulder against his chest, giving in to the intimacy of the moment. 
 
    “Our own future will also be in play during this oncoming conflict,” he said. “It’s been so peaceful at the inn for the last few weeks. I was hoping it would last a while longer.” 
 
    “So was I, solas,” she whispered. “You make a good innkeeper.” 
 
    “You make a good cook.” 
 
    She gave him a teasing smile. “This is a new discovery for you?” 
 
    “Not new, but newly reinforced,” he said. 
 
    Malon rubbed her hand gently on his leg. It sent a flutter of excitement to his crotch, though it was obviously unintentional on her part. 
 
    “I’m cautiously optimistic,” said Malon. “I can make no predictions for what the future might hold, whether it’s in the form of tension between the Forsaken, or an outright war. But I do think that it needn’t be our war if we’re careful.” 
 
    “Kastet feels a responsibility toward her throne,” pointed out Damon. “She may commit herself to this path regardless of available alternatives.” 
 
     “It’s our responsibility to advise her against rash action,” said Malon. “It’s not our place to serve her if we don’t agree with her decisions, however.” 
 
    Damon nodded. He smiled, feeling so appreciative of her, of her advice, her presence in the world. He kissed her on the cheek. Malon’s eyes fluttered, and the fingers she had on his thigh tightened a bit. She had used her magic recently. He knew the effect he was likely having on her. 
 
    “We’ll be home soon,” she said. 
 
    “Soon, but not yet,” he replied. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes a bit, but the tiny, reluctant smile on her lips kept the expression from being as chastising as it should have been. Damon kissed her again, letting his lips drag along her neck. The wagon driver’s attention was entirely on the road. They were in their own little world, him and his aesta, free to share the moment together. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered. “Behave yourself.” 
 
    Her hand didn’t move, contradicting her words. One of her fingers almost touched his cock through his trousers, moving along his leg as though drawing an invisible boundary. 
 
    “It’s difficult, aesta,” he said. 
 
    “I’m aware. But you’re capable of it.” 
 
    He took a breath, on the verge of blowing just from the tiny amount of teasing she was doing. 
 
    “If you were anyone else,” she continued, “I would have given up on hoping you’d adjust your behavior. I would have given up on myself for so often letting you get away with the things you do. But you aren’t anyone else, solas. You’re you.” 
 
    She withdrew her hand. Damon shook his head, unsure of what she meant by her words. 
 
    “I’m not certain I understand,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t have to understand.” She reached out, gently caressing his cheek. “Just do your best. I love you more than you know.” 
 
    She rested her head on his shoulder, and he held her against him like that, feeling a bit childish for wanting more. It was enough to have her like this. Close and intimate. To have her trust and her love, and to know that she thought he could be better. It was enough… wasn’t it? 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The next few hours passed with Damon and Malon at comfortable rest. They set a good pace in the wagon. It was late afternoon when Azurecliff came into view, which emphasized to Damon just how unknowingly close they’d been to Malon’s Forsaken master for the past few weeks. Though, thinking of Seffi in terms like that felt a bit unfair. 
 
    It was strange passing through Azurecliff from the north. The town showed them a different side of itself, with the buildings and farms seeming a bit scarcer and farther apart. The townsfolk welcomed them warmly, waving and shouting their hellos. Damon smiled and waved back, falling easily again into the guise of Anders Rosewood. 
 
    The wagon driver insisted on bringing them the full distance. Damon helped Malon down as they arrived and thanked the man for his help. The Rosewood Inn was a bit disheveled on the outside, but the door was open, and he could hear voices within. 
 
    Not just voices, he soon discovered. An outright shouting match between familiar faces was on full display within the common room, though it wasn’t the first thing to catch Damon’s attention. 
 
    The inn was a mess. It looked as though not a single plate, mug, or bowl had been moved from where a patron had set it down throughout the past two days. Muddy footsteps told the stories of several guests’ paths across the floor. There was even money out openly on the bar, not in an obvious spot, but somewhere where it might be snatched by a pilfering patron. 
 
    “You are being obstinate!” shouted Ria. “Stop imagining that the world is the sort of place where words alone hold weight.” 
 
    “Then stop treating me like a child!” snapped Kastet. “I know more about politics than you do, Ria. If it were all about a person’s army, every mercenary would be a king.” 
 
    “Many do claim to be, Kastet,” said Ria. “Think carefully of what you speak.” 
 
    “Quit talking down to me!” shouted Kastet. “I am Princess Kastet Alquin of —” 
 
    “Whoa!” Damon seized Kastet by the waist and clamped a hand over her mouth. “Easy! That’s not the type of thing we want to be shouting with the door to the inn wide open, now is it?” 
 
    “What in the world is going on here?” asked Malon. 
 
    “Aesta!” Vel appeared from the kitchen, blonde locks bouncing as she bounded through the messy common room. She pulled Malon into a tight hug. “We’ve been a bit… lost… without you.” 
 
    “We would have been fine if you and you sister had spent less time bickering,” said Kastet after wriggling to free her mouth from Damon’s palm. 
 
    Ria let out a derisive laugh. “Yes, Your Highness. Velanor and I were the problem, not the woman incapable of cooking, or handling coins quickly, or even keeping her voice pitched downward enough to maintain her disguise.” 
 
    “That only happened once, with one person!” said Kastet, shifting into Kain’s voice. “It’s not as though he even came to a conclusion about it.” 
 
    “Enough!” snapped Damon. “No more arguing. Explain to me what’s going on. What were the two of you talking about when aesta and I first…” 
 
    He trailed off as he caught sight of a group three travelers headed up the path toward the inn. It was late afternoon, earlier than the evening rush would usually start. They’d be expecting food and a drink or two, and likely wouldn’t stay for long. 
 
    “Heather, Violet,” said Malon. “Why don’t the two of you clean up these tables while I tend to the cooking?” 
 
    “I’ve already started a stew,” said Vel. “It only has potatoes. I wasn’t sure what else to add.” 
 
    “I’ll look at our store of ingredients and figure it out,” said Malon. “Kain, would you mind sweeping the floor?” 
 
    Kastet scowled around the room in a manner that suggested she did mind, quite a bit in fact, but she nodded and took up the broom. 
 
    “Nice work,” said Damon, setting a hand on the small of Malon’s back. She caught his wrist and smirked at him. 
 
    “Tend the bar, Anders,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind explaining away the mess if they ask about it.” 
 
    “I’m good at explaining away messes.” 
 
    “Almost as good as you are at making them,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    “Got a cousin up that way that says there be some work for me and my boys, but I was worrying about some whispers of bandits on the road ahead of us.” 
 
    Damon furrowed his brow as he listened to Danlin, one of his talkative patrons.  
 
    “I had heard the same thing,” said Damon. “Though my mother and I were on that road earlier today and it was safe enough. Another traveler mentioned that they’d been chased off by some passing mercenaries.” 
 
    “Rovahn’s balls, let’s hope that’s the case,” said Danlin. “We’re headed that way, regardless. We should get going, as it were. Thank you for your time, Mister Rosewood.” 
 
    “Thank you for your coin.” 
 
    He smiled and bid Danlin and his two sons a quick goodbye. Vel, Ria, and Kastet were still restoring order and cleanliness to the inn, but now that the common room was empty, they could speak freely. 
 
    “Would someone explain to me why the inn was allowed to get this messy?” he asked. “I feel as though keeping the place clean should be second nature to the three of you by now.” 
 
    Ria and Kastet scowled at each other. Vel folded her arms, seeming annoyed, if also partially culpable. 
 
    “They both kept getting distracted by their argument,” said Vel. “I wasn’t about to do all of the cleaning myself, so I tried to focus on getting them to be civil with each other.” 
 
    “I take it that it didn’t work,” said Damon. 
 
    Vel nodded. 
 
    “So, what happened to Lilian?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s what the core of our… discussion… was rooted in,” said Kastet. “Can we close the door for a moment to discuss pressing matters?” 
 
    “I think we need to,” he said with a nod. 
 
    Closing the inn’s door wasn’t a surefire way to keep guests from intruding on their privacy, but it would give them slightly more forewarning. Damon followed Vel, Ria, and Kastet into the kitchen, where they could speak without needing to interrupt Malon from her cooking. 
 
    “Shortly after the two of you departed, I sent Lilian to deliver my reply to Wrath and Famine,” said Kastet. “I agreed to meet with them as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Which is foolishness,” said Ria. “We have no power! What is your plan, oh mighty princess, if they decide you would serve them more faithfully as a captive than an ally?” 
 
    “They can’t simply take me captive,” said Kastet. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Damon. “She’s got a point. We can’t match them in terms of outright power.” 
 
    His hand went to his waist, though he’d already taken off his sword and stored it under the bar counter. With Myr still dormant, he couldn’t even come close to putting up a fight against one of the Forsaken, let alone two. 
 
    “Our position isn’t quite as weak as it may seem,” said Malon. “As some of you may already have guessed, Damon and I traveled to meet with Lascivious.” 
 
    The revelation reverberated through the room. Vel’s jaw dropped. Ria folded her arms. Kastet looked as though she was considering her words extremely carefully. 
 
    “What was she like?” asked Vel. “Damon, you have to tell me everything! I know aesta won’t, but you can’t keep this secret.” 
 
    “Solas,” said Malon sternly. “I would prefer to not have the details of our meeting become general knowledge.” 
 
    “Sorry, Vel,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Please, Lady Malon,” said Kastet. “I need to know where Lascivious stands in terms of the coming conflict. That was what you spoke to her about, was it not?” 
 
    “If possible, she wishes to remain in the background,” said Malon. “She’s placed her full confidence in me to negotiate in her stead.” 
 
    “Then we aren’t without strength!” said Kastet. “If you’re with us, Lady Malon, Wrath and Famine won’t have the option of simply imprisoning me without fear of retaliation from Lascivious.” 
 
    Damon winced, hiding it by covering his mouth as though deep in consideration. The idea of Seffi being able to effectively retaliate against her divine siblings, or even having the confidence to, seemed rather optimistic. 
 
    “Yes,” said Malon. “This was my purpose in seeking her out directly.” 
 
    All eyes turned toward Ria. The stubbornness had left her expression, and she nodded slowly. 
 
    “This meeting still holds risks,” said Ria. “Kastet. Hear me as your friend and advisor when I say that there is a genuine risk of you becoming a puppet of the Venmalese. They will use you to wage war against Avarice.” 
 
    “I know,” said Kastet. “I know that, Ria. I don’t fault you for your passion on this subject. But you must realize that the same is true of your people. If we reach out to the Remenai first and seek alliances with them, we’re operating from a similar position. They will also use me as a puppet to wage war against Veridan’s Curve. The only difference is in the specifics of their objectives.” 
 
    “Is that the only difference you see?” asked Ria. “Would you rather be a puppet of a man, or the puppet of monster?” 
 
    “Seta,” said Malon, setting a hand on Ria’s shoulder. “There is only so much we can do from our current position. I fear the danger of our current circumstances is greater than it will be if we take action. There’s a risk in become marred and split by arguments.” 
 
    Ria sighed. “I… suppose you have a point.” 
 
    None of them said anything for a moment. Vel was the one to break the silence, clearing her throat and raising her hand. 
 
    “Um,” she said. “I bought quilts.” 
 
    “…What?” said Damon. 
 
    “For the extra beds we have,” she said. “We can rent out four rooms overnight now if we want.” 
 
    “Nice,” he said. “Good work, Vel.” 
 
    She grinned at him, and Damon couldn’t resist pulling her into a hug and giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Easy with your sister, Anders,” said Malon with a bit of emphasis. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said without enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon would have appreciated some time to relax, maybe take a bath and have a beer, but the evening crowd began filing in almost as soon as they reopened the inn’s door. He seemed to have been well missed by the common folk of Azurecliff, and even a few patrons who’d never spoken to him before greeted him warmly. 
 
    “What’s your mother cooking up for us tonight, Anders?” asked Doogle. “Smells like potatoes and… is that pork I smell?” 
 
    “Pork sausage stew,” he said. “Should be tasty. Can I refill that mug for you?” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Damon poured the man another beer, tilting the mug to ensure just the right amount of froth across the top. Ria tapped her hand on the end of the other bar, signaling she also needed refills, which he quickly provided. 
 
    “You need to tell me everything that happened during your journey,” she whispered. 
 
    “Not now,” he said. 
 
    “Obviously not now. But I need to know each and every detail. I noticed how much… Lady Leah withheld when we were speaking earlier.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything,” he said. “Later.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand and hurried off with the mugs he’d filled for her. Damon was busy considering whether it was a betrayal of his aesta’s trust to reveal information about Seffi to Ria when a new guest strode into The Rosewood Inn. 
 
    Austine Treymore, Avarice’s crest sorcerer and Damon’s oldest friend, grinned as he strode up to the bar and seated himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a while,” said Austine. “I see you’ve been busy. Never really pictured you as an innkeeper, Dam—” 
 
    Damon leaned forward, surreptitiously shifting his elbow down on Austine’s hand to interrupt him. Austine winced and let out a snort of pain. 
 
    “It has been a while, Aust,” he said. “I almost thought you’d forgotten about your old friend, Anders Rosewood.” 
 
    Austine stared at him blankly. “Forgotten about who now?” 
 
    “This is The Rosewood Inn,” said Damon slowly. “You’ve met my mother Leah before, haven’t you? She inherited it, but we were only in a position to move here recently, see?” 
 
    “I see.” Austine let out a laugh and nodded his head. “Sort of. Wait, hold on. So who is Anders, then?” 
 
    Damon massaged his temples and feigned a shrug to Doogle, who was listening in. “My friend Austine is a gladiator. He’s taken many blows to the head over the years.” 
 
    “Tough line of work,” said Doogle. “Can I get another refill, Andy?” 
 
    “Oh!” said Austine. “Ah. Yes. Good to see you’re moving up in the world, um, Andy. I thought after that little scuffle we had on that ship, you might have… well… It’s good to see you’re well.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” He let himself relax a little. “It’s good to see you, too, though I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in knowing why you are here.” 
 
    Another patron took the stool to Austine’s left. Damon greeted the man and poured him a beer, hands moving unconsciously through the motions. 
 
    “How do I put this, exactly?” said Austine. “I’m here on business, but not business related to what you might assume.” 
 
    Damon nodded. Austine wore his sword, along with a cloak with a thick neckline that covered Avarice’s golden crest on his throat. He’d let his blond hair grow out a bit, long enough to pull back into a short warrior’s tail. He was handsome and well-dressed to the point of standing out from the other patrons. Damon needed to be careful about their interaction. 
 
    Vel tapped a hand on the end of the bar. She stared at Austine with open, fearful eyes. Damon touched her shoulder as he refilled the mug she’d brought up from one of the tables. She looked at him, and he pulled her close. 
 
    “It’s alright,” he said. “He’s not here for us. And even if he were… you’ve seen me kick his ass before.” 
 
    “A few times,” she said, smiling. “Still. Don’t do anything stupid, Damon.” 
 
    “I won’t. I’ll make sure he doesn’t, either.” 
 
    Doogle and the other nearby patrons were distracted by their conversations, which left Damon with a brief opening. He leaned forward against the bar, smiling as he lowered his voice and asked a serious question. 
 
    “How the hell did you find me, Aust?” 
 
    Austine chuckled. “You went right by me in your carriage. I was north of this town, on my horse, on the road. Right next to you, in fact. I even waved and whistled. You seemed a bit too busy hugging your aesta to notice.” 
 
    “Shut up. And I think you mean my mother.” 
 
    Austine let out a longer laugh. “True Divine, Anders, you certainly have been busy. I would like to stress, again, that I’m not here for you. I won’t report back to, ah, my employer about the fact that you’ve opened an inn here in this town. Now have a beer with me!” 
 
    Damon smiled but shook his head. “I’m working.” 
 
    “Seriously? I’ll pay you to take the night off.” 
 
    He pulled out a gold coin and flipped it into the air, drawing the attention of more than a few people. 
 
    “That’s not how it works,” he said. “Now put your gold away and try to stop being so noticeable.” 
 
    Austine sighed. “Fine. I suppose I’ll have to drink for both of us. Can I rent a room here, at least?” 
 
    “That you can do,” he said. “We’ll have a chance to drink later, no doubt.” 
 
    Damon fell into his usual routine of running the bar over the next few minutes. It was hard to worry too much about potential consequences of Austine’s presence when half a dozen thirsty patrons were competing for his attention and a refill. 
 
    Malon finished cooking the stew, and Vel, Ria, and Kastet streamed in and out of the kitchen as they fed the considerable evening crowd. Damon was relieved, if a little overwhelmed, to have so many patrons back at the inn after their incident with Devin Rarson. 
 
    He was starving, but eating in front of the patrons was generally an unprofessional look, so he resigned himself to having Ria tell Malon to make sure she saved some of the stew for him to eat later, which she always did. A few stools opened up at the bar, giving him and Austine the space to speak again. 
 
    “Who’s the girl over in the corner?” asked Austine. 
 
    He nodded to the other side of the inn. Damon saw Keiza sitting at a table with a few other women from the town. 
 
    “A friend,” he said. 
 
    “Just a friend?” asked Austine. “She’s staring daggers at you. Let me guess — you bedded her and never courted her.” 
 
     “That’s what you would guess,” said Damon with a smile. “No. She’s just a bit… tricky.” 
 
    “You should be careful with her, then,” said Austine. “And the serving boy?” 
 
    “The… serving boy?” 
 
    Austine flicked his head at Kastet, who was in her role as Kain, as usual. 
 
    “He’s one of those pretty lads,” said Austine. “Did one of your sisters beg you to hire him, or something?” 
 
    Damon snorted and refilled Austine’s mug. “Something like that, yeah.” 
 
    “He’s twenty or nearabout, right?” asked Austine. 
 
    “He is, but—” 
 
    “Then I’m going in.” 
 
    Before Damon could object, Austine found a new seat next to where Kastet stood. With the stew served, Kastet was back to sweeping. She smiled politely as Austine began shamelessly hitting on her, or rather, hitting on Kain.  
 
    Damon was conflicted over whether to intervene. Austine had always been into pretty, feminine-looking men. It was a bit galling that he didn’t recognize Kastet in her disguise, but he hadn’t spent as much time around the princess as Damon had, and he was also drunk. 
 
    Kastet looked rather uncomfortable, but she was at work. She maintained her polite, professional façade, answering Austine’s questions as best she could. 
 
    “I’m sure a lad like you has all the ladies coming after him, aye?” said Austine. “Pity that they barely know what to do in the sheets half the time, right?” 
 
    “Ah,” said Kastet. “Um. I actually haven’t…” 
 
    “A virgin, then?” Austine grinned and clapped Kastet on the back. “There’s no shame in that, Kain! Mind me asking if it’s for a lack of opportunity, or perhaps… a lack of desire?” 
 
    “Could you, um, excuse me for a moment?” asked Kastet. She hurried into the kitchen without waiting for his response. Austine waited, giving Damon a thumbs up, clearly deluded about his odds of taking a certain pretty boy to bed that night. 
 
    The stool Austine had occupied at the bar didn’t stay empty for long. Keiza said nothing as she sat down. Damon poured her a mug of ale, reflecting her silence as she took a slow sip. 
 
    The fast-paced nature of the job of an innkeeper during evening hours was, for once, a blessing for him. Damon was soon too busy to stand around and serve as the target of Keiza’s unspoken intensity. She finally did speak up, however, the next time he had a moment between tending to the patrons. 
 
    “I’m glad you were able to sort things out with your mother so quickly,” she said. 
 
    “She was just visiting some friends, as it turned out,” he said with a nod. 
 
    “Friends. Right.” Keiza flipped a few dark strands of hair out of her face. “I half expected you to simply disappear and not come back.” 
 
    “Now why would I do a thing like that?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” said Keiza. “Running away from something, perhaps?” 
 
    She wasn’t speaking in a loud voice, but her words still felt direct and threatening, like an invisible noose around his neck. Damon stared her full in the eyes, hands absently polishing the rim of a mug. 
 
    “What do you want, Keiza?” he asked. 
 
    “Meet me outside by the trees. I want to speak to you honestly.” 
 
    Damon gestured to the busy common room. “I’m needed here, at the moment.” 
 
    “Get someone to cover for you. I’ll wait a few minutes.” 
 
    She finished her beer, stood up, and headed for the door. Damon scowled at her butt as he watched her disappear into the night.  
 
    He waved Kastet over and convinced her to cover for him for a while. As he left the bar, Damon briefly considered whether he was about to walk into a trap. Keiza knew too much, and she was more capable than he’d initially realized. It wasn’t beyond her to concoct a situation where he’d be stumbling blind into a group of mercenaries. 
 
    His paranoia was getting a bit too insidious for his liking.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Damon wasn’t without weapons as he approached the small grouping of trees around the back of the inn where Keiza awaited him. He had the forethought to scoop up a bottle of wine from behind the bar on his way out. If he wasn’t walking into a trap, then he was going to make his best attempt at seducing her and plowing her suspicions down to a manageable level. 
 
    She struck quite the figure, hair blowing in the wind, tinted by Eldritch’s faint blue-green glow. Damon slowly came to stand in front of her, revealing the wine from behind his back like a special gift, just for her. 
 
    “I thought if I was going to take part of the night off, I might as well take full advantage of it,” he said. 
 
    “Do I look as though I’m in the mood to drink wine, Anders?” she asked. 
 
    Her tone was curt and serious. Damon wasn’t sure how to play her question. He decided to forge on, regardless. 
 
    “I saw you watching me, Keiza,” he said. “Staring at me, really.” 
 
    “Is there something wrong with that?” 
 
    “No.” He took a step closer to her, a fraction of a step too close. “I liked it. You were watching me work.” 
 
    Keiza jutted her chin out at him. “And that’s what you do for work, Anders? Truly?” 
 
    “I’m versatile when it comes to my profession, but I never fail to get the job done.” 
 
    A smile crept onto Damon’s face as he felt the tension lengthen and thicken between them. He was already so close. He leaned forward, letting his lips draw toward hers like a boulder rolling down a hill. 
 
    Keiza turned around just before the kiss, sucking in a shaky breath.  
 
    “I found a body in the river,” she whispered. “A man with scars on his face, and a collection of well-used knives on his belt.” 
 
    So that was it. He should have guessed it from her earlier questions. Still, it wasn’t as though he’d carved his name on the men he’d killed. He could still deny and deflect, or even just play dumb. 
 
    “Was he from town?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” said Keiza with a small sigh. “I believe he was from the mercenary group that passed through Azurecliff a few weeks ago. The Blacksoul Band.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I found him the day after they disappeared. His body… was ruined. He didn’t have cuts on him or bruises. He had these… gashes. As though he’d been stabbed through by a halberd in multiple places.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to see that,” said Damon. “It could have been an animal, or perhaps a monster.” 
 
    “Unlikely, given how close our town is to the main road.” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “He must have gotten on the wrong side of someone, then. It’s not strange for a man with knives and scars to have some enemies.” 
 
    Keiza’s eyes narrowed, gleaming in the moonlight. “Enemies. Right. Anders, the state his body was in made me feel like I couldn’t breathe simply to look at it.” 
 
    “Keiza.” He reached out to take her hands. She drew them away from him but didn’t step back, which made what little space that separated them feel like it was about to snap out of existence. 
 
    “What kind of man could do something like that?” she asked. 
 
    He watched her. She wasn’t trembling, but her posture rippled with emotions he couldn’t identify, emotions he doubted she even understood. 
 
    “Have you known many men, Keiza?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve known plenty of men.” 
 
    “Then I have to imagine that you do understand how circumstances might have… forced someone’s hand. Perhaps the other man in the fight had a grudge. Perhaps he was just defending people he cared about.” 
 
    “You’re talking about killing, Anders,” she whispered. 
 
    “I am.” He leaned in again, not to kiss her, but to speak at near a whisper. “The man who committed this act is probably dangerous. He’s probably not the type of person you’d want to be looking into.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of dangerous men.” 
 
    Damon waited for a beat before setting his hand gently on her waist. Keiza flinched, and he couldn’t stop himself from smiling and shaking his head. 
 
    “But you are afraid of harmless innkeepers, apparently?” he asked. 
 
    She didn’t say anything, and the moment seemed to slip by them both. Damon turned to head back to the inn. Keiza grabbed the edge of his sleeve. He turned and kissed her full on, pressing her back against the trunk of a nearby tree, body acting on reflex in response to long minutes of unfulfilled expectation. 
 
    “Oh…” she moaned. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop, Keiza?” he whispered. “Do you want me to go? To leave your town?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “True Divine, I—” 
 
    “Keiza?” The sound of Kemren’s voice came from the inn’s entrance. “Is that you and Anders in the trees?” 
 
    Keiza exhaled through her tooth. “I’m here, Father.” 
 
    “Good!” called Kemren. “Don’t mind me. I just wanted to tell you to leave the front door unlocked if you get home before I do. Sorry for the interruption, and please feel free to continue from where you just left off. I’m overdue to be a grandfather.” 
 
    Damon heard the man let out a rather amused laugh as he disappeared into The Redwood Inn. He stood with Keiza in the trees, feeling awkward and no longer in the mood. 
 
    “I think I’m going to head home,” she said. 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    Damon wanted to say something more about the meat of their discussion, but he still wasn’t sure where he stood with her. Did she know, or did she just suspect? And if she did know, was she the type to try to expose him, or turn him in? 
 
    He picked up the bottle of wine. A few more minutes alone with her, and he might have had both his answers and some serious fun. He wondered about what that thought said about him as he made his way back inside the inn. 
 
    The rest of the night was mellow, with patrons slowly flowing out of the inn until only its permanent residents were left, along with one other. Austine pushed his considerable alcohol tolerance past the limit and passed out at one of the tables. 
 
    “He’ll pay for a room,” said Damon. “Kain, can you help me get him upstairs?” 
 
    Kastet nodded, taking his legs while Damon handled the bulk of his weight. Vel led them to one of the new rooms she’d prepared upstairs, and they set him down atop the quilt. 
 
    “Kain,” mumbled Austine. “Kain! Come tuck me in. Come here… come on.” 
 
    Kastet scrunched her face up and pulled back into the hallway. She frowned at Damon as he followed her out and shut the door. 
 
    “Can you talk to him about being less pushy about his infatuation with me, or rather, with Kain?” asked Kastet. “I have less than no interest. He thinks I’m a man, and he wants to…” 
 
    She shuddered, and Damon chuckled. 
 
    “I’ve tried to dissuade Austine from chasing after his romantic targets before,” he said. “It rarely works out in my favor. He’ll be gone tomorrow, no doubt, and you won’t have to worry about him hitting on Kain anymore.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” whispered Kastet. “If Lilian had overheard some of what he was saying to me, she would have tried to kill him.” 
 
    “Which wouldn’t have ended well,” he pointed out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    As Damon still hadn’t eaten yet, he took a quick dinner downstairs in the common room. Malon’s stew was still hot off the fire, and he had two mugs of beer along with it. Each of the others drifted off to bed, one by one. Malon kissed him on the cheek as she retired for the night, the last other person still awake. 
 
    “Don’t stay up too late, solas,” she said. “No doubt tomorrow will have much in store for us.” 
 
    “I won’t. Goodnight, aesta.” 
 
    She held his hand for a moment longer before slowly making her way upstairs. Damon still needed to take a bath, and he opted to take his myrblade down into the basement along with him. 
 
    The water was cold, but his body adjusted to it quickly, and his body’s reaction to the chill seemed fitting as he sat in the aqueduct with his dormant myrblade in hand. He gently stroked Myr’s hilt, breathing slowly, angling toward the same state he’d been in during their previous encounters within the enchantment. 
 
    It didn’t take long. Damon blinked, recognizing his new surroundings as Myr’s ethereal prison. She watched him, still bound tight by her chains, with an obvious frown on her face. 
 
    “You’re back,” she said. 
 
    “I’m back,” he said. 
 
    “We both know what that means, Damon,” she said. 
 
    “I need your strength again, Myr,” he said. “Look, I know you’re concerned about what happened, but—” 
 
    “You can’t unchain me, Damon,” she said, looking away. Her blue eyes looked so cold, so sad. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “Just the first chain,” he said. “You said that it had already been undone when you became my sword. I won’t touch the others. I just want back the power that you had already shared with me.” 
 
    “Damon,” said Myr. “I respect you. I… love you. You’re my master, but you don’t understand. You don’t see it.” 
 
    “I don’t see what?” 
 
    Myr shifted her hands across her body, fingers teasing at the metal of one chain in particular. There was so much beautiful, blue flesh visible underneath. She was an Ice Elemental, but she was also a woman, a curvaceous, sexual creature. 
 
    “I will let you break this chain,” she said. “But only if you experience what you did.” 
 
    “Experience what I did? What am I agreeing to, exactly?” 
 
    “I want you to see my memory of what happened that night in the river,” whispered Myr. 
 
     “Why?” he asked. “I remember it, myself.” 
 
    “Do you?” Myr’s expression grew dark, and she extended a hand for him to take. She looked regal and dangerous in that moment, like a queen offering her subject possible amnesty, or possible execution. 
 
    Damon took her hand and felt the ethereal prison shift around him. He was suddenly back at the river on that fateful night when he confronted Agatha and the main body of the Blacksoul Band.  
 
    His perspective was different than how he remembered, loose and adrift. He heard himself speaking and was momentarily discomforted by the emptiness of his own voice. 
 
    “There are always consequences in life,” he heard himself say. “I hope you can find peace in accepting yours.” 
 
    Damon’s experience of the memory slowed to a crawl as he watched himself sink his myrblade into the water and begin to summon the ice thorns he’d used to dispatch the assassins. He experienced Myr’s memory of manifesting his will, felt the ice forming, and saw what happened next. 
 
    An older man with wispy gray hair and a curved dagger screamed in agony as he took one ice spike through the leg and another through the lower back. Through Myr’s experience of the ice, Damon could feel the man twitching, like a bug pinned to a child’s parchment. 
 
    A young man who couldn’t have been any older than Damon clutched at the ice spike which had taken him through the chest, tears running freely down his face as he fought pitifully against his fate. 
 
    He saw Agatha shuddering with pain, sobbing, holding her hands over gashes that bled fast and freely into the river’s current. He saw dozens of others dying, each one taking to their torment differently. Twenty-seven men and one woman was the total of the lives he’d snuffed out in a moment of magic and ruthlessness. 
 
    None of them were, strictly speaking, good people. Nobody who takes money in exchange for murder deserves to be called that. Even so, Damon knew without needing to be told that some of them had friends, family, people who would miss them. 
 
    The moment didn’t end. It looped back on itself. He could distinguish between several different voices begging for mercy that Damon had never considered giving them. It was a sound that hit him on a strange level, missing his heart completely, but still making him feel as though he was about to retch. 
 
    Damon saw a scarred man with a belt full of knives, and Keiza’s words rang through his memory like a well-struck bell. 
 
    What kind of man could do something like that? 
 
    “Myr…” he muttered, closing his eyes. 
 
    He was back in the prison when he opened them. His hands had begun trembling at some point. He pressed his palms together, but it only seemed to push the sensation deeper into his body, rather than steadying him. 
 
    “Do you understand now, Damon?” she whispered. “I don’t think you’re evil. I don’t even think you were necessarily wrong in taking those lives. Wrathful, and a little cruel maybe, but likely you saved more bloodshed in stopping them than just what would have been inflicted on yourself and your family. Other people they would have gone on to kill in the future. 
 
    “But it’s still… so much death. So much death, Damon. You killed them all. I thought about what might happen if you used me to kill people under different circumstances, where your reasons might not be as pressing.  
 
    “What truly scared me, Damon, was what you could become. What would happen if you became jaded and unaffected by the killing. You have so much potential. I don’t want to see you use it to cause more death.” 
 
    “Myr…” Damon blinked, only then realizing he had tears in his eyes. “I don’t want to see that, either.” 
 
    He was conflicted, but in a way, the fact that the conflict existed now, where it hadn’t before, gave him hope. He would be more careful both with how he used his myrblade and how he valued life in general. He would have to be. 
 
    “It’s this one,” whispered Myr. She pulled at one the chains that twisted across her breasts. Damon could see the edges of a dark blue nipple peeking through around one of the sides of the metal links. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “I don’t have to take it off, Myr.” 
 
    “I think you do, or at least, you will, soon enough,” she said. “I am still worried. But I don’t want my concern over how you’ll use my power lead to you being underequipped against the challenges ahead of you. You’re a good master, Damon, and you’re a wielder. You’re one of the few who can unlock my strength in such a way.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, but still felt uneasy as he drew near Myr and took hold of the chain. It was colder than ice, and the chill went straight into his knuckles and the bones of his fingers. It felt as though his fingers had frozen into place after only a few seconds. 
 
    “Mmm…” hummed Myr. “You can go ahead, whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Alright.” Damon pulled on the chain, putting his strength into pulling it apart just as he might snap a thin string. His muscles strained to apply more force, and he gritted his teeth, grunting and concentrating. He started to doubt whether he could even do it. 
 
    The screech of metal suddenly echoed through the ethereal prison as one of the links on the chain gave out. Damon saw Myr shudder, noticed the way the removal of the chain exposed one of her breasts, and felt a sudden rush of warmth and power. 
 
    “It’s done,” he said. 
 
    “Yes.” She pulled an arm across her chest and looked at him seriously. “Please, Damon. What I’ve shown you here and what I’ve told you about the chains is information which may lead you into danger. The rest of the chains must stay on.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I think so. Perhaps not in the same way you do, Myr, but after what you showed me…” He shook his head and looked at the floor. “True Divine. I don’t like having the kind of power that lets me kill like that.” 
 
    “It would be so much more, Damon,” she said. “More than your heart is able to handle. I don’t want to see you become that cold.” 
 
    The scene around him flashed and faded. Damon was back in the aqueduct, holding his myrblade and shivering in the chilly water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Damon wanted to sleep in the next morning, feeling as though the will to rise from bed was completely absent from his being. He’d had a nightmare about what Myr had shown him, and it was the first time he’d truly struggled with the nature of what he’d done to the Blacksoul Band in his dreams. 
 
    He was reasonably sure that the others could manage the inn through the opening hours. They had housed their first overnight patron, but Austine would no doubt be off by the time he finished whatever breakfast Malon inevitably cooked up for the common room. 
 
    “Damon?” Vel’s voice came from the hallway, more curious than concerned. “Are you still tired from the road?” 
 
    He risked a glance through half-lidded eyes as she made her way into his room. She hadn’t gotten dressed and wore only her half-shirt and girlshorts. He could see her nipples pressing out against the fabric of her top and felt his already stiff cock strain a bit against his quilt. Apparently, he’d dreamed of more than just death the night before. 
 
    It was hard to hold onto his deflated mood as Vel’s hand brushed hair back from his forehead. She sat down next to him and pulled his quilt back, rubbing his bare chest affectionately. He’d missed her more than he’d realized even in just the two days he’d been gone. 
 
    “…Damon?” she whispered. “Are you asleep?” 
 
    Her breath tickled his face as she spoke, underscoring how close she was to him. Her hand slid a bit lower across his bare chest and stomach. She hesitated, and a moment later, Damon felt her poke the apparently obvious bulge of his erection through the quilt. 
 
    “He is obviously sleeping, Velanor.” Ria’s voice was followed by her stepping into his room and closing the door. “There is no need to wake him. It is just the hungover swordsman downstairs, and Malon and Kastet seem capable of handling him.” 
 
    Another risky glance told Damon that Ria was more clothed than Vel had been, wearing a tunic and short leggings that left her calves bare. He felt her weight also settle onto his bed. He had to focus to keep his breathing even as he felt Ria’s hand give his morning oak an appreciative pat. 
 
    “Ria!” said Vel. She reached out, swatting Ria’s hand away and touching Damon herself in the process. 
 
    “What?” asked Ria. “He is asleep, Velanor. What do you think his dreams are of?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Vel. “It’s Damon. Probably Bylia… or perhaps that girl, Keiza, who he went off with last night.” 
 
    “I was going to guess Malon.” 
 
    “Ew!” said Vel. “Why would Damon be dreaming about our aesta?” 
 
    “Just a guess.” 
 
    Damon felt a hand close around the bulge of his cock, squeezing the quilt into a soft, not unpleasant cocoon around his arousal. The hand began to gently pull, and Damon was so very glad that he’d decided to sleep in. 
 
    “What are you doing?” hissed Vel. 
 
    “I want to see it,” whispered Ria. “He is still sound asleep.” 
 
    “I know you’ve seen it before,” said Vel. 
 
    “As have you, but it is always in motion,” said Ria. “Damon has no patience. He is always sticking it somewhere, always thrusting.” 
 
    Vel snorted. “He can be a little hasty. And a little demanding.” 
 
    A second hand began fondling him, though it was still through the quilt. 
 
    “The door is closed,” said Ria. “Malon will be busy with cooking downstairs, and Kastet, or Kain, is likely occupied with the swordsman.” 
 
    “Let’s just be quick.” 
 
    “Now who is the hasty one?” asked Ria. 
 
    Damon felt the quilt being pulled back. He let out a tired groan but kept his eyes shut, trying to react as realistically as he could. He still had his undershorts on, but Ria and Vel seemed intent on removing those, as well. 
 
    He felt his underwear gently, gradually removed by the two women he’d grown up with, all while pretending to be asleep. It was one of the most bizarrely arousing experiences of his adult life. He felt his naked, erect cock snap outward into the slightly cold air of the room. Even though he couldn’t see them, he could feel Vel and Ria staring. 
 
    “I find it difficult to see it and not want to do more,” said Ria. 
 
    “Ria!” said Vel. “You’re going too far.” 
 
    “Then leave,” said Ria. “No one is stopping you.” 
 
    A hand closed around his erection, followed immediately after by another, smaller and softer. Ria let out a giggle, and Vel sighed. 
 
    “How does it get so hard?” asked Vel. 
 
    “He is a very passionate man.” 
 
    Damon felt Ria shifting positions on the bed. 
 
    “Ria!” hissed Vel. “Don’t! He’ll definitely wake up if you do that!” 
 
    “So?” replied Ria. “You think he will be angry with us when he does?” 
 
    Bliss. Unadulterated bliss flooded through Damon as a set of soft lips pressed a kiss to the underside of his shaft. He felt a wet tongue lick him from base to tip, and it was all he could do to keep from grabbing a fistful of hair, presumably Ria’s, and thrusting forward. 
 
    “That’s not fair!” said Vel. “Ria!” 
 
    Vel sighed, and this time he couldn’t hold back a groan as a second set of lips joined the first. Vel sucked on the tip of his cock, while Ria kissed and licked lower down. The pleasure was unreal, too much and not enough at the same time. Could he have this from them every morning if he made a habit of staying in bed? 
 
    His willpower for the subterfuge gave out. He set a hand on both of their heads, sensing them each start with surprise and look his way. 
 
    “You are awake,” said Ria. 
 
    Vel’s mouth was still on his member, but she blinked out a similar sentiment. 
 
    “I’m awake,” he said. “True Divine, you’re both wicked.” 
 
    He lost any semblance of self-control. Vel was wearing less clothing. Vel would be faster. Damon seized her by the shoulders, flipped her underneath him on the bed, and yanked down her girlshorts. 
 
    “Damon!” said Vel. “Hold on for… Oh!” 
 
    He sank his cock into her with one hard, deliberate thrust. Vel was already wet, and she and Ria had done a fantastic job of slicking him up. There was no resistance, nothing stopping him from plunging balls deep inside her pretty, petite body. 
 
    He wrapped one hand around her back, clutching her shoulder and pulling her body back into him with each of his pumps. Vel’s body writhed underneath him, and she let out a few vocal moans before getting her voice under control. 
 
    “You like that, Vel?” he growled. “Is this what you wanted so badly when you snuck into my room?” 
 
    “I… I didn’t!” 
 
    “You did!” Damon kissed her aggressively and pulled her half-shirt down. Her pale breasts jiggled into view. He kissed each of her nipples before sucking on the right one, still thrusting, possessing her nubile body as completely as he could. 
 
    “True Divine!” cried Vel. “Damon!” 
 
    He didn’t slow his pace, even as he felt Vel tensing up and digging her fingers into his back. He took her harder, faster, punishing her body with his movements.  
 
    “Young Damon. Husband.” Ria was still in the room, still on the bed next to them, in fact. Damon hadn’t forgotten about her, but his intense need to come, to take Vel and use her, was at the fore of his mind. He felt Ria shift so she was behind him, felt her hands settle lovingly on his shoulders. 
 
    “Oh!” cried Vel. Her hips bucked like a flustered mare as she came. Damon held them steady with his strong arms, pumping into her as though he was getting paid to do it. Vel was so hot and tight. She looked like a high-priced courtesan with her blonde hair splayed out across the pillow, breasts jiggling to the rhythm of his thrusts. 
 
    “Easy,” whispered Ria. “The day ahead is long. Pace yourself.” 
 
    Damon gritted his teeth, still thrusting into Vel. Ria’s words were like the wind in the distance, but as she started to kiss his neck and rub on him from behind, Damon lost all sense of restraint. 
 
    “Vel!” he moaned. He felt his endurance coming down to the last few thrusts. He made them count, pumping into her hard enough to sting. He surged past his limit, unloading the first burst of his seed deep into Vel’s tight, pink womanhood. 
 
    “Careful…” Ria’s arms wrapped around him, guiding him back. “Remember what your aesta has dictated.” 
 
    She took hold of his sticky cock as it came loose from Vel, shifting it to aim the next few strings of his seed onto her stomach. Damon was completely blissed out, unable to think, let alone speak. Vel flashed him a smile equal parts embarrassed and pleased with herself. 
 
    He collapsed forward onto his bed, shifting so Vel was on one shoulder and Ria was on the other. It was a beautiful moment, but one which could only last for a few minutes. 
 
    “I should wash up,” said Vel. 
 
    “Malon will get suspicious if we are all absent for too long,” said Ria. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, stopping them both at the door. They both paused, glancing back at him. 
 
    “I plan on getting revenge for this,” he said. 
 
    Vel and Ria let out matching laughs. 
 
    “Revenge?” said Vel. 
 
    “Revenge,” he repeated. “It’s my turn to play with you both while you’re sleeping.” 
 
    “If you can make it into my room without waking me, husband, you are more than welcome to,” said Ria. 
 
    “Ria!” said Vel. “You can’t say things like that! He’s going to take it as an open invitation to…” 
 
    Damon grabbed Vel’s hand, pulled her back toward his bed, and kissed her full on the lips. 
 
    “You should go wash up,” he said, brushing a few strands of hair back from her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Damon was strategic about how he made his entrance down into the common room, giving Ria and Vel a plausible head start to keep them from seeming conspicuous. Malon tended to his place at the bar, though the task didn’t involve much, given they only had a single patron. 
 
    Austine was collapsed forward against the bar, seeming as near to unconsciousness as an awake person could approach. Damon ignored him, first heading behind the bar to hug Malon and plant a gentle kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “You slept in this morning, solas,” she said. 
 
    He nodded, deciding she needed to hear at least part of the truth. “I was up late last night, but for good reason. I managed to restore the power of my sword.” 
 
    Malon give his hand a small squeeze and shot a concerned glance at Austine. She was wary of him overhearing, given his status as Avarice’s crest sorcerer. Damon didn’t resist as she pulled him around the corner into the kitchen. 
 
    “You broke her chains, then?” asked Malon. 
 
    “One of them,” he said. “I think it best to take her advice and leave the rest untouched, for now.” 
 
    Without Ria and Vel eager and willing to serve as a distraction, his mind was free to parse through what Myr had shown him. He heard the echo of twenty-eight people screaming in agony. They hadn’t been the first lives Damon had taken, but rather than diminishing the impact of what he’d done, it felt like a further condemnation of it. 
 
    “You have a mature expression on your face right now,” said Malon. “This is what growth feels like, solas.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” He took a breath and let out a slightly shaky sigh. “I should go do my job.” 
 
    “As should I. Breakfast is nearly done. I already made the batter for pancakes, so I’ll cook them up as needed.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect.” 
 
    He wanted to kiss her again, but she’d already turned to tend to the fire. He did it anyway, pulling her into a borderline erotic embrace from behind and planting a hot kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “You smell incredible, aesta,” he whispered. 
 
    “You have a bar to tend, solas,” she replied. 
 
    He gave her one last squeeze in the hug, savoring her soft body against his, and turned away. Despite having engaged with both Vel and Ria not half an hour earlier, it was his aesta’s scent that lingered in his mind as he walked back out into the common room. 
 
    Austine let out a groan and tapped a hand against the bar. Damon folded his arms, feeling distinctly nostalgic as he looked upon his friend undone by a night of heavy drinking. 
 
    “You can’t use your crest to neutralize the effects of alcohol, or something?” he asked. 
 
    “Who says I can’t?” muttered Austine. “Maybe I simply chose not to.” 
 
    “You with your infinite depths of self-control,” said Damon. “I should have cut you off halfway through the night.” 
 
    “Pour me a beer,” muttered Austine. “I need to calm my stomach.” 
 
    Damon poured him a glass of water, instead. Vel and Kastet came up from the basement, both freshly washed and partially dried. Austine did a double-take as he saw them, expression turning a bit sour. 
 
    “That little liar,” he muttered. “Kain claimed he was a virgin. Well, I suppose you’re the one with the foremost right to be offended, given that he’s plowing your sister.” 
 
    Damon covered his mouth, hiding a smile. “Yes, well, I suppose I’ll just have to be happy for them.” 
 
    “Plans for today?” asked Austine. 
 
    Damon gestured to the inn. “This. If I have time, I might do some sparring. The town’s smith is an old blade master.” 
 
    “You don’t say? I’d love to stick around and see, but I suppose I should be getting back to my objective.” 
 
    Austine didn’t elaborate, and Damon didn’t ask. He accepted his friend’s money, bickered for a bit about what constituted a fair tip, and waved him out the door. 
 
    Lilian arrived back at the inn mere minutes after Austine’s departure. She looked tired, as though she’d traveled through the night, and went straight to Kastet once she was inside. Sensing the urgency of her gait, Damon went to the front door and locked it. 
 
    All six of them sat around one of the tables in the common room. Damon was across from Lilian, in between Vel and Ria, and he watched as she carefully unrolled the missive she held and passed it to Kastet. 
 
    “It’s a message from Wrath,” said Lilian. Her serious blue eyes scanned each face around the table. “She told me to deliver it to you with absolute haste.”  
 
    “She’s serious about establishing this alliance,” said Kastet, scanning over the letter. “Wrath has specified all of the details here, along with who she’d like to speak with. This isn’t just about me. Damon, Ria. Wrath also is interested in having the two of you formally commit to being her allies.” 
 
    Damon exchanged a glance with Ria, who seemed uncertain, borderline suspicious. Malon’s face was similarly concerned, with an additional edge of anger tinging her eyes. He remembered what Lilian had said about Wrath offering him her crest. Would it be a precondition of any sort of partnership between them? 
 
    “Hold on,” said Vel. “Is this truly the best idea for all of us? Aesta… What will it mean for you if Damon and Ria and Kastet are allied to Wrath?” 
 
    “Lascivious wishes to stay as passive as she can through this conflict,” said Malon. “I… won’t be able to help in your battles. I think this is a decision you’ll each need to make for yourselves, regardless of what Wrath desires.” 
 
    She spoke to the table, but her eyes were for Damon. He knew what she was thinking. If he took Wrath’s crest, it might only be a matter of time before they were set against each other, or against their masters for refusing orders. 
 
    “Wrath wishes us to meet her at the Remnant Stones,” said Kastet. “I’m not familiar with the location.” 
 
    “The Remnant Stones are northwest of Azurecliff, about a day’s journey,” said Malon. “They were originally statues, built to honor the Divine Remnants of generations past in the days before Merinia began to colonize this region.” 
 
    “They were built by the Old Remenai, then?” asked Ria. 
 
    Malon nodded. “During a time of peace between the Divine Remnants, if you can believe it.” 
 
    Damon considered the relevance of that. He’d wondered before about how the Forsaken seemed inexplicably concentrated around Veridan’s Curve, given the wideness of the greater world. It was illuminating to realize that in a sense, this was their home realm, and whatever divine magic kept them reincarnating was as tied to the land as it was to their souls. 
 
    “I’ll be the one to ask the obvious question,” he said, turning his mind back to the situation at hand. “Does it truly make sense for us to consider this? I know you’ve plotted with Wrath before, Kastet, but for us to commit to an actual alliance seems… a bit ambitious, not to mention overly optimistic.” 
 
    “We must meet with her,” said Kastet. “I must, at the least. This could be my only chance.” 
 
    “I… agree with Kastet,” said Ria. “As much as I yearn for more allies, for strength, we cannot delay without risking offense if Wrath wishes to speak with us now.” 
 
    “I don’t trust her,” said Damon. “I know her better than any of you… and I just don’t. She is one of the Forsaken. I can’t help but think it’s naïve to assume that we can leverage an alliance with her into an advantage for ourselves.” 
 
    “Our alliance is with each other, first and foremost,” said Kastet. “The fact of the matter is we can’t stand up to an enemy like my stepmother, or Avarice, on our own. We need help. Wrath is offering us an opportunity.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said Malon. Her words carried the weight of finality, so much so that even Damon wanted to believe her. “I know you’re wary, solas, and for good reason. But if we continue as we are now, the unfortunate truth is that it will only be a matter of time before Kastet is rediscovered, or one of the other Divine Remnants decides to attack Lascivious or me. We need to be mindful of the benefits of forming an alliance.” 
 
     “I don’t disagree with your logic, but we haven’t heard Wrath’s terms yet,” he said. “She might ask us for the type of commitment that’s not easy for us to give.” 
 
    If Wrath wanted him to agree to a crest contract with her as part of the negotiation, what would he do? What would Malon say, to know that the only thing keeping them from being set against one another was the tenuous peace between Wrath and Lascivious? 
 
    “It’s as you said,” replied Malon. “We haven’t heard Wrath’s terms yet. We need to take this one step at a time.” 
 
    Everyone around the table nodded, including Damon. They rose from the table and began their preparations. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Damon found many of the usual traveling concerns easy to address, in no small part thanks to the recent income of the inn. They had enough coin to purchase what they’d need for a few days of traveling on foot and camping, which felt like a luxury after their time running from the Blacksoul Band. 
 
    Even Damon’s traveling pack was lighter than it would normally have been, with so many sets of shoulders to spread the load across. They were out of the inn by midday, passing north into Azurecliff after ensuring that the inn was securely locked and boarded up. 
 
    “You’re heading out again?” called Doogle from his perch atop the town’s entrance archway. “So soon? Didn’t you and your mother just return, Anders?” 
 
    “We still have more to move,” said Damon. “It makes more sense for us all to go this time around. Many hands make light work.” 
 
    “Those many hands will be well missed for every day your inn stays closed,” grumbled the old man. “Suppose I’ll have to buy some spirits and hunker down until you return.” 
 
    “We won’t be gone long,” said Malon. “You have my word.” 
 
    They stopped by the market and Kemren’s shop to make their purchases. Malon opted to buy another tent, supplementing the two increasingly tattered ones the family still had and the smaller one Lilian used herself. She passed the new tent to Damon, giving him a knowing look. 
 
    “As the only man among us, I think it’s fair for you to have your own tent, solas,” she said. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “I suppose that depends on your perspective,” he said with a smile. He’d been looking forward to the usual dance of figuring out who was sleeping where. It gave him an unimpeachable excuse to bed Vel and Ria on the regular, not to mention the potential for Malon to share his bedroll for a night. 
 
    He reminded himself of their journey’s serious objective and followed the others outside. They bought a fair amount of food, mostly hard sausage and road biscuits and the like. Damon kept his eyes peeled for Keiza, excuse ready to counter her suspicion, but he didn’t end up seeing her. 
 
    It was a mellow autumn afternoon, perfect traveling weather. They set out north along the road at a hard march, stopping to sip from their waterskins every half hour or so. Damon walked alongside Ria at the back of the group, keeping a close eye out for any surprises. 
 
    There was a confidence, a silent inevitability, underneath the group’s mood. Damon’s life had become entwined with all of theirs, from Malon and her crest, to Ria and Vel, Kastet and her throne. Even Wrath was connected to him through the string of his sword’s legacy and the encounters they’d shared. Whatever happened over the next few days would set their direction. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Their route took them off the main road after only a few hours. The landscape was flat, full of plains with sparse trees. The wind was powerful, and it pressed against them from the front as though urging them to reconsider each step forward. 
 
    They didn’t stop for lunch, camped late in the evening, and were rather unceremoniously back to traveling early the next morning. Damon swallowed his annoyance at having such a minimal amount of sleep and helped a few of the others, namely Vel and Kastet, tamp down on their own complaints. 
 
    The terrain shifted from open plains into rolling hills, with thin, pliable trees with which Damon was unfamiliar interspersed with the brush in the adjoining lowlands. They made good progress, but he still found himself surprised when their destination came into sight late in the afternoon. 
 
    “We’ve made good time,” said Malon. “We can get plenty of sleep tonight and be well rested for the meeting tomorrow morning.”  
 
    The Remnant Stones were a sight to behold, though Damon never would have guessed their significance from afar without prior knowledge. From the positions of what was left of them, they’d once been seven statues of the Forsaken standing in a perfect circle, each rising at least a hundred feet high. 
 
    The thing is, there wasn’t much left of them. The largest intact body part was a leg, which rose to a heavily weathered stone stump, replete with moss across its jagged top. A few severed feet were scattered nearby in their original positions, but most of what was considered to be the Remnant Stones came from the fallen pieces. The heads and hands — and in some cases, partially destroyed abdomens — of the Forsaken statues lay strewn about the field. 
 
    Had they been of living flesh, it would have been the aftermath of a massacre, and not one easily washed away by the river’s rushing current. 
 
    Malon called for them to camp on a section of flat ground midway up a hill, hidden on one side but above the trees down below, where the shadows were already long and impenetrable. Damon spent another minute taking in the sight of the stones before heading off to gather firewood, leaving the others to set up the tents. 
 
    He felt strangely peaceful as he began stripping down pieces of wood for kindling. The next few days would involve them making decisions which would affect their own futures, perhaps even the future of Veridan’s Curve. To have a chance to sit down around the camp and simply be in one another’s company felt like a fading privilege. 
 
    “Malon is ready to start cooking.” Ria’s voice drew Damon from his reverie. “I came to help you gather the necessary wood. Use me as needed.” 
 
    He shifted the pieces he carried, turning to face Ria. She’d taken off her tunic for whatever reason, and stood in her half-shirt and leggings, her dark hair tied back in a simple bun. 
 
    “As needed?” he said with a slight smile. “I’m lucky to come by such help.” 
 
    “Lucky, indeed.” Ria came around behind him, letting her hand trail up the side of his shoulder as she took a piece of firewood from him. “Malon insisted on sharing a tent with me last night, for reasons not completely of foolishness.” 
 
    “But you’re not sharing one with her tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “She switched with Kastet.” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Come to my tent tonight, once everyone is asleep.” 
 
    “Mmm…” hummed Ria. “Whatever would you need help with in there, young Damon?” 
 
    He drew closer to her, setting the firewood down so he could kiss her neck and let his words tickle against her ear. “Show up naked.” 
 
    “We are not alone in the campsite, even if all but us will be asleep,” she said. “What if—" 
 
    He gave her chest a push, not hard, but enough to lock her back against the tree she’d been standing in front of. Damon pressed himself against her, faking as though going for a kiss and drawing his lips up at the last second. Ria let out an excited breath, her body open, undulating against his. 
 
    “Solas!” called Malon. “Seta! We need that firewood.” 
 
    “I’ll see you tonight,” he whispered. “Wife.” 
 
    “Husband.” 
 
    There was an unexpected and not unwelcome surprise waiting for them back at their hillside camp. All of the tents were set up, and Lilian had out a bottle of brandy which she, Vel, and Kastet sipped from while sitting next to the empty, recently built firepit. The bottle looked expensive — fine glass with gemstones glued along its edge in places. 
 
    “A gift from Wrath?” guessed Damon. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Lilian. “Care for a sip?” 
 
    “Are you certain it was not tampered with?” asked Ria. 
 
    Poisoned was the word Damon was sure she was alluding to. He appreciated her not saying that, however, given how quickly Vel and Kastet might potentially be unsettled by the thought. 
 
    “I tested it on my way back to the inn,” said Lilian. “A few times, in fact.” 
 
    “Then I will absolutely have some,” said Damon. 
 
    He was slightly buzzed as he began building the fire. Malon began cooking the stew as soon as he had it going, adding ingredients as the rest of them settled into spots nearby.  
 
    Damon was next to Ria, who had cuddled up against him without hesitation. His arm was around her waist, and one of her hands rested on his thigh, occasionally rubbing, just enough teasing to clap back against his earlier demand of her. 
 
    “The food smells wonderful, aesta,” said Damon. 
 
    Malon glanced up from the pot, her face lit by the warm glow of the fire. “Thank you, solas. It’s nothing fancy. Spicy sausage with wild carrot and leek.” 
 
    “You always undersell your cooking, even at the inn,” said Vel. 
 
    Malon smiled and shrugged. “I’ve always found it to be enough to feed people and see the enjoyment in their faces. In them asking for seconds.” 
 
    “Will there be enough for seconds tonight?” asked Damon. 
 
    “I cooked plenty, solas,” she replied. “Tomorrow will be a big day.” 
 
    The food was delicious, the perfect blend of savory meat, fresh vegetables, and rich flavor. Damon had a few more sips of brandy throughout the meal, which he enjoyed. Ria continued teasing him the entire time, all but goading his cock with her insisting fingers. 
 
    Damon was almost out of his mind when the meal drew to a close and his companions began retiring to bed. He hunched a bit to keep his arousal from being obvious to Malon, who drew close to hug him goodnight. 
 
    “Should I take first watch tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “No need, solas,” she replied. “Lilian volunteered.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Damon. 
 
    “She’s going to do it from the top of the hill to give herself a better view,” said Malon, gesturing to where the slope continued up a ways further. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” he said. “For keeping watch. It’s a good spot to watch from.” 
 
    Just far enough away to keep her from being a nosy presence, in fact. 
 
    “I’ll have Velanor in my tent with me, but don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything, solas.” She leaned in to kiss him on the cheek. “Sleep up.” 
 
    “I will. I love you, aesta.” 
 
    “I love you, just the same.” 
 
    Vel and Kastet were already in their tent. Damon gave them a wave and a passing goodnight before slipping into his own abode for the night and collapsing on his bedroll. He was excited, but in a measured, almost fragile way. It would be so hot if Ria did show up naked, but it was an open question whether she’d be able to show up at all, with so many sets of eyes and ears within the camp. 
 
    It was a form of anticipation that fed into his arousal like dry kindling into an open flame. Damon stripped off his own clothing and lay naked on his bedroll, edging himself in a manner that probably wasn’t advisable if he wanted to do more than just make a mess of Ria within the first few minutes of her arrival. 
 
    He waited. And he waited. An hour passed by with each minute feeling like an eternity onto itself. Still, Damon waited… and was rewarded. 
 
    The flap to his tent pushed open. Damon didn’t so much as take the time to confirm it was Ria on the other side before flinging her down on the bedroll and mounting her. It was, in fact, Ria, and she’d been a good girl and shown up as naked as her birthing day. 
 
    “Husband,” she whispered. “Are you as horny as I am?” 
 
    “Does this answer your question?” He speared his cock forward, sinking into the pleasure of her womanhood, the tight, hot hole he’d been imagining for hours. “You’re mine, sweet wife. And tonight, I’ll have you dancing all night long.” 
 
    Ria let out a pleasured gasp as Damon began to move. He tried to slow his breathing even as he aggressively plunged his shaft into her. It felt so good, so much better than he’d imagined when they’d been eating dinner and the scene had played out in his head. 
 
    “Take me, young Damon,” hissed Ria. “Use me.” 
 
     “You’re mine,” he whispered. “Don’t ever forget that.” 
 
    He laced his fingers through hers with both hands, pressing her palms down onto the back of his bedroll. Ria’s legs wrapped tight around him, and for a few moments, he was simply grinding and rocking against her, the fit of his cock in her womanhood too tight to do much more against the crush of her powerful thighs. 
 
    They rolled sideways. Ria’s hand slapped the canopy of the tent, sending a ripple through the shelter. Damon slapped her ass. He seized it with rough fingers, massaging each of her buttocks like bread dough in need of working.  
 
    “Faster,” he said. “Work those hips, Ria.” 
 
    He slapped her butt again. Ria growled and pinned his wrist. 
 
    “You’re… mmm… more of a brat than Velanor sometimes,” she said. “But I will ride you, young Damon. Tonight, I will make you come first.”  
 
    Damon snorted. “You can go ahead and…” 
 
    Try was the word he’d been looking to end that sentence with. Ria did something that stole his attention before he could finish his thought. She rocked her hips in such a perfect, fast rhythm, working his cock without a sliver of waisted energy. 
 
    Damon stared at her in the dark, watching her breasts bounce. He couldn’t see her tan lines, but he knew they were there. Ria’s threat to make him come first suddenly felt more like a prophecy. He set his hands on her waist in an attempt to stop her, or at least slow her down. 
 
    “True Divine,” he muttered. “Ria. Hold on… Just… Oh!” 
 
    She let out a lewd moan and went even faster, fast enough to make Damon’s mind go blank from the pleasure. There was no stopping her, no desire from him for her to stop. He seized her by the hips and jerked upward, feeling his cock thrum as he sent his seed bursting as deep inside of her as it had ever gone. 
 
    He knew he should pull out. Surely, Ria knew that too, but there was a reluctance on both sides. Damon was too blissed to realize what it meant that the tent flap had been pulled open by a hand that didn’t belong to either him or Ria. 
 
    That, in the end, was what pulled them apart and saved them from breaking their aesta’s unwritten rule. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” said Lilian. “I hope I’m not interrupting. Though clearly… I’m interrupting.” 
 
    Damon and Ria fumbled and scrambled away from each other, briefly grabbing at the same quilt and tugging back and forth to shield their own modesty. Damon let Ria have it, catching his breath, still sweaty from sex. 
 
    “Were you spying on us?” he asked.  
 
    Lilian let out a small chuckle. “Yes. It’s what I do. It seems to have served a purpose in this case.” 
 
    “Jad’s blood!” snarled Ria. “You pathetic little harpy!”  
 
    Damon grabbed her wrist as she stood and started toward the other woman. He pulled her in close, kissing her on the cheek and brushing hair back from her forehead. 
 
    “Head back to your tent,” he whispered. “I’ll talk to her.” 
 
    He could sense that Ria was glaring at them both, despite not being able to see her expression in the dark. She shouldered by Lilian as she passed but said nothing more as she returned to her own tent. 
 
    “The two of you share an aesta,” said Lilian. 
 
    “This is none of your business,” said Damon. 
 
    “By Remenai standards, doesn’t that make her your sister?” 
 
    “Enough, Lilian,” he said. “If I catch you spying on me again, I’ll—” 
 
    “You’re in no position to make threats, Damon Al-Kendras. Let’s suppose Ria does manage to gain allies among her people. What do you think will happen if they later learn of her having these sorts of relations?” 
 
    Damon pulled on his trousers and left his tent, wanting to get away from her even if it meant giving up sleep. “I’ll take over your watch if you forget what you just saw.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” said Lilian.  
 
    He ignored her refusal, heading up the hill to where she’d been keeping guard. The spot gave him a fairly good view of the area. The night was clear, and between the stars and Eldritch, the area around the Remnant Stones was faintly illuminated. 
 
    Lilian followed him. 
 
    “I’m not the judgmental type, Damon,” she said. “Ria is… well, calling her beautiful doesn’t really do it justice. I understand the attraction. Unfortunately, Rem culture is rather conservative, on the whole. My issue is that there’s a very real chance this might become a problem if it continues once we begin gathering Rem allies.” 
 
    “Ria and I will work through it,” he said.  
 
    Lilian didn’t say anything. Her silence was telling, and Damon suspected that she was also considering if he might have similar relationships with Velanor, or even Malon. He swore under his breath, wishing he’d simply managed to keep his lust in check for the night. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Lilian. “What’s that?” 
 
    She set a hand on his shoulder and turned him to look toward the southeast, away from the Remnant Stones. On a hill lower down than theirs, nearly obscured by a grouping of small trees, was a hidden campsite. No fire was visible, but a thin trickle of smoke suggested that there was one there, carefully angled to give off no light. 
 
    “Rovahn’s balls,” muttered Damon. 
 
    “We’re being followed,” said Lilian. 
 
    He nodded. Lilian set her hands on her hips. 
 
    “You’re not surprised,” she said. “You knew, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I suspected,” he said. “I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    “Damon, hold on. We should—” 
 
    “I’ll deal with it!” he snapped. 
 
    She didn’t try to stop him as he left, first heading to grab his sword from his tent before continuing toward the other hill. His path took him through the low-lying trees, and then up again, back down, and back up. He could see the fire clearly as he reached the small campsite, along with the silhouette of a man sitting in front of it. 
 
    Damon didn’t try to hide his approach. He walked up casually and took a seat down on the other side of the fire. Neither of them said anything for a few seconds. 
 
    “You said you were on unrelated business, Aust,” said Damon. 
 
    Shadows cast by the fire danced across Austine’s face. He had a bottle of wine in his hand, and he took a sip before answering. 
 
    “I thought I was,” he said. “You didn’t tell me you were seeking an alliance with Wrath, Damon.” 
 
    “Wrath and Famine. Feel free to report that back to your master. Perhaps he’ll show some caution when he realizes his siblings have begun to team up.” 
 
    Austine sighed. “True Divine. I don’t care about any of this, personally. I hope you know that.” 
 
    “I do. How are your wives doing?” 
 
    “We’re not technically married,” said Austine. “How are your sisters?” 
 
    “We’re not technically…” Damon chuckled and trailed off. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Divine dammit. Want some wine?” 
 
    “I’m good, thanks,” said Damon. 
 
    Neither said anything for a minute or two. Words were dangerous, but eventually, they also became unavoidable. 
 
    “You can’t stay here, Aust,” he said. “I don’t want to fight you, but it won’t be up to me. It was enough to have you showing up unannounced at the inn. You have to go.” 
 
    “I don’t have to go anywhere, Damon.”  Austine set the wine bottle down. “I’m good right here.” 
 
    “I’m asking you as your friend.” 
 
    “And I’m telling you no,” said Austine. “As a friend.” 
 
    Damon gritted his teeth. “You’ll die. Your crest doesn’t make you invincible.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “No, that’s a fact,” said Damon. “You already have what you wanted. You can leave, report back to Avarice, and tell him about this meeting.” 
 
    “I could,” said Austine. “But… it would go a lot more smoothly if I had Kastet with me when I did.” 
 
    Damon couldn’t help but smile, despite the underlying tension. “You knew it was her?” 
 
    Austine grinned back at him. “I did. She’s not bad at playing the part of a pretty young lad. I thought if I could get her alone at the inn, I might be able to sneak off with her. Taking her now would work just as well, however.” 
 
    “You can’t take her, Aust,” said Damon. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’m standing between you and her.” 
 
    “That one was a threat, I think,” said Austine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Damon slowly stood, as did his oldest friend in the world. The fire still burned between them, crackling, dancing, filling the silence. 
 
    They drew their swords in perfect unison, as though trying to fall back into their hard-earned rapport as blade partners.  
 
    The first exchange of attacks happened over the fire, flames reflecting off Damon’s myrblade and Austine’s ornate, golden-trimmed longsword. They drew back as the clang of metal echoed in the distance, circling one another slowly and shifting onto the open grass. 
 
    “If we do this here and now, it won’t be like the other times, Damon,” said Austine. “You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    “Then why bother, Aust?” he asked. “Walk away.” 
 
    “Bring me Kastet, and I will.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen!” 
 
    “Why not?” Austine held up a hand. “Stop a moment and think! Consider this seriously. What loyalty have you to Kastet that comes before our friendship? We’re brothers!” 
 
    “She trusts me. She doesn’t deserve any of what’s happened to her.” 
 
     “What does she deserve, then?” snapped Austine. “To start a civil war that will kill thousands? How many innocents do you think will die when armies start taking towns and cities, Damon? That’s not even considering the damage the Forsaken will cause.” 
 
    “So you suggest I betray Kastet and… what? Deliver her to Avarice?” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Austine. “Honestly… Why not? Whatever grudge you might hold against him for what happened during our blood bout in the Gilded Amphitheater isn’t worth starting a war over. I let it go. You can let it go. Kastet would be comfortable as his guest.” 
 
    “His prisoner,” said Damon. 
 
    “She would be comfortable, regardless. She might even rise to her throne one day if it suits Avarice’s will. You’d choose destruction and chaos over that?” 
 
    “Queen Anise used Vel to murder Prince Gabriel,” said Damon. “Avarice is a corrupt manipulator intent on stealing the Malagantyan and all of the land farther to the east from the Remenai.” 
 
     “Your point being?”  
 
    “There is such a thing as right and wrong, Aust,” said Damon. “I’m not going to give up on building a better future just because it might bring about war sooner, rather than later. If that’s what it takes, so be it.” 
 
    Austine stared at him for an interval that seemed to make all his previous words resonate through Damon’s head. What grudge did he hold against Avarice, with Austine surviving the blood bout and making it a farce? He’d still had his best friend stolen on that day, and he’d never gotten him back in the way he truly wanted. 
 
    They clashed into one another again, swords whistling and singing as they met in the night. There were two sources of light, the ghost moon above their heads and Austine’s fire to the side. The combination cast strange outlines over their bodies and faces, expressions covered in masks of shifting, dancing darkness. 
 
    Damon deflected a side slash and responded with a solid counter. Austine wasn’t there when his sword reached the point where it should have connected. He was drawing from his crest magic. Damon spun, blocking an attack on instinct, more than reflex. 
 
    He reached out to his myrblade as he took a step back, feeling a bit overwhelmed with appreciation and relief at the fact that it responded to him instantly. He’d repented and broken Myr’s first chain. He had back the sword’s freezing magic, ice thorns, and other relevant abilities.  
 
    It was a huge boon, but he hadn’t practiced with his myrblade’s magic in over two weeks, a longer period of time than it seemed for a swordsman with an enchanted weapon. He manifested his weapon’s ice thorns as he watched Austine feint forward, only then realizing there wasn’t much he could do with the thorns after taking an unwieldy strike with his newly enlarged weapon. 
 
    “You’re slower than I am, Damon.” A kick slammed into his leg from the left, just out of sight. Damon ignored the pain and stepped backward, trying to think through the encounter. 
 
    How had he beaten Austine in their previous matches? There was always some surprise, some trick he’d been able to pull out at the last second. He had no new tricks, and even his old ones felt wonky and ineffective. 
 
    “Don’t think about how to use my magic to win,” whispered Myr. “Use my magic when you see an opening to win.” 
 
    “That barely counts as advice,” muttered Damon.  
 
    He took it to heart, regardless, letting the ice thorns melt away from his myrblade. His fingers were cold, and he was half tempted to try freezing his grip closed as he deflected another strike from Austine and nearly had his weapon torn loose from his hand. 
 
    “Really, Damon? Why would you think to confront me alone when you’ve gotten so much weaker than you were last time around?” 
 
    “What you see as weakness is actually—” 
 
    Austine’s fist slammed into the side of Damon’s face, interrupting him. He tasted blood as he staggered backward. Austine was just too fast. How was he supposed to fight an opponent with that kind of speed advantage? 
 
    He set the idea of using his magic aside, instead taking a breath and priming his long-trained sword skills. Austine had been his blade partner once. Even if he’d gotten faster, he wasn’t unpredictable, not to Damon. Not after everything they’d been through. 
 
    He let himself fight without thinking, dimming his awareness to everything but himself, his opponent, and the two swords in play. Austine’s attacks were quicker than his, but not always to the point where he couldn’t expect where they’d be coming from or shorten his blocks to deflect with a bit of added risk. 
 
    The sound of their swords kissing edge to edge rang rhythmically through the air. Even if the others couldn’t overhear from within their tents, someone would notice how long he’d been gone, soon. Lilian, if no one else. Damon needed to finish the fight soon. He wasn’t even sure what finishing the fight would mean. Was this it? 
 
    He feinted and made it a good one. Austine shifted his sword upward to block. Damon lunged as though to commit to a forward stab and then feinted a second time, spinning and slashing at the wrist of Austine’s sword hand. He felt his weapon sink into flesh… and stop. 
 
    He stared in disbelief at the edge of his myrblade, which had cut no deeper than a quarter of an inch into Austine’s arm at the wrist. His friend flashed a maddening grin, face only half lit by the fire, as he lifted his mostly unwounded hand and clenched his fist. 
 
    “My master taught me an interesting application of my crest,” he said. “By consuming certain foods high in metal content, and by carefully focusing my efforts, I’ve made certain parts of my body as strong as steel. My bones, my heart, teeth, fingernails… You can’t beat me, Damon. You can barely even hurt me.” 
 
    Austine swung his sword into a horizontal slash. Damon leapt back, but Austine followed through with a hard shoulder tackle that reinforced his old friend’s previous statement. It felt like a battering ram collided with him. He flew backward through the air, hitting the ground hard and coming to an ungainly stop. 
 
    His knee bumped into something as he made to rise. Austine’s traveling pack, with a full waterskin hanging off one side. It wouldn’t be enough water to freeze the ground, not with how quickly the grass and soil would absorb it, and not with how brittle the ice would be across such an uneven surface. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he could do anything with it. He also was pretty sure that Austine didn’t know that. He slowly unhooked the waterskin, cradling it like a baby under one arm and forcing a smile onto his face as he rose to his feet. 
 
    “It’s over, Austine,” said Damon. 
 
    “You think I’m intimidated by your ice magic?” asked Austine. There was an edge of bluster to his voice which confirmed what Damon had hoped. 
 
    “I do. For good reason. Don’t make me go for your eyes this time.” 
 
    Damon used his thumb to flick the cork from the bottle and made as though to splash it forward. He wasn’t sure if he was still bluffing. If he could splash water onto Austine’s face, going for the eyes would be an option, though one he’d have to live with on his conscience if he used it against his oldest friend. 
 
    He saw a figure move behind Austine, and any hope of ending the encounter without further complication faded instantly. Damon couldn’t shout out without putting one of his allies in danger, which left him watching what happened next in mute horror. 
 
    Lilian leapt forward, dagger in hand, and tried to stab Austine from behind. Austine moved with his crest-enhanced speed, seizing her wrist, shaking the knife loose, and pulling her in front of him. Lilian let out a shout of surprise, struggling for only a moment before Austine sank his strong fingers down on her shoulder, holding her firm. 
 
    “Another one of yours, Damon?” called Austine. “I swear. You collect girlfriends like… well, like I do, I suppose. She’s pretty.” 
 
    “She’s got nothing to do with this,” said Damon. “With us. With our fight.” 
 
    “Says who?” Austine lifted his sword and pointed the tip at Damon’s chest. “You? In some ways, Damon, the difference between us would seem only to be that we’ve chosen different sides ahead of a war. In truth, I think we may have grown to see the world in opposite ways.” 
 
    Austine brought his sword back, letting the edge press threateningly against Lilian’s slender neck. He stared at Damon, raising his eyebrows as though prompting him to express his desperation. 
 
    “Let her go,” he said. 
 
    “Bring me Kastet,” said Austine. “You like this one. You’ve slept with her. I can tell that much. I will trade her with you, for Kastet.” 
 
    “Don’t barter with him!” hissed Lilian. “He’s lying!” 
 
    Austine laughed. “You don’t know me very well if you think so. Which isn’t to say that I wouldn’t mind keeping you.” 
 
    Austine let the fingers of the hand he had around her chest slide up to caress the edge of her chin. He brought his face in closer to her neck and let out a satisfied groan. 
 
    “Stop that,” said Damon through gritted teeth. 
 
    “She smells nice.” Austine buried his nose in her hair. “I’ve always had a thing for athletic blondes, especially ones with measurable endowments.” 
 
    “You’re going to let her go, Austine,” said Damon. 
 
    “And why would I do a thing like that?” 
 
    “Because I know you, and you know me,” said Damon. “You know I won’t give you Kastet. And I know that you’re a good person underneath that crest.” 
 
    Austine let out a mocking laugh. “You’re so naïve, Damon.” He cupped Lilian’s cheek again, turning her face to his as though he was about to kiss her. “Do you know who she reminds me of? Your sister, Vel.” 
 
    Damon heard Lilian’s pained gasp before he saw the sword impaled through her stomach. He stared in numb disbelief at the bloody weapon, the deep red stain spreading across Lilian’s tunic, and Austine’s cold, unflinching smile. Austine drew his weapon out from her abdomen. Lilian took a single, hopeful, staggering step before collapsing to the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Damon rushed forward, but it wasn’t until he’d taken a few steps that he knew whether he was moving to attack Austine or be with Lilian in her last few moments. He fell to the ground next to Kastet’s beautiful spy, Vel’s fellow lady-in-waiting, and a woman he’d cared more for than he’d ever let himself show. 
 
    “No…” He tried to staunch the bleeding, holding his hand against the wound, fingers sticky with blood. “True Divine! It’s alright. Lilian… it’s alright.” 
 
    Shouts came from farther down the hill. Damon glanced toward Austine in time to see him retreating toward the trees, and for good reason. Malon was on her way, eyes already brimming with crimson power.  
 
    “What happened?” shouted Kastet. “What…? No!” 
 
    She fell to Lilian’s side, followed shortly after by Vel. Damon ignored them both, focusing all his attention on holding shut Lilian’s wound as best he could. The sword had gone through her back. He knew she was bleeding just as much into his hands as into the ground. 
 
    “Should we chase him?” asked Ria. 
 
    “It would be a fool’s errand,” said Malon. “We can’t assume he’s alone simply because he presented himself that way.” 
 
    “Lady Malon!” cried Kastet. “You must do something! Please! You can do something, can’t you?” 
 
    Kastet looked at Malon with desperation in her eyes. Malon slowly shook her head, dropping to set a hand on the wayward princess’s shoulder. 
 
    “I know of no magic which can heal wounds of the flesh,” she whispered. “I am so very sorry, Kastet.” 
 
    The princess shook her head, eyes turning immediately to Ria, instead. “Can you do something? Please! You could… stitch her wound closed? Some herb or treatment. Please? Anything…” 
 
    “I’m fine,” whispered Lilian. “Milady. You needn’t worry about me. I served well, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Of course, you did,” whispered Kastet. She stroked Lilian’s hair, hand trembling as tears streamed down her face. “You served me well from the very start, Lilian.” 
 
    “Lilian…” whispered Vel. “No. You can’t die. Damon? Do something! She can’t die!” 
 
    “Vel…” whispered Lilian. “You… are such a bitch.” 
 
    She managed a wink, tears rolling loose in the process. 
 
    Vel sniffed and sobbed, clutching Lilian’s hand. “I know.” 
 
    “I love you like a sister,” whispered Lilian. 
 
    “You are my sister,” said Vel. “Please. Please, Lilian! Stay with us.” 
 
    Damon was in pain, deep and justified pain. He blamed himself, and for good reason. If he’d finished the fight with Austine like he should have, Lilian would never have needed to intervene. And after that, he’d even attempted to call Austine’s bluff, wagering with her life in the moment. 
 
    “I liked you… you know.” It wasn’t immediately clear to whom Lilian was speaking, but Damon sensed these words were for him. “You figured me out from the start. I think I would have looked down on you if you hadn’t guessed I was a spy.” 
 
    “You were a spy?” he said, trying for teasing with his tone and only just managing to keep his voice steady. “I was trying to get a rise out of you when I said that. I had no idea.” 
 
    Lilian let out a chuckle which died as it left her mouth and became a horrible sob. Her face contorted with the pain, made ugly by the nearness and knowledge of her own death. “I’m really scared.” 
 
    “You’re going to be fine,” whispered Kastet. “You’ll heal. We’ll make this alliance. We’ll find a way to get back to Hearthold, and, and… I’ll give you a title! I’ll give you your own landed title, Lilian, please, please… just don’t die.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to.” 
 
    A new voice cut through the somber moment, a voice Damon recognized and didn’t find pleasant. It was raspy, borderline inhumane, a match for the woman it belonged to. 
 
    Famine strode out of the trees, hobbled forward slightly, and pulled down the hood of her cloak. She looked distinctly inhuman, the result of her half-goblin heritage. Her skin was a shade of gray-green, her eyes beady, and the smile she flashed Damon as twisted as he’d ever seen. 
 
    “Who are you?” cried Kastet. 
 
    “Famine,” answered Ria. She’d been there during Damon’s encounter with Famine, deep within the caves and cliffs of the eastern Malagantyan.  
 
    Damon felt like spitting as he remembered how she’d stolen the memory of Bylia, his former love. 
 
    “Do we have time for introductions?” asked Famine. “It doesn’t seem as though we do. She looks near death’s door already, but I still might be able to help, if you’d have me.” 
 
    Damon shook his head. “I don’t recognize anything you could offer as help. You stole Bylia’s memories!” 
 
    Famine let out a cackling laugh. “Stole is a stronger word than I would consider appropriate. Borrowed would be more appropriate. And this situation is clearly unrelated.” 
 
    Her words gave Damon pause, but he shook his head, refusing to be drawn in. “No. You’re made of nothing but lies!” 
 
    “I wasn’t offering my help to you, you fucking worm,” hissed Famine. She reached into her cloak and drew out a small glass vial. “Here. A curative of my own making. If she drinks this, I promise you she’ll heal.” 
 
    “Don’t touch it!” said Damon. 
 
    “Be quiet!” snapped Kastet. She looked at Famine. “Tell me more of what it will do.” 
 
    “Do you have time for the lengthy explanation, Princess?” asked Famine. “It’s a curative, as I said.” 
 
    “I know of no such healing potion,” said Malon. “There is no curative that can mend the type of wounds Lilian has suffered.” 
 
    “You’re arrogant to assume that you have a complete knowledge of what’s possible,” said Famine. “I’ve spent years, more than a decade, experimenting on my servants. They’re monsters. It’s not as though I can simply bring them to a healer when they suffer injuries. I’ve learned how to get by with… unorthodox means of restoring them to strength.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this!” shouted Kastet. “Be plain with me! What will this do to her?” 
 
    “It will give her the strength to heal herself,” said Famine. “Strength beyond that, even.” 
 
    “Kastet,” said Damon, voice low. “Listen to me. There’s always a catch. She’s grinning like a madwoman! This is one of the Forsaken you’re dealing with! True Divine… just think for a second.” 
 
    Kastet stared at him. “I won’t let her die. She’s my friend. I can’t let her die.” 
 
    She took the potion from Famine’s hand and hurriedly pulled loose the cork. Vel helped her lift Lilian’s head up at a higher angle. Lilian winced from the pain, her face pale from blood loss. She seemed only dimly aware of what was going on as Kastet poured the concoction down her throat. 
 
    Nothing happened, not at first, and not for several arduous, confusing minutes. Famine stayed apart from their harrowing vigil. Kastet and Vel were silent, each gently stroking Lilian’s hair and shoulders, comforting her as she seemed to die in their arms. Damon’s hand never left her wound, and he was the first to notice the change. 
 
    “Her bleeding has stopped,” he said. 
 
    “It worked?” asked Kastet. “Lilian. Can you hear me? How do you feel?” 
 
    “I…” Lilian’s eyes flicked open. Her pupils dilated, growing in size past what should have been possible until her eyes were entirely dark. “I… feel weird.” 
 
    She seized, head shooting backward to strike the grass, limbs flailing wildly to the side. Damon pulled his blood-stained hands back from her stomach. He briefly considered trying to hold her down, but her thrashing was so intense that he doubted he could even get a solid grip on her. 
 
    He pulled Kastet and Vel back, instead. All they could do was watch as Lilian screamed, her body a blur as she shook wildly, screaming and hissing and spitting. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” asked Kastet. 
 
    Famine cackled and shook her head. “What did I do? You gave her the potion, Princess, not I!” 
 
    The transformation happened fast, or at least, it felt as though it did. Minutes passed with everyone’s attention fixated on her, nobody daring to speak more than a couple of syllables. 
 
    Lilian’s veins stood out clearly along her neck, pushing out like overgrown tree roots against thin soil. A pale blue mottling spread across her skin, disparate splotches that grew and connected until her body was an entirely different color. She let out a silent scream, stretching out her tongue, which was now long enough to fall sideways across her cheek.  
 
    Her fingers became distinctly claw-like, and razor fangs grew from her mouth, popping loose the teeth they replaced like bits of loose corn. Even her hair changed color, shifting from blonde, through blue, all the way to an inky purple. 
 
    Her chest heaved up and down with each breath. She licked her fangs with her long, slender tongue, eyes scanning over Damon, Kastet, and the others. 
 
    “Mmm…” moaned Lilian. “This… feels interesting.” 
 
    “Tell me what you did!” Kastet seized Famine by the front of her cloak and shook her.  
 
    The roar of what must have been hundreds of monsters of various types came from the forest in response to the physical threat to their master. Damon set a hand on Kastet’s shoulder, pulling her back. 
 
    “The potion was a tonic made from zanyadai blood,” said Famine. “The zanyadai, or blood queen, is a monster the Rem hunted to near extinction. By drinking their blood, she has become one of them. Your servant will be stronger, faster, perhaps a bit more focused, and she’ll heal from almost any wound.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” Lilian pulled her knees in to her chest and hugged herself. “What do I look like? Am I… Am I hideous?” 
 
    “It’s best for her to feed at least every other day,” said Famine. “Three, maybe four days is the longest she can go without.” 
 
    “Without what?” asked Kastet. 
 
    Famine didn’t answer the question, and she didn’t need to. Lilian shifted forward, first inspecting, and then gently sniffing the pool of her own blood she’d left against the grass. 
 
    “It isn’t the same if she doesn’t drink it fresh,” said Famine. “Straight from the body. It’s a vital energy, imbued with the essence of magic in the same manner as all forms of power.” 
 
    “I’m… a monster,” whispered Lilian. 
 
    “It’s alright.” Kastet moved to kneel next to her, setting a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll figure this out. You’re alive. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “Kastet…” whispered Lilian. 
 
    She slowly rose to her feet, looking so different from the young blonde woman she’d been mere minutes earlier. She wasn’t hideous or unattractive, but she was clearly inhuman, easily to the point of being frightening to strangers.  
 
    Kastet gave her loyal servant a tight hug. Lilian hugged back, and then began nuzzling her mouth against Kastet’s neck. 
 
    “You smell so nice,” whispered Lilian. 
 
    Her eyes widened, and her fangs seemed to protrude a bit further from her mouth. Damon shouted and pulled Lilian back. Lilian’s newly enhanced strength was almost too much for him, and she fought to rush forward, fangs bared, eyes focused on Kastet’s neck. 
 
    “Fear not,” said Famine. “I have an extra leash.” 
 
    She pulled out a leather collar attached to a thick chain and a set of metal wrist bindings. Damon held her as steady as he could as Famine snapped each of the restraints into place. She handed the end of the leash to Damon. He accepted it, glaring at her openly. Lilian, with her wrists locked behind her, seemed to have regained control of herself. 
 
    “My life is over,” she whispered. “I’m not even a person. I’ll be no one.” 
 
    “You’ll be my servant,” said Kastet. 
 
    “You’ll be my friend,” said Vel. 
 
    Both women set a hand protectively on each of Lilian’s shoulders. Damon exchanged glances with Malon and Ria, wondering if it would have been a mercy to simply let her die. 
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    Damon still held Lilian’s chain, and he gave it a small pull as she began nuzzling Vel in the same manner she had before nearly attacking Kastet. She came to him instantly, embracing him in a side-hug that set the hairs on the back of his neck standing up straight. 
 
    “You smell good, too,” she whispered. “I should have figured that much.” 
 
    Her jet-black eyes bored into him, but Damon didn’t look away. 
 
    “Would you rather have died?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered. “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    He shook his head. She smiled and hugged him a little tighter. Damon shifted his grip on the leash so he could yank her head downward if she went for his neck. He had a headache, and the negotiation between Kastet, Malon, and the Forsaken hadn’t even started yet. 
 
    “Wrath is on her way,” said Famine. “One of my servants spotted her heading toward the stones. We shouldn’t dally, given that Avarice’s servant has already discovered us.” 
 
    “We’ll meet you there,” said Malon. She waited until Famine walked out of earshot before addressing the others. “Vel, Ria, Kastet. Strike down the camp. We can’t sleep here tonight.” 
 
    Could they sleep anywhere with a newborn monster in their midst? How much control did Lilian have over her cravings? There were so many questions, and they didn’t have time to find the answers. In the distance, Famine already waited amidst the crumbling ruins of the Remnant Stones. 
 
    He kept a firm grip on Lilian’s leash as the others packed up the tents. He could feel her struggle to keep herself in line through the way her body tensed and moved against his. She leaned in, going for his neck, almost letting her lips touch bare skin, and then she stiffened and pulled back. 
 
    “Are you going to kill your friend?” whispered Lilian. “Avarice’s crest sorcerer?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Will you stop me when I try to kill him?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” He yanked on Lilian’s chain, feeling her fangs briefly graze his neck. Lilian laughed and returned to her earlier place, side-embracing him like an old lover. 
 
    “Solas,” called Malon. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Damon took a breath. “I’m managing.” 
 
    “I can take her, if you’d prefer,” she offered. 
 
    The idea of Malon attempting to control Lilian through pulling on her leash, with her relatively slender arms and feminine physique, seemed unwise. She might be able to use her magic to handle her, but that had its own toll and wouldn’t be a long-term solution. 
 
     “I can handle her,” said Damon. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” whispered Lilian. 
 
    Damon glared at her. She gave him a half-smile that he’d seen on her face before, back in the Royal Lodgings in Avaricia. 
 
    “I was just teasing you,” she said. 
 
    “Well, stop that,” he said. “Just behave yourself. To the best of your current ability.” 
 
    Damon accepted his pack from Ria and carefully pulled it onto his shoulders. He walked alongside Lilian as they made their way to join Famine in the center of the Remnant Stones. There was no sign of Wrath, but he took Famine at her word that she’d be along shortly. 
 
    “Here she comes,” said Famine. 
 
    Wrath seemed to appear from nowhere, coming to stand amidst the Remnant Stones in a sudden flash of azure light. It was her power, her speed, which allowed such blindingly fast movement. Damon imagined how it might look if she used that skill to murder someone who she’d decided needed dying. It wasn’t an enjoyable mental picture. 
 
    She looked good, vibrant and confident. She wore the same intricate black plate mail Damon had seen her in a few times prior, and her blue hair hung unbound across her shoulders, reacting to the whispers of the wind. Her curved wrathblade hung at her waist, but she kept her hand away from it, instead folding her arms as she scanned the clearing. 
 
    “Princess Kastet,” she said. “Lady Malon. Damon.” 
 
    She flashed a small, playful smirk that was just for him. Vel and Kastet looked uncomfortable. They’d been there on the night in the inn before crossing the ocean, when Wrath had come to his room, come to his bed. 
 
    Wrath’s gaze shifted to Lilian, and any trace of humor left her face. “That was your retainer, wasn’t it, Kastet? Do you mind explaining to me what you let Famine do to her?” 
 
    Lilian made a low, purring noise and let her claws gently drag across Damon’s chest. Even over his clothes, he could feel how sharp they were. 
 
    “What I did to her was save her life and make her better,” said Famine. “They don’t see it yet, but I think they will in time.” 
 
    “You disgust me,” said Wrath. 
 
    Famine let out a hideous cackle. “I’ve heard those words so often, they’ve lost meaning!” 
 
    “If it weren’t for the fact that we have a common enemy, I would never taint myself with your presence,” said Wrath. 
 
    “You haven’t changed at all, sister,” said Famine. 
 
    “Enough.” Kastet cut in, drawing the sum of princess poise as she held out her arms to the assembled group. “We’re all here for essentially the same reason. We want to overthrow Avarice. Now one of my servants has already paid a price in blood, just in coming here, from Avarice’s champion. I won’t let pointless bickering get in the way of our progress.” 
 
    She sounded authoritative, like someone meant to be listened to, a fact which stood in spite of her short stature and extremely boyish haircut—thriving off the contrast, if anything. Neither of the Forsaken seemed keen on being the first to cooperate, however, and a tense silence held dominion over the moment. 
 
    Famine began to whistle a tune, as though mocking their attempted covenant. Damon knew she was really just mocking him. It was one of Bylia’s songs, insignificant among the greater mass of stolen memories. 
 
    He felt Wrath’s eyes on him, but each time he glanced her way, her attention was suddenly turned elsewhere. Lilian kept fidgeting against him, and he had to give her chain a few stiff pulls to keep her in line. 
 
    “Well?” said Damon after too much quiet. “What are we doing here? Are we just going to waste the chance we’ve been given?” 
 
    Famine finally cleared her throat and took a step forward. “I suppose that depends on how well all of you can listen and obey. I have a plan to strike against Avarice. It’s simple and brilliant. With your help, your commitment, and proper execution… It could change everything.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” said Damon. 
 
    The others also nodded, aside from Wrath, who was now staring at Famine. 
 
    “I have an army,” said Famine. “It’s a small one, but the fact that it’s composed entirely of monsters makes it… rather formidable. You should know, Damon Al-Kendras, Ria Zakur. You have both faced it before.” 
 
    Damon tensed his jaw. He saw Ria bring her throwing knife to hand as she glared at Famine. 
 
    “You had some of my people, the Remenai, when we fought,” said Ria. 
 
    “Your point?” Famine started to jab a finger at her and then hesitated. “Ah. You’re asking if I still have those alliances? No, unfortunately. I suppose you could say they expired, hence my willingness to treat with all of you.” 
 
    “We’re getting off topic,” said Kastet. “Please, Famine. If you would continue.” 
 
    Famine licked her lips and flashed a ghastly smile. “But of course. My point was that while I could attack Avarice, perhaps fling my monsters at the city walls of Avaricia, it would be a wasted effort. More nuance is required than that. That’s where all of you come in.” 
 
    “You want us to, what?” asked Damon. “Infiltrate the city for you? Find a way to let your monsters in?” 
 
    “I could not have put it better myself,” said Famine. “I see this as a multi-faceted war. We have our claimant, Princess Kastet Alquin. We have our champions, Damon Al-Kendras and Ria Zakur. We have our brethren—myself, Wrath, and… apparently, Lascivious.” 
 
    Famine shifted her gaze onto Malon. 
 
    “Lascivious will not be fighting directly,” said Malon. “She wishes to remain passive in this conflict. Any aid she chooses to provide will be secondary and through indirect means.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” said Wrath. “Would you really choose to sit back and watch while your family goes to war? They could die without your master’s aid.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” said Malon. She shot Damon, Ria, and Vel an apologetic look. Damon understood and tried to reassure her with a smile. 
 
    “It never is, is it?” Famine waved a dismissive hand in Malon’s direction and continued on. “Lascivious would be welcome, but she isn’t necessary, strictly speaking. What is necessary is a wider coalition. We need Remenai allies, along with any Merinian dissidents who might be willing to forsake their Queen.” 
 
    She cackled, but her expression grew serious as she looked toward Ria and Kastet. 
 
    “It has been my active intention to seek out allies among my people for many months now,” said Ria. “Convincing them to side with the Venmalese, even against Avarice and the colonizers, will not be easy.” 
 
    “None of this will be easy, child,” said Famine. 
 
    “I can seek out a way to open my ears to what’s happening in the court of Hearthold,” said Kastet. “It may take some time, and I’m unsure of the quality of my potential prospects.” 
 
    “Would it help if a few high-ranking nobles currently within Avarice’s court were made examples of?” asked Famine. “I can send my monster army to eliminate those living on estates in remote and vulnerable places. A few brutal murders can go a long way toward swaying sentiment.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to be assassinating innocent people with monsters,” said Damon stiffly.  
 
    “Not yet, perhaps,” said Famine. “Not until we know which ones would hurt Avarice the most to lose.” 
 
    Damon gritted his teeth. Lilian was still tight against his side, though she’d calmed down a bit from before. He could feel her claws against the small of his back. What was he doing? Was this truly the way forward? 
 
    The question was still on his mind when a noise came from the edge of the trees. He wasn’t the only one who heard it. 
 
    “What was that?” asked Ria. 
 
    “He’s here,” said Wrath. “Our brother.” 
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    Avarice stepped out of the darkness and strode forward through the ruins of the Remnant Stones. He looked much as Damon remembered him, clad in a white and gold robe that would have seemed ostentatious if not for his status and power. His head was shaved bald, and he didn’t smile as he joined the circle of plotters. 
 
    Damon exchanged a glance with Wrath. She gave a small shake of her head, confirming what he’d already assumed. Avarice had only just arrived. No eavesdropping had taken place, though given how vague and early their general plan was, it made no real difference if someone had been listening. The basic truces and alliances between them were the only things exposed. 
 
    “Wrath,” said Avarice. “Famine. My beloved sisters. It is so good to see the two of you getting along.” 
 
    Neither of the two women said anything. There was a matching tension in their posture that Damon didn’t like to see. They were scared, or at least intimidated. 
 
    “We must never forget the ties that bind us,” said Avarice. “Family. Despite all of our bickering and squabbles, when the climate shifts toward war, we still fall into the same old habits. That’s not an accusation, mind you. Forming an alliance was the right move. You’ll need it to stand against us.” 
 
    “Us?” said Wrath. 
 
    Avarice clapped his hands together twice, and two new figures emerged from the trees behind him. Damon wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at. He saw a pair of beautiful, ebony skinned women—twins, by their resemblance—stride forward to stand on either side of Avarice. 
 
    They were identical right down to the expensive red dresses they each wore over their curvaceous bodies. They both had bouncy brown hair, piercing eyes, and dangerous smiles. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself,” said both women in unison. “My name is Lady Elysia Damar of West Drafia. Better known to you all, I suppose, as Conceit.” 
 
    “What is this?” growled Wrath. “You would side with him, sister? Over us?” 
 
    “You never sought me out.” Both Conceits managed a matching shrug as they spoke. “Avarice found me. He was kind to me. He explained why what happened during my last life was necessary and gave me assurances it wouldn’t happen again.” 
 
    “You have some gall to come here with him and speak of assurances and kindness,” said Famine in a smoldering tone. “Enough! If domination is what you have in mind, so be it!” 
 
    She let out a whistle, and a rustling noise passed through the trees around the Remnant Stones. Dozens of monsters began pouring out of the darkness and into the wane light of the ghost moon, falling into position next to Famine. 
 
    Damon saw tau, lidaragi, goliath snakes, a grotesque, feminine-looking monster he guessed was a true zanyadai, and others that he didn’t recognize. It was a sight out of a nightmare, but it wasn’t an endless force, certainly not up against two of the Forsaken. 
 
    “Hold a moment!” called Malon. She stepped forward, standing not quite in between the Forsaken, but still in the open. “This fight needn’t happen. Think of where we are right now, what these Remnant Stones once represented! There was once true peace between the children of Rovahn and Leandra.” 
 
    Avarice let out a dark laugh. “Do you think that fact is lost on any of us? Hold your tongue, crest sorceress. You have no sense of what you speak. Step aside and allow me to treat with my sisters.” 
 
    “Take a step back, Lady Malon,” said Famine in a surprisingly gentle voice. “This confrontation will change nothing beyond giving us a chance to cut off the serpent at the head.” 
 
    “I think of myself as more of a hydra than a serpent,” said Conceit, speaking with both her bodies. 
 
    A hand clamped down on Damon’s shoulder. Wrath had used her speed to close the distance between them, and he felt her words against his neck as she began whispering in his ear. 
 
    “Get the princess out of here,” she said. “Famine and I will take the fight and hold them off. Keep the princess safe and hidden, and I’ll give you my crest.” 
 
    “Who says I still want your crest?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Clara.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You asked me what my name was… my birth name… the last time we spoke,” she whispered. “Clara.” 
 
    It was just a name, yet it was so much more. It was as though she was asking him not to give up on her, not just yet. But he wasn’t given a chance to reply. Wrath flashed with azure light and was suddenly in the middle of the fray, attacking Avarice and Conceit in rapid, wild abandon. Famine’s monsters were close behind, moving with the coordination of a locust swarm. 
 
    “Come on!” shouted Damon. He yanked on Lilian’s chain and waved to the others, hurrying away from Remnant Stones as the chaos ramped up. 
 
    Vel shouted something to him, but her words were drowned out by the sound of the Forsaken clashing with one another at full strength. A massive plume of dust swept over them, carried by a sudden wind created by some powerful unseen attack. The ground underneath their feet rumbled as one of the demigods landed, enough to shake the earth. 
 
    It was a fight which Damon and his companions saw through its effects on the terrain, rather than direct observation. Only Wrath was imbued with the kind of speed needed to seemingly teleport from one place to another, but the others blurred in their movements, still fast enough to play tricks on the eye. 
 
    It might have been surreal if not for the incredible danger it presented. One of Famine’s lidaragi dissolved into a mess of blood, bones, and gore as a cloud of swords manipulated through Avarice’s magic fell upon it all at once. A flash of azure light appeared behind one of Conceit’s bodies, and an instant later, Conceit was airborne, flying across the field to smash into one of the taller Remnant Stones, pulverizing a section of it. 
 
    Wrath and Avarice crashed together, attacks landing so hard it sent a resonant crack across the surrounding hills and stirred another cloud of dust that obscured Damon’s vision. Though of course, he hardly needed to see what was happening. He could feel the thrum of battle on the air, resonating through his existence. 
 
    It was a level of power so far beyond him, beyond anything he’d seen before. Beyond anything he’d seen Malon do, or Ria with her tempesting. It left him wondering if their aim to ally themselves with Wrath and Famine was just placing themselves into the power sphere of the demigods, putting them at the mercy of beings they could never hope to match. 
 
    Damon had his myrblade out, and his fingers squeezed into the hilt, unable to stave off the sudden desire to increase his own power. Lilian had stopped following him. He yanked her forward by the chain, hurrying her along to keep pace with the others. They needed to get out of the area as fast as humanly possible. 
 
    “Solas!” called Malon. 
 
    It took him a moment to recognize what had drawn her attention. A figure stood blocking their way forward, clad in a cloak, wielding a familiar sword. 
 
    “We’re all going to stay right where we are,” said Austine. 
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    There was a beat of silence and hesitation for which Damon loathed Austine. He could feel Malon and Ria sizing him up as an opponent. Moreover, he could feel Lilian seizing forward against her chain in an attempt to get at him. She didn’t seem to be at full strength, which was the only thing that kept her from doing it. 
 
    “I’ll handle him,” said Damon. “You all go on ahead.” 
 
    Several sets of concerned eyes turned Damon’s way. Vel set a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “We aren’t leaving you, Damon,” said Vel. 
 
    “You have to.” 
 
    “Solas, you can’t expect us to let you fight him on your own,” said Malon. 
 
    “I have to.” Damon carefully passed the end of Lilian’s leash to Ria. “He’s my best friend. He’s my brother. I’m the only one who can do this in the way it needs to be done.” 
 
    “I appreciate your confidence in yourself, Damon,” said Austine. “I always have. But this time, you should consider letting them stay.” 
 
    Damon didn’t acknowledge him, still looking at the others. “Go. I’ll catch up. Promise.” 
 
    Malon looked so sad and tired in that moment, as though she wanted to protect him, needed to protect him, but knew she couldn’t. She stepped forward, cupping Damon’s cheek to pull him in for a quick kiss on the lips.  
 
    “Win the fight, but stay safe,” she whispered. 
 
    He nodded. “Watch out for Lilian.” 
 
    Ria and Vel were quick to attempt similar goodbyes, but the ground was still shaking, and chaos reigned at the Remnant Stones behind them. Malon shooed them off, and then Damon and Austine were alone, facing each other with swords out. 
 
    “You always were a gentleman,” said Austine. “But it’s fine. I don’t mind having to hunt them down afterwards. I know which direction they’ll be heading in.” 
 
    Damon raised his myrblade, watching and slowly circling Austine. “Did you tell your master, after all? Does Avarice know about the inn?” 
 
    “What?” Austine sneered at him. “Or course not! I may have arbitrary morals, Damon, but I don’t break my word. Think of it this way: If you win this fight and kill me, your secret stays safe a while longer. How’s that for motivation?” 
 
    “What happened to your sense of humor, Aust?” 
 
    “Money and murder.” 
 
    Austine attacked first, coming at Damon with a simple overhead slash. Damon deflected it and countered, swinging low. The sound of their swords battering together was hardly identifiable over the incredible noise of the Forsaken engaging with one another. 
 
    It was like sparring against his own shadow. He knew how Austine moved, where he’d be next, how he’d counter, dodge, and parry. They weren’t running through one of their old gladiatorial routines. They didn’t need to. 
 
    It was sword fighting at a level Damon had only reached a few times in his life, the type of duel where things like his grip on his sword and the sweatiness of his hand were more liable to decide who lost than technique or tactics. They were too close to a match for one another for things like that to matter. 
 
    But they were holding back, in a sense. Damon knew that as soon as he began to draw from Myr’s magic, Austine would reveal some new, dangerous trick with metal, with which to retaliate. There was a silent understanding between the two of them that it needed to be a mutual decision for their duel to progress to that point. 
 
    Damon caught Austine’s sword with an ambitious, behind-the-back block. He spun, slashing for Austine’s neck. Austine blocked and tried to push him back, forcing them both into a clench. Damon knew Austine was stronger than he was with his crest, but he found a jutting shard of statue to set his foot against, leveraging the terrain to hold firm. 
 
    Bits of dirt rained down on them. It was the only warning either of them were given before a chunk of earth and stone the size of a building’s foundation fell overhead. Damon threw himself sideways, rolling out of range. Austine jumped and slid.  
 
    They stood up, looking first to the place where they’d very nearly been crushed, and then to each other. Damon started laughing, and Austine immediately joined in. 
 
    “That would have been quite the ending,” he said. 
 
    “You think one of them did it intentionally?” guessed Austine.  
 
    “Nah. They like to have an audience to watch their slap fights too much, even if it’s a distracted one.” 
 
    “I can appreciate that sentiment,” said Austine. 
 
    They stared at each other, thinking of days gone by. The ground rumbled underneath their feet, almost shaking them to their knees. Austine rushed forward at Damon while he was still recovering. Damon dodged a hard slash aimed at his chest, countering with a lunge that also missed. 
 
    They traded a few brutal strikes, metal singing off metal. Damon felt the sting through his fingers as he put his strength into holding his myrblade firm. Austine’s crest flickered with golden light as he defended against the last blow, and he knew his old friend had finally resorted to using his crest. 
 
    “I suppose it’s that time, then,” said Damon. 
 
    “Closing time. You’re the innkeeper. You’d be the one to know.” 
 
    Austine reached into his shirt and withdrew four small metal throwing darts, each with a razor-sharp tip. Damon wanted to swear as he saw his friend lob them into the air, but also didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of getting a reaction. 
 
    He had to assume they weren’t poisoned. They could be, but there was little he could do about it if they were, regardless, distracting as the thought was. Damon took a slow breath and exhaled cold air, manifesting his myrblade’s ice thorns to a ridiculous degree. 
 
    It felt more as though he was wielding a small, frozen tree rather than a sword, which was exactly what he wanted. Any of the darts that struck the ice would freeze to it instantly. It was a simple matter of battering them out of the air and returning to their direct duel. 
 
    Simple. Easy. Except the darts were noiseless, near invisible in the dead of night, and could move through the air in impossible paths, limited only by Austine’s control and imagination. Damon swung his myrblade blindly, trying to connect with the darts, aware of the inefficiencies of his one and only defensive strategy. 
 
    “Just give up, Damon,” said Austine. “True Divine, this is hard to watch. You’re never going to—” 
 
    A massive tau hurtled through the night, colliding with Austine and knocking him off his feet. Damon quirked an eyebrow in surprise. Famine was intervening in the fight on his behalf? 
 
    There was a tug at his ankle, and he turned his attention downward in time to see a goliath snake as thick as his arm wrapping its way up his body. He let out a horrified shout and tried to bring his myrblade down to slash it. The ice thorns were at strange angles, however, and he couldn’t cut the snake without also hurting himself. 
 
    By the time the ice dissolved, the snake was already curling around his torso. Goliath snakes weren’t venomous, opting to squeeze their prey to death and then slowly swallowing it. The thought did little to dismiss his growing sense of panic as the snake begin to slither itself around his neck. 
 
    Austine struggled against his own unexpected opponent as the highlander tau choked him with one arm and raised a fist to bludgeon him with the other. Their eyes met. Damon’s sword was still in hand. He flailed out, slashing the tau across the face as Austine carefully cut the snake across the middle. 
 
    It was the type of thing that, even during a duel, the two of them were willing to do for one another, no questions asked. Damon pushed the snake off him as it thrashed and gushed blood. The tau still had some life left, so he dispatched it with a quick stab. 
 
    He almost reached a hand out to help Austine to his feet, only just managing to keep himself from going that far. He took a step back, bringing his sword up to bear, and watched his old friend recover. 
 
    “You could have run, you know,” said Austine. “While I was getting up.” 
 
    “I don’t often run from fights,” said Damon. 
 
    Austine nodded. “I know. But I was still hoping you’d run from this one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Damon and Austine fought through the forest, exchanging attacks in a blur of violence and movement. The sound of the Forsaken’s battle grew a bit more distant, though it still dominated the otherwise silent night. 
 
    Damon’s thoughts, whenever they had room to meander outside of the immediate fight, were on his myrblade. He needed to find a way to disable Austine with his freezing enchantment. He was limited by the terrain.  
 
    There was only so much he could do with the moisture his myrblade could draw from the ambient air. Ice thorns. Basic shielding, though it was unwieldy and slow. He needed more water, which was part of the reason he let the fight turn into a bit of a chase. There was a river nearby if he could only just find it. 
 
    They traded a few more sword strikes. Austine aimed for his weak spots, but Damon had expected him to and was quick to parry. Austine raised his sword high, intent on cleaving downward. He moved to block, but instead of committing to the slash, Austine threw his sword. 
 
    It was a trick Damon had seen before, and a trick he hated being on the receiving end of. Damon dodged the sword as it passed by on the way out. With his magic, Austine would summon it back, possibly to his hand, possibly directed toward Damon’s sternum. 
 
    He dove to the ground, trying to make himself less of an easy target. The grass was wet with dew, dampening the front of Damon’s shirt and trousers. He smiled to himself as he realized he had exactly what he needed.  
 
    After wetting both sides of his myrblade as much as possible, Damon got to his feet. Austine had his sword back, but the loose grip with which he held it warned of another sword throw in the near future. Damon rolled out one of his shoulders and nodded in appreciation. 
 
    “Nice trick,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Austine. 
 
    Damon spun,  his tongue going cold as he drew from his myrblade’s magic. He slashed in Austine’s direction, using the ice enchantment just as the water from the dew slid forward off his sword. The ice he formed from ambient condensation always froze directly to his myrblade, but water on the blade could move and freeze simultaneously. 
 
    The spell manifested as a razor-sharp arc of ice, like one of the throwing sticks used by the Remenai on occasion, for hunting. It spun as it traveled through the air, curving slightly in a manner which Damon hadn’t intended, but deeply appreciated. Austine blinked in surprise, only raising his own weapon to slash the ice down at the last possible second. 
 
    Damon dropped low and collected more of the dew on his blade. Austine watched him warily, no doubt considering whether he could throw his own sword again safely. Damon didn’t need to discard his weapon to strike from a distance. 
 
    They both committed to their next attack at the same time. Damon’s ice crescent struck Austine’s sword in midair, showering them both with bits of stinging ice and deflecting the weapon off its course. Austine drew his sword back, while Damon ran his blade through the grass again. 
 
    They repeated the exchange twice more, and it felt a bit as if they were indulging in their own amusement, rather than fighting seriously. That was how fights with Austine always were. It wasn’t simply about killing one another. There was a competitiveness, a rivalry, that extended to each individual trick and skill, developing into pointless contests of methods and egos. 
 
    And this time, it would come to an end. This would be their last fight. It wasn’t a realization Damon wanted, but he felt it deep in his body, down to his marrow. The music had long since stopped, and it was time for the dance to end. 
 
    They closed the distance between each other again, falling into the rhythm of strikes and dodges and blocks. They moved through one of their old sword routines, each committing to it for the sake of testing the other, exposing a weakness in muscle memory. 
 
    Austine slashed unexpectedly. Damon leapt backward, bursting out of the trees. There was a cliff behind him, and the roar of water far below held promise. It was too far down, however, at least thirty feet, but maybe as many as fifty. He couldn’t access it with his enchantment. 
 
    He briefly considered hurling himself down into the water, but Austine’s mind seemed to move in the same direction. He spun past Damon, putting himself in between him and the cliff’s edge. If Damon wanted to go for a swim, he was going to have to deal with his friend first. 
 
    “Do you want to call it quits for today?” called Damon. 
 
    Austine chuckled. “I unfortunately can’t. You know that.” 
 
    “I do, Austine,” he said. “I just wish…” 
 
    He sighed, unable to put words to what he felt. He wished they’d made different decisions, had more luck on their paths through life, and been given a chance to be something other than enemies. But it just wasn’t so. 
 
    He rushed toward Aust, attacking with a barrage of cuts and chops intended to unbalance, if not overwhelm. Austine countered each one. His movements were slower than they’d been at the beginning of the fight, but so were Damon’s. He was only staving off exhaustion through pure force of will, pushing his muscles to the point of burning and cramping. 
 
    It was a brutal exchange. Austine’s face was a mask of sweat and exertion, with a hint of growing anger at how far Damon had pushed him. Still, Damon continued, attacking relentlessly, blocking when Austine managed his own strikes, bludgeoning his friend down. 
 
    He managed a tricky dodge, leaning back to avoid a slash he knew Austine had been expecting him to parry. He lunged forward, stabbing and sinking his sword into Austine’s shoulder, feeling the tip nick bone and sink deeper into flesh. The bones were metal. The flesh was soft. 
 
    Pain stabbed through the back of Damon’s own shoulder as what he suspected was a stray, magically summoned metal dart sank into sensitive muscle and tissue. He saw his pain reflected in Austine’s face as he twisted his sword through his friend’s shoulder on reflex. 
 
    “I... can survive this,” said Austine through gritted teeth. 
 
    “You might,” said Damon.  
 
    “I can still move the dart,” said Austine. “I’ll… pull it toward your heart. Kill you instantly.” 
 
    “I’ll freeze your blood. You’ll die before you even know what’s happened.” 
 
    Austine glared at him. Damon glared back. Blood dripped from both their wounds. Damon felt a warm trickle running down his back, staining his shirt. 
 
    He let out a small, pained laugh. Austine shook his head, fighting a smile. 
 
    “You’re a fucking idiot,” muttered Damon. 
 
    “And you’re a fucking asshole.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The wagon was hot, and it smelled rancid and stale, as though it had been used previously to transport meat and then been left unattended a few times in the sun. Damon supposed that was what it was transporting now. Fresh meat, ready to be cooked and eaten. 
 
    The only other boy who’d made it to the Gleaming Scythe’s open audition sat in the seat across from him, though they’d both been too busy peering out through the wagon’s slats to match their attention to one another. It was Damon’s first time heading into one of Veridan Curve’s larger cities on his own, without aesta watching over him and keeping him safe. 
 
    The wagon went over a deep pit in the road at an ill-advised speed. Damon bounced on his bench, banging his head against the corner of the roof. He groaned with pain and heard the boy across from him start laughing. 
 
    “Shut up,” said Damon. 
 
    “It’s like you’ve never been in a closed wagon before,” said the boy. “They bounce you around. You have to sit with a bit more—” 
 
    Another bump, another collision, though it wasn’t Damon’s head this time. The other boy had been sitting with one leg up, and the bounce forced his knee into his own chin, causing his teeth to snap together hard enough to make a clicking noise. Damon laughed and slapped a hand down on his leg. 
 
    “It’s like you’ve never been in a closed wagon before,” he echoed mockingly. 
 
    “Right. I suppose I deserved that.” The boy reached his hand out. “Austine Treymore.” 
 
    “Damon Al-Kendras,” he said, shaking hands. 
 
    They said nothing more, both imbued with the awkwardness and lack of conversational confidence of teenagers in a new situation. Damon looked out the wagon’s slat again, trying to see ahead of the horses, instead of across the empty landscape to the side of the road. 
 
    “Will they give us a serious chance?” he asked. “I know that making it through the trial means we’re apprentices, but are they serious about taking us on?” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” said Austine. “I auditioned last year, and they turned me down. I really want this.” 
 
    “So do I,” he said. “My father was a gladiator.” 
 
    “Did he train you?” 
 
    “No. He gave me up when I was younger.” 
 
    “Oh.” Austine glanced away. “Sorry. You still fought pretty well when they had us duel with those wooden swords.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    The wagon went over another bump. They were more prepared for it this time, both grabbing at the edge of the bench to keep themselves steady. 
 
    “We could go pretty far, you know,” said Austine. “It’s not unheard of for gladiators to rise in fame. Some of them even end up serving as guards and advisors to important people. It isn’t just about the money.” 
 
    “You sound hopeful.” 
 
    “More ambitious than hopeful,” said Austine. “I want it all. The money. The buxom wife. The house. Don’t you?” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “I suppose I just want to do something meaningful. I think performing as a gladiator might be it.” 
 
    “How did you manage to almost beat me in that sparring match with that kind of attitude?” 
 
    “Almost beat you?” Damon snorted. “I stripped your sword out of your hand.” 
 
    “They called the end of it right before that!” snapped Austine. “You didn’t beat me!” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon felt the dart jerk once in the flesh of his back, and then drop to the ground. Austine groaned, head lolling a bit lower, still impaled on Damon’s blade. 
 
    “You didn’t… beat me,” muttered Austine. 
 
    Damon gave him a sad smile. “No. I think it was another draw. Austine?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’ll survive this wound, right?”  
 
    Austine nodded. 
 
    “And you’ll never speak a word about the inn to anyone?” 
 
    “I already promised you that,” said Austine. “Fucker.” 
 
    Damon drew his sword out of Austine’s shoulder in a quick movement he suspected was as painful for him as for his friend. The hole the dart had punched into his back made even small movements hot and torturous. 
 
    “If you ever attack one of the people I care about again, I really will freeze your blood solid,” he said. 
 
    “Not making any promises,” muttered Austine. 
 
    They were still on the edge of the cliff, with the rushing river below them, which left Damon with no real question of how to respond. He shoved Austine, sending him flailing into the open air. He heard a splash a few seconds later, followed by several angry shouts drowned out by the hissing water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    The fight was over. Damon was still near enough to the Remnant Stones for the Forsaken to be a threat, and he was also still bleeding from a gash in his back inflicted by a magically controlled metal dart. 
 
    It hurt to move. He cursed Austine under his breath, trying and failing to reach back and press a hand to his wound. He settled for pulling his tunic tighter against the spot to apply pressure on it as he hurried into the trees and reoriented himself. 
 
    He headed east, keeping his eyes and ears open for any sign of Malon and the others. He considered himself lucky not to have already stumbled into Avarice or Conceit, but it was a span of luck that could only stretch so far. He didn’t see his companions anywhere, and it was deep into the night. 
 
    It was arduous going. Each step forward Damon took pulled at his injury, threatening to start the bleeding anew. He collapsed after a few hellish hours, just as night turned to morning. The incessantly cheerful chirping of the birds made him feel like shouting for peace and quiet. 
 
    He lay stomach-down on the grass to keep his wound from chafing. Myr cleared her throat to make herself known. It was a relief to hear even just that, to know that he wasn’t entirely alone. She sounded contented, not with herself, but with him.   
 
    “You made the right choice,” she said. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Damon let out a sigh into the arm on which he rested his head. “What choice was that?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have done it,” said Myr. “Even if he killed you. Your threat to freeze him was an empty one.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “But I do,” she whispered. “I know you.” 
 
    “Are you going to moralize over every decision I make with the myrblade from now on?” he asked. “Would you have put the first chain back on if I’d frozen him solid?” 
 
    “No,” she said, her voice sad. “Not everything is that simple, Damon.” 
 
    He was glad for that, at least. She wasn’t wrong. He wouldn’t have frozen Austine as he’d threatened to, but it would have been harder to make the threat if he’d known Myr’s magic was the price he’d pay for following through. 
 
    “You’re going to find your way,” whispered Myr. “Travel fast when you wake up.” 
 
    “No food, no water, and no tent,” muttered Damon. “I really don’t have much choice, do I?” 
 
    He slept well enough, but when he awoke, his wound throbbed far more painfully than it had when he’d fallen asleep. The simple act of standing was made incredibly difficult by the pain. He rolled first onto his side before rising to his knees and carefully finding his feet afterward. 
 
    Any hope of rejoining Malon and the others was set aside in favor of simply making it back to the inn. Damon traveled like a lumbering bear, building up momentum and doing his best to maintain it, even when it meant barreling through bushes and brush. 
 
    He eventually found the road, and had the luck to stumble upon a sympathetic wagon driver. Damon rode in the back for a long span of miles, sitting amidst bundles of hay and trying to ignore the way each bump sent pain stabbing through his back. They didn’t travel fast, no more than walking speed, but the fact that it didn’t require active effort made all the difference. 
 
    When Azurecliff drew within sight in the distance, he nearly wept with relief. The wagon driver let him off just outside of town. He looped around to the inn without passing directly through on the road, not wanting to give Keiza any more arrows for her quiver of suspicion. 
 
    It was early evening when he reached The Rosewood Inn. The windows were dark, which left him assuming he’d made better time than Malon and the others. The door was locked, as he expected, but he heard voices from within that convinced him to knock, regardless. 
 
    He heard the hiss of a whispered discussion and let out a sigh. “It’s me. Damon.” 
 
    The door opened. Malon was on the other side, standing within the dim, candlelit common room. 
 
    “Solas!” She pulled him into a tight hug that had Damon instantly wincing. “We were so worried. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Ow,” he muttered. “Not quite.” 
 
    “I’ll get my healing bag,” she said. “Sit. Rest.” 
 
    Vel and Ria were with Malon in the common room, and each badgered him with questions as he entered and carefully settled himself into one of the chairs. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright, Damon?” asked Vel. 
 
    “Were you discrete in your escape?” asked Ria. “No one was able to follow you back to the inn, I trust?” 
 
    “Pour me a beer,” he said with a sigh. “I’m alive. And no, I wasn’t followed.” 
 
    He explained how he’d made it back, giving the details with as much enthusiasm as he could manage. Ria set a mug in front of him, and he took a long, potentially ill-advised sip. The alcohol hit him hard, likely due to his lack of food and sleep. 
 
    “What happened after we split up?” he asked. “Where are Lilian and Kastet?” 
 
    Vel and Ria exchanged glances. Malon had come back downstairs with her healing supplies, and she fielded the question for them. 
 
    “Lilian is in the basement, chained up,” said Malon. “She’s… not been adjusting well to her new condition. We didn’t want to announce our presence back at the inn because of it, let alone open for tonight. Kastet is resting in her room. Lilian became hungry on our trip back, and Kastet was willing to let her feed off her blood.” 
 
    Malon looked down and shook her head. 
 
    “When Lilian fed off Kastet, it drained a lot of her energy, but it was more than just that,” said Vel. “Lilian whispered something to her. Kastet won’t tell us what it was, but it clearly affected her.” 
 
    “Can you turn around in the chair, solas?” asked Malon. “Ria, bring him some bread and cheese. Velanor, can you get him some water? From one of the waterskins upstairs, not the basement.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go down there, regardless.” Vel shuddered and fidgeted her fingers against her elbow. “I haven’t even bathed since we got back.” 
 
    “So that’s what that smell is.” 
 
    “Damon!” 
 
    He chuckled, which was a mistake as it sent a twitch through his injured shoulder. Malon let out an uncomfortable sigh as she took stock of his back. 
 
    “Your shirt is stuck to the wound,” she said. “It’s going to hurt to take it off… but it has to come off. The bleeding will also restart. Are you ready for this, solas?” 
 
    “Can I have another beer first?” he asked. 
 
    Malon smiled and didn’t object. She caressed his hair while Ria refilled his mug. Vel held one of his hands while he drank a few more sips and finally nodded. 
 
    It was painful, but in a way that left him feeling relieved, almost satisfied, afterward. Malon was quick to clean and bandage the wound. He didn’t bother putting on a new shirt. 
 
    “Solas,” whispered Malon. She gently massaged his shoulders, keeping clear of his wound. “What happened?” 
 
    He sighed, knowing he couldn’t avoid explaining any longer. “What always happens. I fought Austine. It was pointless, and stupid, and probably avoidable.” 
 
    All three women drew nearer, setting their hands on his shoulders or chest or neck, supporting him in small ways. He needed it more than he admitted to himself. 
 
    “Solas,” whispered Malon. “Did you…?” 
 
    “Kill him?” Damon shook his head. “No. Part of me wishes I had. Or rather, that I could. Instead, I’ll just have to fight him again… and again. Until one of us finally does finish it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” said Malon. 
 
    “Young Damon,” said Ria in a stern voice. “You speak as though you might let him be the one to win, to kill you, in the end. Promise me that you will not be of such foolishness.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. It was a promise he couldn’t make in the face of the commitment, but not out of any desire to die on his part. He was rationalizing, bargaining with himself, to find a way around what he knew to be inevitable. 
 
    “I hate this,” he muttered. “This political game we’ve been dragged into. Staring up into dark clouds, knowing the storm of war is on the way.” 
 
    “You should tell that to Kastet,” whispered Malon. “We agree with you, solas, but she doesn’t listen to us like she listens to you.” 
 
    “I suppose I should,” he said. “Is she up in her—” 
 
    A crash came from the basement, followed by an unnerving screech that carried the same disconcerting essence of breaking glass. Damon glanced at the others, who each avoided meeting his gaze in turn. 
 
    “That was Lilian,” muttered Vel. “Aesta thinks she’s hungry again.” 
 
    Malon folded her arms. “As I said. Kastet was feeding her when needed, but she’s exhausted from the toll it’s taken on her.” 
 
    Another noise came from the floor below, the sound of chains clacking against stone. 
 
    “What are we supposed to do?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Malon in a defeated voice. “It’s been on my mind since we set out from the Remnant Stones, and I still have no good solution. Kastet won’t hear of sending Lilian away or… taking other measures. I don’t fully understand the change that’s taken hold within her, let alone have any ideas about how to reverse it.” 
 
    She turned her hands palm up and shook her head. 
 
    “Kastet was able to feed her without suffering lingering negative effects?” asked Damon. 
 
    “It seems so,” said Ria. 
 
    “We don’t know that,” said Malon. “There may be more subtle aspects to Lilian’s bite that have yet to be revealed.” 
 
    “She seemed fairly keen on me back at the Remnant Stones,” said Damon. “I’ll feed her, if she’s willing to accept it.” 
 
    “Damon, you just arrived back!” said Vel. “You’re in no condition to give up more blood after your injury.” 
 
    The noise from the basement continued, providing a better argument than he could come up with on his own. 
 
    “I’m heading down there,” he said. “Lilian should be a part of this discussion, too, regardless of what we decide.” 
 
    “Solas, I’m not leaving you alone with her,” said Malon. “You may have been her friend before, but she is dangerous now.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Malon took Damon by the hand and helped him to his feet. He opened the door leading to the basement, viewing the darkness that greeted him at the top of the stairs with more caution than he once would have. 
 
    They brought a lantern down with them, and Damon led the way with it as he slowly descended into the inn’s subfloor. The air was cool and slightly humid from the flow of the aqueduct, though that wasn’t what made the hairs on his arms stand up straight. 
 
    Lilian was chained in the corner of the room, out of direct reach of the stairs and away from the water. Her leash was attached to a steel ring set into the basement’s stone wall, and she seemed contained, if not calm. 
 
    He’d expected to see a wild, thrashing monster. Instead, he saw Lilian in the midst of a battle between chaos and control. She held her knees like a little girl with nothing else near enough to hug. Every now and then, a shudder would run through her shoulders and arms, clawed hands flexing into half-balled fists as though dealing with a sensation that had nowhere else to go. 
 
    “Lilian,” he said softly. “It’s me. Damon.” 
 
    She didn’t answer him. He wasn’t near enough with the lantern to see her in the dim light of the basement. He wished he could see her face and her eyes, see if she was still there, really. Malon set a hand on his shoulder as he made his way forward. 
 
    “She’s dangerous, solas,” she whispered. 
 
    “She’s scared,” he said. “I might be able to help.” 
 
    “You should listen to your aesta, Damon.” Lilian’s voice was thin and hollow, as if all the hope had been completely shoveled out. “I am dangerous. To you. To everyone. I think… to myself, most of all.” 
 
    She inhaled deeply through her nose, and another shudder ran through her shoulders. Damon handed the lantern to Malon, ignoring the concern in her expression, and moved closer. 
 
    “I’ll do whatever I can for you,” he said. “Whatever is best. I just need help knowing what that is.” 
 
    “Can you even fathom what I’m going through?” she asked. “I don’t think you can. I think it would disgust you to try to understand. Do you know what it’s like to look at your hands, Damon, and see these?” 
 
    She reached toward him with clawed fingers, bending each individually. Damon sat down next to her. 
 
    “Do you resent us for what happened?” he asked. 
 
    “I know that I could, if I wanted to,” said Lilian. “The feeling is there, like the coals of a fire. Easy to stoke. But no, Damon. I don’t resent you or Kastet. I made my choices. I chose to intervene in your fight after you asked me to let you handle it.” 
 
    “Austine was only there because of me,” said Damon. “I accept responsibility for that.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear him and he took the hint, not pressing the point. 
 
    “Do you want to come upstairs?” he asked. “You don’t have to stay down here. We could take the leash off if you felt up for it.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” said Lilian. “The sun hurts me during the day, and at night… all I can think about is feeding and prowling outside.” 
 
    Another tremor ran through her back and shoulders. Lilian reached for him with one of her hands, but the movement seemed disconnected, as if her arm had a mind of its own. She thrashed and pulled back at the last moment, hugging her knees again and taking ragged breaths. 
 
    “You smell nice,” she whispered. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Damon. “You can come closer, if you want.” 
 
    She slid over, hips sidling against the stone floor and wall of the cellar in a movement far more girlish than monsterish. Damon suppressed his caution enough to put an arm around her, and she nuzzled her head against his shoulder almost as any other girl would have. 
 
    “Damon,” whispered Lilian. “Please. You said you wanted to help. Then, please… please…” 
 
    She licked her lips and shuddered. Damon nodded slowly. 
 
    “If you need to feed off me, you can,” he said. 
 
    “Solas,” said Malon. “From what Kastet has told us, the sensation can be… a little overwhelming.” 
 
    “She’s trying to say that you might find it enjoyable.” Lilian’s voice was quiet, and her breath tickled the bare skin of Damon’s neck. “Just hold still. I’ll be gentle. As gentle as I can be. Mmm… You smell so good, Damon.” 
 
    She made a noise somewhere in between a sob and a laugh. Damon reached for her hand, doing his best to ignore how cold and wrong her fingers felt. She rubbed her head against his shoulder again and then shifted, moving to straddle him where he sat. 
 
    He looked into her eyes, and only then did he feel afraid of her. It wasn’t because of what he saw that had changed within them, the uniform oily darkness, but because of what had remained the same. She was still Lilian, still Kastet’s intelligent, ruthless spy. She’d already been dangerous before, and now… 
 
    Lilian licked his neck, and the spot where her tongue made contact went numb. She ran her hands over his chest, as though trying to soothe him like a spooked animal, and planted a kiss on his throat. Her fangs sank in, and Damon’s eyes bulged against their sockets as an insane rush of pleasure took hold of him. 
 
    It was more than a mere sensation. The feeling was like having drunken sex with a beautiful woman in a hot bath, inebriated and dangerous and explicit. To call it pleasurable would be an understatement, like calling a wildfire warm. It was a full experience of the body and mind, a rush on par with anything Damon had felt before. 
 
    He clung to Lilian as she greedily sucked on his neck. He touched her hips and rocked her on his lap, unable to stem the sudden rush of lewd thoughts and ideas. She pressed back, just as eager in the moment as he was. 
 
    “Solas?” called Malon. 
 
    He barely heard her. Lilian drank deeper of his blood, and though he could sense how much she was taking, he couldn’t bring himself to stop her. 
 
    “Solas!” 
 
    He felt one of Lilian’s hands sneak around to his bandaged shoulder. She slid a finger underneath, probing the bloody wound. It hurt a bit, but the pain was distant and secondary. He didn’t care. She could hurt him if she wished. It was only fair. 
 
    A sudden blast of force knocked Lilian out of his lap and to the side. She let out a hideous screech as she struck the stone. Damon blinked, feeling as though he was coming back to the moment after being… somewhere else.  
 
    Damon was cold and woozy, as though he might vomit as he stood unsteadily to his feet. Malon gripped his wrist in a tight, protective hold and led him out of the range of Lilian’s chain. 
 
    “I warned you,” said Malon. 
 
    Lilian laughed and banged her chain against the stone. “He should have listened to his precious aesta. Damon’s always been the kind of man who needs to learn a lesson for himself, though. I don’t fault you for learning this one. You’re allowed to be afraid of me.” 
 
    Damon ran a hand over the spot on his neck where she had fed off him. It came back bloody. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” he said. 
 
    “Then you’re a fool.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    “That was stupid of me,” muttered Damon. 
 
    Malon had brought him upstairs to her room, and she dabbed at his neck with a clean pocket square. “Stupid isn’t the word I’d use. Charitable, perhaps. It’s a fact of Lilian’s existence now. She needs to feed to survive.” 
 
    Damon sighed, closing his eyes and letting himself focus on the sensation of his aesta’s soft touch. “What should we do?” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” said Malon. “There might not be a way for us to help her, and I doubt this will be sustainable.” 
 
    Damon ran a hand through his hair and slumped his shoulders. “I’m trying my hardest, you know.” 
 
    “I know.” Malon lifted his face so they were looking into each other’s eyes. “I’m proud of you, solas.” 
 
    She kissed him gently on the lips, her mouth moving against his in a manner that went above and beyond what should have been appropriate. He kissed her back, drawing strength from the small show of intimacy. He was trying his hardest — for her, for Vel, for Ria. And for Kastet and Lilian, too. 
 
    “I need to speak with the princess,” he said. 
 
    Malon smirked. “I think that would be wise. She’s been spending most of her time in her room, and it’s been hard for us to get through to her. She listens to you differently.” 
 
    She set her hands on Damon’s shoulders and caressed him as though trying to rub resolve into his back. He stood up from the bed, kissed her once more, and slipped out into the hallway. 
 
    Kastet invited him in after the first two knocks. He gently shut the door behind him, taking in the sight of the young, disinherited princess. She wore a simple nightgown, a new one bought in Azurecliff, and sat on her bed. Her boyishly short hair made her seem younger than she was, and less imposing, somehow. 
 
    “Damon,” she said. “I’m so glad to see you made it back unharmed.” 
 
    “Mostly unharmed,” he said, shifting his shoulder. “Austine landed a hit with one of his tricks.” 
 
    “Ouch. Well, overall, it’s a small price to pay for what we managed to secure for ourselves.” 
 
    Damon walked over to her bed and sat down next to her. “I wasn’t the only one who paid the price.” 
 
    She met his gaze without looking away, her expression serious and resolved. “If you’re here to stir my regrets, don’t bother.” 
 
    “I know how badly you want back your birthright and your home. But don’t try to sweep this under the rug. You wanted this alliance with Famine and Wrath, and you traded your friend’s humanity in order to get it.” 
 
    “You think I had a choice in what happened to Lilian?” snapped Kastet. “What, was I supposed to just sit back and let her die?” 
 
    “What will it be next time?” asked Damon. “You know how Famine is. Wrath, as well. They aren’t going to be the types of allies that respect your moral authority, Kastet.” 
 
    She jutted out her chin at him defiantly. “I need them for their strength, not for their purity.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” he said. “You don’t have them, Kastet. They have you.” 
 
    Kastet scoffed. “Excuse me? I am Princess Kastet Alquin of—” 
 
    “Shut up!” Damon seized her by the shoulder. “Just… shut up. From now on, you don’t get to make the major decisions, Princess. You don’t get to turn your friends into monsters anymore.” 
 
    “And you do?” She knocked his hand loose. “You had me kill two men for you, Anders. You turned me into a monster in much the same way. Nothing I’ve done over the past few days is any worse than what we did to the Blacksoul Band.” 
 
    The words stung of truth, but Damon shook his head, not letting himself surrender to her point. 
 
    “We both have to live with what we did to those men,” he said. “Just as we both have to live with what happened to Lilian. The question, Kastet, is whether you’re going to learn from our mistakes, or whether you’re going to keep making them.” 
 
    “Yes, because you’re so wise and righteous,” she replied in a mocking voice. “You make your mistakes over and over, and yet hold me accountable for mine.” 
 
    “Watch your tone,” said Damon through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Who will you make a mistake with tonight, Damon?” asked Kastet. “Vel? Ria? Your aesta, perhaps?” 
 
    He went still. She knew. Of course, she knew. They’d been living together for long enough now that she would have overheard him having sex with one of them eventually. Kastet glared at him and stood up from the bed. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said, smoothing out her nightgown. “You don’t get to talk to me like that, Damon. You’re my retainer. I know you better than you know yourself, and you’ll, you’ll…” 
 
    Damon rose to his feet, slowly closing the distance between them as she spoke. “I’ll what?” He reached his hand out, setting it firmly on her hip. “What do you want from your retainer, Kastet?” 
 
    “You… will respect me.” 
 
    He smiled, seeing the sudden change in her expression as he caressed the side of her body with his thumb. “You want me to respect you?” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered, struggling to maintain her earlier confidence. “…Uh-huh.” 
 
    He pulled her to him, kissing her deeply. Kastet tensed, but she kissed him back. Her body moved under his touch as he pulled her to the bed, all but tossing her down on it. He’d promised Lilian that he wouldn’t do this, that he wouldn’t take her. But that was before, and this felt more like discipline than indulgence. 
 
    He rolled onto her with rushed, horny movements, stripping off his belt and trousers and sliding her nightgown up. She wasn’t wearing any girlshorts underneath. Damon smirked at that and saw her reacting to his expression, her blushing, her uncertainty. 
 
    “I…” Kastet looked away and cleared her throat. “I haven’t… I mean to say… I’m a… virgin.” 
 
    “Really?” Damon brought a hand to his mouth in mock surprise. “I would have never guessed.” 
 
    “Quiet! I told you I wanted your respect, and I meant it when I—” 
 
    She gasped as he pushed forward, sinking the tip of his cock into her overwhelmingly tight womanhood. She was wet, despite her inexperience. Her body told no lies. 
 
    “Is that enough respect for you, Your Highness?” he whispered. “Or do you want more?” 
 
    She mumbled something unintelligible and looped her arms around his neck. Damon tried to be gentle with her, but he was still worked up after Lilian’s bite. His hips moved with a mind of their own, plunging his cock into her fresh, virgin sex. 
 
    “You’re so tight,” he whispered. “Oh yeah. That’s good. I should have bedded you months ago.” 
 
    She squeezed her arms tighter around his neck. Damon pumped faster, letting his cock slide deeper with each forward motion. He still had to go slow, easing himself in, stretching her open for the first time. 
 
    She let out a moan she tried to stifle by burying her face in his shoulder. Damon cupped her chin and shifted her head back, giving her a quick kiss and savoring her lewd expression. 
 
    “I want to hear you moan, Princess,” he whispered. “Go on. Let me hear it.” 
 
    “True Divine!” she cried. “Quit… saying things like that.” 
 
    Damon grinned and thrust into her a little harder, letting his body slap against hers with dirty noises. “You weren’t even wearing underwear. You wanted to get fucked by me tonight, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Ah… oh!” 
 
    “Virgins shouldn’t be so horny, Kastet,” he whispered. “You wanted it bad, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Damon!” 
 
    She shuddered and clutched her arms tighter around his shoulders. Damon plowed her harder, cocky and victorious as he felt her come for him. She would never be quite the same again. He’d taught her a lesson she’d been overdue to learn, and he suspected she’d be eager to learn more. 
 
    “Here.” He flipped her onto her stomach. Kastet, still blissed out and drowsy from her orgasm, gave him a blank look. He gave her butt a soft slap and then speared into her womanhood from behind. She let out a tiny, pleasured squeal and buried her face in the pillow. 
 
    He pressed himself down over her, slowly thrusting in and pulling out. It was as dominant as sex could get. He would have pulled her hair, too, had it been long enough. He needed Kastet to know it wasn’t a game. Life, sex, war. None of it was a game. 
 
    “Damon!” she cried. “Oh… True Divine! Damon!” 
 
    He had her arms by the elbows, though he softened his grip as he felt her come again, her body contorting and flexing from the pleasure. Damon took hold of her buttocks, squeezing and probing a bit with his fingers, letting her know who her body belonged to now. 
 
    She would fight back. Or perhaps she wouldn’t. Lilian was wrong in thinking Kastet needed to be protected from this. She needed to know how to handle herself in the bedroom if she was ever going to be truly powerful as a princess, let alone a queen. 
 
    He reached his relentless, automatic pace. He plowed into Kastet from behind and reached around to fondle her petite breasts. She still had on her nightgown, but she’d sweated so much that it was slick against her body. 
 
    The only thing that saved him from the blunder of finishing inside her was the extensive practice he’d had with Vel and Ria. Damon pulled out at the last second, groaning as he finished on the small of her back.  
 
    His cock nestled between her buttocks like a river running through a valley. Kastet flexed and gave him a small squeeze. He reached forward and gently stroked her hair. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked after another minute like that. 
 
    Kastet cleared her throat. “Get me a towel.” 
 
    Damon laughed and slapped her butt again. “What was that?” 
 
    “Um… could you please get me a towel?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” he said. 
 
    He found one on top of her wardrobe and used it to clean up the mess he’d made on her back. Kastet adjusted her nightgown once he had, rolling onto her side to face him. 
 
    “Will this complicate things for you?” she asked. “I know about the others. You’re intimate with them. Vel, and Ria… even your aesta.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I be the one asking that? I’m not exactly a one-woman man, Kastet. Not that it would make sense for us to be together like that, even if I were. You’re a princess.” 
 
    “I know that.” She frowned and looked down at the conspicuous stain on the bed left from their lovemaking. “This may have been a lapse in judgment on my part.” 
 
    “May have been?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I couldn’t stay a virgin forever. There’s a fair chance that… I’ll die before ever marrying, let alone before winning my throne back. It seems a waste to die without experiencing this.” 
 
    “Very true,” he said. 
 
    “This must remain a secret, Damon,” said Kastet. 
 
    “It’s our secrets that bind us. You know about us, about what I’ve been doing… with the women I love. And I know what your face looks like when you’re writhing in pleasure.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s a fair way of looking at it,” she said. “I won’t tell if you won’t.” 
 
    She reached a hand out as though to shake on a deal. Damon snorted, lifted her chin up with his hand, and kissed her on the lips. 
 
    “You should get some sleep,” he said. “You’ll need your energy for tomorrow.” 
 
    “No doubt,” said Kastet. “The days are growing longer, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Much longer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The night road was empty and quiet, save for the whipping wind and the incessant rattling of the brittle late-autumn leaves. It was cold, too cold and a half for anyone to be out. 
 
    “We can’t sleep in the rough again, Sam,” whispered the woman. 
 
    “I know, Mippy,” said her husband. “I know. It ain’t good for you, and it sure as shit ain’t good for the babe.” 
 
    He slipped a hand under the folds of her cloak to touch her plump, pregnant belly. He could feel her shivering even just from that, her body fighting for warmth in small ways. 
 
    “We should have stayed at our last campsite,” whispered Mippy. “We had firewood, at least, and could have found more.” 
 
    “That looks like an inn up ahead, don’t it?” 
 
    She drew closer to him, following the line of his arm as he pointed into the darkness. A building stood on the side of the road, clear enough in the moonlight for them to see the details of its ramshackle exterior.  
 
    “Well, there’s a sign out front,” said Mippy. “Some glow in the windows, too. Looks a bit run down, though.” 
 
    Sam took her hand and squeezed it. “Could say the same about us.” 
 
    “Think they’ll have an open room?” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Think we can afford it?” 
 
    “True Divine, I hope so.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon heard the knock at the door and reflexively twitched up from his chair, blinking tired eyes. It had been his turn for common room duty that night, a chore which seemed the homebound equivalent of being on watch while on the road. 
 
    He did his best to wake himself up as he made his way to the door and found mixed success. There were two people on the other side, a man armed with a short sword, and a woman armed with an unborn child. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, mostly yawning into their faces. “Beds and food and all that. Come on in.” 
 
    “So this is an inn, then?” asked the woman. 
 
    Damon nodded and stepped aside, graciously gesturing with an arm for them to enter. The common room’s hearth was down to coals, but he felt no desire to rekindle it, late as the hour was. 
 
    “It’s a cold night to be out on the road,” he said to them. “Heading north in a hurry?” 
 
    The couple exchanged looks with one another. The man cleared his throat and gave an answer. 
 
    “I suppose we don’t really have a destination, strange as that sounds,” he said. 
 
    Damon nodded. “I’ve been there before. No need to explain.” 
 
    “We had to leave our old town because of…” The woman set her hands protectively on her stomach. “Certain events. We don’t have a place in mind to resettle yet.” 
 
    “Well, you needn’t worry anymore about that tonight,” said Damon. “Food is thirty copper a bowl, though it’ll be a bit cold by this point. Beer is ten. Rooms are five silver.” 
 
     The two travelers exchanged glances. The man took a threadbare coin pouch out of his pocket and, expression hopeful, poured its contents out into his hand. Two silver sables and a handful of copper pennies. 
 
    “We just need a bed,” he muttered. “Please. We don’t have much.” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Looks like five silver to me.” 
 
    He took only one of the silver sables from the man’s hand and quickly waved away their gratitude. Malon would notice the discrepancy in their finances in the morning, but he doubted she’d be overly upset.  
 
    “Let me get you each a bowl of stew to take up with you,” he added. “On the house.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said the woman. “From the essence of my heart.” 
 
    He made a quick trip into the kitchens, fixing everything up onto a platter with the addition of a leftover hunk of bread. The two travelers shared a few whispered words as Damon led them toward the stairs. 
 
    A loud bang came from behind the door leading to the basement, followed by a high-pitched whistle. Damon swore under his breath, keeping his expression even as he glanced over one shoulder at his guests. 
 
    “The wind has a way of kicking through the stones downstairs,” he said. “Makes for some strange sounds. Just ignore it.” 
 
    “Sorry.” The man pulled his wife closer to him with one arm. “We’re a bit on edge after a few nights sleeping outside. Every noise in the dark sounds like danger to us.” 
 
    Damon nodded sympathetically and carefully placed himself between the basement door and the young couple. “Well, you’ll be in no danger tonight. Let’s head on upstairs and I’ll show you to your room.” 
 
    He waited for them to disappear into the inn’s second-floor hallway before turning to watch the door for a moment. No further noise came, which reassured him that he at least had time to tend to his guests before tending to his monster. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Damon. “It’s nothing much. Quilt and pillow are fresh. Chamber pot is in the corner. Room’s rented through until midday tomorrow. Breakfast is complimentary.” 
 
    The woman sat down on the bed and smiled at him. “Thank you, mister…” 
 
    “Anders,” he said, quickly. 
 
    “I’m Mippy, and this is my husband, Sam,” she replied. 
 
    “Nice to meet you both,” he said. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to come down and ask. And, uh, keep in mind that it does get a bit windy here at The Rosewood Inn, at times. As I said, just ignore it.” 
 
    They nodded, accepting both his hospitality and excuse. Damon shut the door and carefully made his way back down the hallway. He’d fed and cared for his guests. Lilian came next. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    The hairs along the back of Damon’s neck prickled with anticipation as he prepared to descend into the inn’s basement. They’d been keeping a schedule of feeding Lilian twice a day, with Kastet lending her neck in the morning, and Damon lending his in the evening. 
 
    They’d all shared the same concerns after their return from the Remnant Stones. Lilian had been transformed, turned into something they didn’t fully understand by a potion made from the blood of a zanyadai. 
 
    The threat of her breaking loose and attacking someone still existed, but with each passing day, it seemed less like an inevitable outcome and more like a risk to be carefully managed. As long as she was being fed on a consistent basis, Lilian was the same calm, rational woman she’d always been. At least, in most ways. 
 
    Another whistle came from within the basement. Damon hadn’t gotten the chance to slip away from the bar earlier that night to visit her. He’d been distracted after the crowd had cleared, and then again as Malon and the others had begun to retire to bed and the discussion had shifted to who would have common room duty for the night. 
 
    He set his fingers on the handle of the door and took a breath. Footsteps sounded from the upper level just as he began to open it. 
 
    “Solas,” said Malon, in a quiet voice. “I do hope you weren’t planning on heading down into the basement all by yourself.” 
 
    He pulled his hand back, feeling a bit like a boy with his hand caught in the sweets pantry. “She didn’t get a chance to feed earlier. A few overnight guests arrived, and I thought it might be imprudent to leave it until morning.” 
 
    “What’s imprudent is putting yourself in a position where you’re alone with her.” Malon made her way over to him, wearing her concern and disapproval openly on her face. 
 
    She was in her nightclothes, a simple robe made from soft white cotton with a patterned belt tied tight around her waist. The robe did a decent job of hiding the mesmerizing curves of her breasts and hips, though the effect was a bit diminished by the way it implied that she wore little else underneath. 
 
    Her red hair was loose and messy across her shoulders. She ran a hand through it as she drew to a stop, chastising him with a look from her serious, green eyes. Malon insisted on being present whenever he let Lilian feed off him, even though it seemed less and less necessary by the day. 
 
    “I didn’t want to wake you,” he said.  
 
    “I was still awake,” she replied. “I heard you with that couple. I’m glad we could give them a bed for the night.” 
 
    He shrugged. “So am I. To the tune of just over a silver sable. They didn’t have much.” 
 
    Malon sighed. “I suppose it makes little difference. The room would have been otherwise empty for the night. Let’s just hope they aren’t too vocal over the discount to the locals.” 
 
    Damon nodded, turning his attention back to the closed basement door. Malon set a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Let me get a lantern, first,” she said. 
 
    She returned a minute later, and the two descended into the inn’s cellar with cautious steps. Damon quickly spotted Lilian’s silhouette. She was in the corner, sitting atop the simple sleeping palette they’d set up for her over her objections. She’d been vocal in her assurances that it wasn’t necessary, and she’d be comfortable enough on the floor. 
 
    Lilian was smiling as the lantern’s light fell across her face, illuminating her unsettling features. Her skin was pale and faintly blue in hue. Her hair, once golden blonde, was now dark violet and wispy, like strands of shadow. 
 
    It was her eyes which most consistently unnerved Damon. They were black to the edges, as though a vial of ink had been dumped into each. Moreover, Lilian didn’t seem to need to blink. She still did, at times, but it was always in a slow, inhuman manner. 
 
    “Damon,” whispered Lilian. “I missed you tonight.” 
 
    He made his way forward slowly. Lilian’s chain was connected to the back-left corner of the basement, away from both the stairs and the rushing current of the aqueduct. 
 
    “The inn was busy,” he said. “I never had the opportunity.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” she replied. “I hear much of what transpires within the common room from down here. I was patient for as long as I felt I could be before calling to you.” 
 
    She licked her lips, her eyes focusing on Damon’s neck. He could feel the presence of her gaze almost as though it had physical weight. He glanced toward Malon, who slowly nodded. 
 
    “Are you ready, Lilian?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve been ready, Damon,” she whispered. “I’ve been waiting.” 
 
    She leaned back on her elbows, patting the spot next to her. They’d taken the wrist chains off after she’d been in captivity for a few days but left the one around her neck. She’d taken off most of her clothing and she wore only an insubstantial half-shirt and matching girl shorts. It made her seem innocent, vulnerable even, despite her transformed body. 
 
    With each beat of his heart, Damon felt his arousal climb higher, like the heat of the sun pushing free of cloud cover. He sat down next to Lilian, forcing himself to ignore the magnitude of her presence. She was still undeniably beautiful, but in a way that was scary to acknowledge. He was wary about giving her that power, of letting her draw his eyes in. 
 
    Lilian reached out with her hand, setting it on his shoulder. Her claws pinched against the fabric of his shirt, holding him in place and almost veering into threatening territory. He took a breath, his body reacting in anticipation of what came next. 
 
    She planted a kiss on his neck, simple and sweet. He tensed his shoulder on reflex, muscles swelling high and low. Lilian didn’t bite him immediately, instead letting her breath tickle against sensitive skin and dropping her free hand down to rest possessively on the inside of his thigh.  
 
    “Your blood tastes so different than Kastet’s,” whispered Lilian. “Richer. Stronger. It makes me want to suck you dry.” 
 
    “As it happens, I would have to kill you if you ever tried,” he said. It took a force of will to keep his voice steady. 
 
    “It would be a waste,” she said. “We’re only just getting started, the two of us.” 
 
    “Get on with it, Lilian,” he said. “I’m not interested in—” 
 
    She sank her fangs into his neck, not bothering to numb the skin with licks and kisses. They both knew it wasn’t necessary anymore. Damon felt a small pinch of pain, followed by an overwhelming burst of raw, throbbing pleasure. 
 
    He couldn’t stop his body’s reaction to her. He pulled Lilian into an embrace, the two of them falling sideways onto her pallet. She wrapped her legs tight around him, rocking her hips and seeming to delight in the illicit contact of their bodies. 
 
    Damon hadn’t bedded her since her change, though not for lack of desire. Malon’s insistence of watching whenever Lilian fed off him allowed her to step in before the encounters progressed to that point. 
 
    He suspected he would have taken Lilian, had his aesta not been there. More accurately, she would have taken him. He wasn’t a fool, and it was simply too much to resist. He didn’t have the same resolve in terms of his desire that Kastet seemingly did, and he had a previous history with Lilian that made seduction feel inevitable. 
 
    She was dangerous. He knew that better than anyone. 
 
    Her lips were against his neck, with soft, insistent sucking of her mouth. Lilian rocked her hips forward, thighs open, clawed fingers teasing into the waistband of Damon’s trousers along his back. He cupped one of her breasts and gave it a rough squeeze, feeling no major difference in how they felt between now and when she’d still been human. 
 
    “That’s enough,” said Malon curtly. 
 
    It was Lilian who obeyed the command, rather than Damon. He only extricated himself from the embrace and stopped pawing Lilian’s body as she pulled her fangs back and gently pushed him away. She licked his blood from her lips as she let out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “So good,” she whispered. “I feel so honored each time you share yourself with me, Damon.” 
 
    He was still breathing heavily, still aroused past the point of thinking. “I’m flattered.” 
 
    “You should come down for a visit outside of our feeding time,” she whispered. “Let me repay you for your kindness. Let me—” 
 
    “That’s more than enough, Lilian,” said Malon. “Solas. Let’s go upstairs.” 
 
    Damon rubbed his neck, glancing back and forth between Lilian and Malon. “Right. You’re right, aesta.” 
 
    “Is she?” asked Lilian. “I’m harmless when I’m not hungry. You don’t have to run away.” 
 
    “Leaving a prisoner to their cell is not the same thing as running away,” said Malon. 
 
    “I thought I was simply an indefinite guest here at the inn, not a prisoner.” Lilian flashed a grin, revealing several blood-soaked teeth. “I suppose it does explain the chain.” 
 
    Malon helped Damon to his feet, and he had enough presence of mind to follow her up the stairs and into the common room. She gave him a worried look as she shut the door. 
 
    “This isn’t sustainable,” she said, with a sigh. “She’s dangerous. Too dangerous for us to harbor, let alone help.” 
 
    “We’re going about this wrong, I think,” he said. “She’s only dangerous because we’re treating her like a monster. She’s still intelligent, aesta. She’s not out of control most of the time.” 
 
    “Solas, I know that’s what you’d like to believe,” said Malon. “You were fond of her in the time before her transformation, but she isn’t that same girl. Your judgment is clouded.” 
 
    Damon resisted the urge to argue the point. Mainly because he understood exactly what she was saying, agreed with parts of it, even. He rubbed his neck and turned away from Malon, heading back into the common room. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “The night isn’t over yet,” he said. “More travelers might arrive at the inn.” 
 
    Malon walked over to him with slow steps. She wrapped her arms around him from behind. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered. “We both know that isn’t why you feel the need to stay down here.” 
 
    He hated the fact that he knew she was right. He felt a burning desire to go downstairs and talk with Lilian some more. A burning desire to do far more than just talk. It was her bite, her wonderfully corrupting bite, but the knowledge alone wasn’t enough to keep his traitorous arousal in line. 
 
    “I should stay down here,” he muttered. 
 
    “You should come to bed,” said Malon. 
 
    “I should—” 
 
    “Solas.” Malon stood up on her tiptoes to kiss him on the side of the cheek. “Come to bed for tonight. Please?” 
 
    “Aesta…” 
 
    “I know you wish to head back down into the basement and… speak with Lilian,” said Malon. “How about you come up to my room and speak with me, instead?” 
 
    She took his hand and began leading him toward the stairs before he could consider otherwise. Damon followed her, Lilian’s bite still throbbing with pleasure. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    “Aesta, I’m alright,” said Damon as Malon dragged him into her room. “You don’t have to…” 
 
    She pulled at the hem of her robe, opening the center slit of the fabric enough to reveal a tantalizing amount of cleavage. “Were you saying something?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing important.” 
 
    She gave him a gentle push, sitting him down on her bed. It wasn’t as though her expression was without conflict. She was his aesta, and Damon could imagine what was going through her mind. She wanted to keep him safe, and Lilian posed a threat that was decidedly different from any other from which she’d attempted to protect him before. 
 
    “I’ve been searching for more information on the zanyadai,” she said in a serious voice. “There is always inherent danger interacting with monsters and entities we don’t understand.” 
 
    She let her fingers tease at her robe, not pulling it completely open, but not closing it, either. Damon was drawn in by the amount of nude, feminine flesh she’d already exposed. He could see the edge of one of her nipples, or at least thought he could, a tiny sliver of erotic pink. 
 
    “She’s still Lilian,” he pointed out. “The transformation she’s undergone hasn’t changed that.” 
 
    “Are you defending or condemning her by saying that?” asked Malon. “She was Kastet’s spy within Avarice’s court. The effect her bite has on men is clearly not lost on her, solas. She’s using it as a weapon against you.” 
 
    “I think that’s a bit of a reach,” he said. 
 
    “Is it?” Malon leaned forward over him, setting a hand on his knee. Damon’s body reacted more than it normally would have, though what she was doing was a full-on seduction, in its own right. He stared at her chest as her robe billowed open, almost completely exposing her plump, dangling breasts. 
 
    “I recognize that her bite has a certain effect on me,” he said. “It’s not my fault. It’s not as though I can simply dismiss the sensation.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to dismiss it.” Malon slid her hand higher along his thigh. “I’m offering to help you redirect it. To channel it, disassociate it away from her.” 
 
    Damon reached his hand out, cupping the edge of her cheek, and pulled her in for a kiss. Her lips were hot against his, despite the slow, somewhat reluctant way she kissed him back. He tried to keep the smile off his face as he nodded and shifted backward on Malon’s bed.  
 
    “You’ve made such a persuasive argument,” he said. “I’m almost convinced by it.” 
 
    He saw her try and fail to contain a smile.  
 
    “Almost?” she asked. 
 
    Damon reached forward, touching the edge of the hem of Malon’s robe. He gently pulled it open, nearly groaning as her naked breasts came into full view. He cupped one of them, but Malon set her hand over his, firmly controlling how far she would allow him to wander. 
 
    “Come here,” he said.  
 
    He took hold of her waist and attempted to pull her onto the bed. Malon stayed where she was, but her hands began rubbing his thigh more intently, her fingers shifting to flick against the knot of the drawstring of his trousers. 
 
    “This won’t be a regular thing, solas,” she whispered. “I’m only doing this to help you stay clear-headed.” 
 
    Damon suppressed a grin as he lifted his hips and allowed her to pull his pants down. She slowly dropped to her knees as his pants came loose at his ankles, rubbing his thighs and positioning herself in between his legs. 
 
    His erection looked comical in the way it strained against his undershorts, leaving a small wet spot where his pre-arousal dampened the fabric. Malon blushed as her hands slowly slid toward the top of his underwear, and she hesitated before pulling them down. 
 
    “You aren’t just doing this because of Lilian, aesta,” he said. 
 
    “Solas.” Her voice was stern, a clear warning against where his words were leading. 
 
    “I won’t say any more,” he said. “But we both know.” 
 
    “Get that smug look off your face, Damon.” 
 
    He grinned despite his effort not to, and reached out a hand to stroke her soft red hair. Malon edged his undershorts down, and his cock snapped loose like a knight standing to attention. He saw her eyes fixate on it, and the blush it brought to her cheeks, and felt ashamed at the intensity of his own dirty thoughts. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    “I know. I love you, just the same. I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t.” 
 
    She took hold of his member with one of her soft hands and gently began to stroke. Damon groaned, falling on the bed, hips flexing toward his aesta with a mind of their own. 
 
    “So eager,” she whispered. “Should I use two hands, solas? You’ve grown so much. They both fit with room to spare.” 
 
    Her fingers closed around his shaft in much the same way he might grip a sword, except with a loving tenderness with which no one would wield a weapon. He bit his lower lip as he stared at her, breasts on full display out the front of her robe, as she blushed and worked to pleasure him. 
 
    “Come up onto the bed with me,” he said. He already pulled her upward as he spoke.  
 
    Malon’s smile became an outright laugh as he threw her down across the mattress. Her robe fell open, exposing her naked body in a manner that made Damon feel torn between burning the sight into his memory and looking away respectfully.  
 
    Faint freckles dusted the pale flesh of her upper chest, just above her plump breasts, which lolled to the side at lewd angles. A thin patch of hair as red as her braid adorned her crotch. She was incredible. She was… 
 
    “Aesta…”  
 
    He had no words other than that. Malon reached for his cock again as he began kissing her neck, the two facing one another across the bed, side by side. Damon ran a hand up the side of her body and shifted to embrace her. To do more than that if he could. 
 
    “Behave,” she whispered. One of her hands continued with soft strokes along his shaft, while the other gently rubbed his chest, as though calming an overeager horse. 
 
    “That’s not what your eyes are telling me,” he said. He let his hand trace the inside of one of her thighs, his fingers teasing higher, feeling the tension building in her body. 
 
    Malon’s eyes suddenly pulsed crimson with power. “What are my eyes telling you now, solas?” 
 
    Damon sighed, but didn’t draw his hand back. She was naked next to him, her body practically giving him every signal in the world that she was ready to be taken, while refusing him in mind. 
 
    She was his aesta, and it was a simple truth that both fed into his desire and prevented it from ever being fulfilled. 
 
    “What if I said I wanted you to stop me?” he asked. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You have all the power, aesta,” he said. “With your magic, you can stop me whenever you want.”  
 
    Malon frowned at him. “I’m aware of that.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek and looked at her seriously. “Whenever you want.” 
 
    He saw her blink, hearing not just his words, but the deep, desperate hunger behind them. He wanted her so badly. Knowing that she could stop him, that she would — when she chose to — wasn’t a fact which needed to get in the way of him trying. 
 
    Malon still rhythmically stroked his cock, but as good as it felt, he needed more. He kissed her deeply, pulling her thighs open as he leaned into the embrace. A soft moan escaped Malon’s lips. Damon kissed her neck and pulled her face toward his, shifting in closer. 
 
    “Solas…” Malon didn’t shake her head or glare at him. She blinked, sharing the expression of the virgins Damon had bedded. He spread her thighs further open and let his cock lie across her crotch, slowly pulling it back to line up the angle. 
 
    “Aesta,” he said. “I love you so much.” 
 
    “I know you do.” She sighed, looking on the verge of tears. “And I love you. I just wonder how I let it get to this.” 
 
    Damon let his cock shift into place. It was hard to the point where it threatened to stay that way forever as he let the tip press against the lips of his aesta’s womanhood. He pressed forward, lingering on the precipice of spearing into her. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” he whispered. 
 
    Malon shook her head. “I’m your aesta. I don’t want you to stop… I need you to.” 
 
    Slowly, but willingly, Damon mastered his frustration. “Then I’ll stop.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. Damon leaned forward to kiss her again, confused by the hunger with which she kissed him back. They stayed just like that, on the verge of shattering any pretense of restraint between them. Damon gently nuzzled his forehead against hers, staring into her eyes. 
 
    “Would you like a kiss goodnight?” she whispered. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. 
 
    He only realized that she wasn’t talking about a kiss on his lips as he made to lean in for it and missed her face. Malon gently shifted him onto his back and slid down lower on the bed. She shot him a crooked smile and blushed a bit, opting to grab the quilt and toss it over the both of them to hide the dirtiness of what she was about to do. 
 
    Whatever disappointment Damon had felt faded into the distance as his aesta’s lips closed around the head of his cock. He groaned and leaned his head back, feeling her sucking and licking and putting in the work to deliver true pleasure. 
 
    The sight of her head bobbing up and down underneath the quilt was insanely hot. Damon spread his legs open wider and reached down with his hands. He felt around under the blanket like a blind man, touching her soft hair, gently caressing her shoulder and neck. 
 
    Her mouth felt fantastic. It was bliss of a kind that promised so much more. He hated himself for showing so much restraint earlier, for not taking her and experiencing her fully. He also hated himself for wanting it so badly. He knew full well that if he ever did spread his aesta open and truly take her as a woman, it might be at her expense. At the expense of their love. And he loved her, so much. 
 
    “Aesta…” Damon groaned as Malon’s lips sank further down his shaft than he’d ever thought possible. He cupped her cheek gently with one hand while taking a rough handful of her hair with the other. Gripping her face, he flexed his hips up, fucking her mouth hard enough to make lewd churning noises as he crossed the turning point and blew his seed. 
 
    She didn’t stop sucking until he’d gone completely soft. Wiggling upward from underneath the quilt, her face appeared next to him like a mouse poking out of a hole. She had a satisfied smile. Damon hugged her tight. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “That’s one way to get Lilian off my mind.” 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “Don’t expect this to become a regular thing.” 
 
    “I love you too much to let myself expect that.” 
 
    She looked away from him, or at least tried to. Damon cupped her cheek and turned her head, forcing her eyes to meet his. He smiled, and it wasn’t the smile of a man who’d just gotten lucky, or even one angling for more. 
 
    “Am I a terrible aesta?” she whispered. 
 
    Damon laughed. Malon glared at him and slapped him on the shoulder. He caught her hand and kissed the back of her knuckles. 
 
    “You are an incredible, loving aesta,” he said. “I don’t ever want to lose you. You mean the world to me.” 
 
    “Solas…” 
 
    He gave her another tight hug, and the only sound left within the room was that of their own breathing. He stayed with her until he was sure she’d fallen asleep before carefully sliding out of the bed and sneaking back to his own room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Damon was up late and in a hurry the next morning, two things which kept him from seeing Ria as he rushed out of his room. He collided with her, and she fell down. 
 
    “True Divine,” he said. “Sorry, Ria.” 
 
    “What has you in such a hurry, husband?” she asked. “Do you have an important place to be?” 
 
    He reached a hand down to help her to her feet. Ria had taken to wearing dresses over the past few days, a fact which he found both perplexing and amusingly hard to pull his eyes away from. 
 
    The one she had on now was black, with thick, voluminous skirts. It matched her hair, which she’d let slowly grow out over the past weeks, in a striking way. Damon took in the sight of her, smiling at how she indulged in the attention. 
 
    “I was heading down to check on Kastet,” he said. “She’s been feeding Lilian in the morning. Aesta doesn’t insist on watching when she does it, though.” 
 
    “Malon is usually cooking breakfast in the morning, is she not?” asked Ria. “Besides, Kastet and Lilian are both women.” 
 
    “Your point being?” asked Damon. “You’re a woman, and you’ve been open in the past about how you’ve, er, engaged with other women, at times.” 
 
    “Merinians are not the same,” said Ria, with a shrug. “Kastet is a princess, and Lilian, as I understand it, was a member of her court. Beyond that, women are more sensitive as partners. Especially to those used to being handled by men.” 
 
    She smiled, and the tension between them seemed to creep upward across the empty moment that followed. Damon let it flow. He hadn’t gotten many chances to be truly alone with Ria since they’d arrived at The Rosewood Inn. 
 
    “I like that dress on you,” he said. 
 
    “I am stuck deciding whether I find it ridiculous or liberating.” She did a small twirl for him, sending the skirts spinning out to the side.  
 
    “A bit of both, I think,” he said. 
 
    He caught her by the hand and pulled her to him. Ria grinned as he ran his hands down the sides of her body, settling them both on her butt and groping her through the soft fabric of the dress. 
 
    He gave her a passionate kiss, feeling a sudden urge to pin her against the wall and have his way with her. The sound of laughter coming from the common room, however, was quick to remind them of their responsibilities. 
 
    “We have patrons,” whispered Ria. 
 
    Damon sighed. “It seems we always have patrons, these days.” 
 
    “Find me later, husband,” she said. “I will keep the dress on for you.” 
 
    She let her finger trail across his chest as she slid past by him and made her way downstairs. Damon followed a moment later, shifting into the persona of Anders Rosewood as he descended the steps. 
 
    Four guests were in the midst of taking breakfast in the common room, including the young couple Damon had allowed in at a discount the night before. He frowned as he spotted the man who’d been so concerned with finding refuge for his pregnant wife openly leering at Vel’s cleavage as she leaned over to bring his bowl to the kitchen for a second serving of porridge. 
 
    Though, given the cut of the dress Vel had on, few men would have been able to resist the temptation. It was one of the low-cut, flirty ones that both she and Ria often opted for when working the common room, the two of them claiming it resulted in better tips. 
 
    Vel had put her blonde hair into girlish side braids, and she smiled an overwide, incredibly fake smile at the man as he continued to ogle her. Damon made his way up beside her, planting a quick, brotherly kiss on her cheek and drawing near enough to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “He has no money,” he said. 
 
    Vel let out a sigh, all pretense of cheer fading from her face. “Why are we feeding him, then?” 
 
    “His wife is pregnant,” he said. 
 
    “I noticed. I also noticed, and was disgusted by, how fixated his eyes have been on my brassiere.”  
 
    “He’s not alone in that,” said Damon, helping himself to a mental image he’d carry throughout the day.  
 
    Vel crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “Don’t you have chores to be doing?” 
 
    “Sheesh, I was just saying good morning.” 
 
    A smile broke through the bratty veneer of her expression. “Well, good morning.” 
 
    “Seen Kain anywhere?” 
 
    Vel cleared her throat, stepping to put herself and Damon out of earshot of any nearby patrons. “He’s down in the cellar, I think.” 
 
    “Right,” said Damon. “I think I’ll go check on him.” 
 
    He didn’t get the chance, as the door to the basement opened right as he was about to set his hand on the handle. Kastet emerged, clad in a tunic and trousers, chestnut brown hair still cut boyishly short. 
 
    She looked tired and pale and was rubbing with her hand at one side of her neck. Damon worried it might come back bloody as she pulled it away, but Kastet had apparently done a good job of cleaning herself up afterward. 
 
    “Good morning, Kain,” said Damon.  
 
    “Anders,” said Kastet. “Good morning.” 
 
    Damon glanced at the nearest patrons. They were likely out of earshot, but he still didn’t dare speak openly. 
 
    “Did you run an errand down in the basement?” he asked. 
 
    Kastet nodded. “I did. It went smoothly.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    Kastet folded her arms, expression pensive. “There is a lot of potential in the basement, you know.” 
 
    “Potential?” 
 
    “Opportunity,” said Kastet. “We should talk when we get a chance. All of us. Certainly, Lady Leah would need to be a part of the discussion.” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly, though he wasn’t entirely sure he agreed with her. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He spent most of the day handling the heavy chores around the inn. He made a trip into town to resupply the inn’s keg, paying a wagon driver to bring it back after not being able to find Kemren and Keiza and thus secure a free ride. He then moved firewood into the inn, carefully stacking it into place for easy access on busy nights. 
 
    By the time late afternoon gave way to early evening, Damon was exhausted. He lingered in the empty common room with Vel and Ria. Malon was in the kitchen, preparing a meal of bread, cheese, and sausage for dinner. Kastet was hard at work with her sweeping. 
 
    “We should take tonight off,” said Vel. “I heard from one of the girls in town that there’s a minstrel company performing in the square.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Damon took a seat in one of the chairs and put his feet up on the table. “You should have reached out to them and seen if you could convince them to perform outside the inn.” 
 
    “I think we already have enough excitement, solas,” said Malon as she emerged from the kitchen. She bumped into his feet with the side of her hip and gave him a chastising look. “Don’t put your dirty boots on the table.” 
 
    “Think of how much money we could make in a single night with a minstrel performance pulling in a thirsty audience,” he said.  
 
    “We’ve been doing alright, as is,” said Malon. 
 
    “He has a point,” said Ria. “No doubt the performers would also see the advantage of being near an inn with a bar.” 
 
    “It’s probably too late now, regardless,” said Kastet. “The sun has set. They’ll be starting their show within the hour.” 
 
    Everyone exchanged glances as they all recognized what that meant. 
 
    “I’m going,” said Vel. “If we have no patrons, we don’t need any servers.” 
 
    “I would like to also see the show, if possible,” said Ria. 
 
    “What? I’m not staying here!” snapped Kastet. 
 
    Damon sighed and looked at Malon. 
 
    “I don’t mind staying and tending to the kitchen,” she said. “Solas? If you man the bar, we should be able to cover for the others.” 
 
    He let out a groan, but didn’t object. In truth, seeing the performance would likely have brought back as many bad memories as good ones after how his time with the Gleaming Scythe had ended. Still, a show was a show. He’d enjoyed performing as a gladiator as much out of his appreciation of live storytelling as for the money. 
 
    “I suppose I wouldn’t mind staying here,” he said. “If any of you get bored, promise you’ll come back and switch places with me?” 
 
    “Of course!” said Vel. “Thank you, Damon!” 
 
    She kissed him on the lips on her way out the door. Ria gave him a quick side hug, while Kastet simply waved. The common room was silent as the three departed, and Damon looked toward Malon to see her favoring him with a warm smile. 
 
    “That was kind of you,” she said. “I think those three could use some entertainment.” 
 
    “And I couldn’t?” 
 
    She smiled wryly. “I think you have your fill of entertainment in your regular life.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with that, though he wanted to. Malon headed back into the kitchen. Damon polished the bar, more out of boredom than necessity. He tapped his fingers on the wood, wishing for a sudden rush of patrons to distract him. 
 
    “I’m going to check on Lilian, aesta,” he said. “I’ll call you down if she’s starting to get hungry.” 
 
    “Go ahead. Just don’t linger in her presence without me.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Damon found it easy to stay true to his word as he descended into the basement. Mainly because, as far as he could tell, Lilian was no longer there. 
 
    He searched every corner of the stones, more out of a sense of numb disbelief than any expectation of finding her. Lilian’s chain leash still hung from the iron clasp to which they’d secured it upon first bringing her to the inn. She just was no longer bound to it. 
 
    Damon even searched the water of the aqueduct and tested the bars on either side of the channel. He carefully thought through the time he and the others had spent within the inn that day. Had she been given any opportunity to escape through the front door? As far as he could remember, someone had always been in the common room throughout the daytime. 
 
    He took the steps two at a time and raced into the kitchen. Malon reacted to the expression on his face even before he spoke. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    Damon shook his head. “She’s gone.” 
 
    Malon was pulling a warm loaf of bread out from the oven. She wiped flour off on her apron and folded her arms. “She has to be nearby. She can’t tolerate the light of the sun. However she escaped, it simply isn’t possible for her to have gone far.” 
 
    “I’ll look for her,” he said. “True Divine. We have to find her before she gets herself into trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll watch the inn. Be careful, solas.” 
 
    He nodded and ran out the door. A steady stream of travelers moved up the road outside the inn, no doubt on their way to join in the revelry of the minstrel show. Damon scanned each face he could see, but it was late enough in the evening to make discerning details a struggle. He swore under his breath at not bringing a lantern with him.  
 
    He followed after them, though he wasn’t sure if Lilian would opt to travel into town or into the wild. She obviously desired her freedom, but for what purpose? She’d never lost her resolve toward serving Kastet, even after undergoing her transformation. The idea of her leaving the inn and going her own way felt a bit out of character, though he conceded that it was possible. 
 
    It was also possible that she simply wanted to feed, to taste fresh blood and experience a new person. If that were the case, she would no doubt head toward where there were plenty of potential targets. The minstrel performance seemed as though it would pose an obvious attraction to her, with so many eyes turned toward a stage making it easy for her to sneak around unseen. 
 
    He found himself wishing he’d brought his myrblade as he jogged the last distance into the center square, though he knew it would have drawn too much attention. He spotted Vel, Ria, and Kastet easily enough. They sat near the front of the assembled crowd, staring ahead at the yet empty wagon stage. 
 
    There was a sense of anticipation in the air which he felt should have made it easier to find Lilian, or at least verify that she wasn’t in attendance. Instead, it had Damon second guessing himself, following the paths of people’s gazes toward nothing in particular. 
 
    A cheer came from the crowd as a woman with black, curly hair stepped onto the stage from behind back curtains. She wore a mask that reminded Damon of the Turning Festival, with small, glittering rubies inset into the eyes. 
 
    She was joined by several young girls with similar curly hair who he guessed to be her daughters. An older man with a tall hat played a hand drum, while the girls pulled out simple wooden instruments, joining in with flutes and miniature harps and whistles. 
 
    The woman in the mask began to sing, and for a moment, Damon forgot what he was supposed to be doing. She had the most beautiful voice he’d ever heard, or close to it. The only songstress he’d heard who could compare was Bylia.  
 
    The thought lent an undue somberness to the moment. Damon was half tempted to break away from the crowd and look elsewhere, but he spotted something that stood out on the edge of the village square. 
 
    A woman in a heavy cloak that hid her face and features led a man toward an alleyway in between two buildings. The man’s friends were nearby, and a few of them laughed and gossiped, seeming to cheer him on a bit. The woman wore gloves, though that wasn’t so odd, given the recent late autumn weather. 
 
    She led him into the shadows between the buildings. Damon was moving even before he saw her push the man against one of the building’s walls and lean forward to bring her mouth in close to his neck. He was one of their patrons from earlier that day, a fact which tied it all together. 
 
    Damon seized Lilian by the shoulder and yanked her back before she could begin feeding off the man properly. She fell to the ground with a small gasp, hood tipping backward to reveal… a face that didn’t fit. She wasn’t Lilian, which put him in a rather awkward position. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” shouted the man. “Asana, do you know this man?” 
 
    “No!” cried the woman. “I mean… I don’t think so! I swear, I would have told you!” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Damon. “This is a case of mistaken—” 
 
    “You bastard!” shouted the man. He threw an ill-advised punch in the narrow alleyway. Damon dodged, letting his attacker’s hand strike the wood of the building behind him. The sound was loud enough to make the minstrels falter and draw the attention of the assembled crowd, including the man’s friends. 
 
    Damon dodged another punch, retaliated with a quick jab combo of his own, and almost retreated backward into another opponent. The first man spat on the ground and let out a wild shout. 
 
    It was genuinely impressive how quickly Damon’s blunder instigated an outright brawl. He had the advantage of the alleyway, but he was still up against the man and at least four of his friends, with concerned members of the crowd pushing in and complicating the situation further. 
 
    He punched one of them hard in the jaw, feeling teeth shift underneath his knuckles. Another ate one of his kicks after an untimely stumble. Damon twisted and attacked and defended, making up for being outnumbered and lacking his sword by the sheer ferocity of his movements. 
 
    The minstrels stopped playing. People shouted in the direction of Damon and the men, a few of them going so far as to throw a rock or two.  
 
    A loud voice bellowed “True Divine!” and the man at the mouth of the alleyway was yanked into a chokehold. 
 
    “Who started it?” snapped Doogle, who stood next to Arturius, holding the struggling man. 
 
    Several fingers pointed at Damon. Most condemning were those of the neutral members of the crowd nearby who’d witnessed the scene. He winced as he surveyed the damage he’d inflicted on his opponents. There were bruises and bleeding noses, but also a few missing teeth and one man who would surely need stitches along his cheek. All over his aggressive misunderstanding. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Arturius seized Damon roughly by the arm and started pulling him out of the alley and away from the crowd. 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered. 
 
    “Don’t thank me, lad,” said Arturius. “You’re getting thrown in a cell.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    The cell turned out to be exactly what it sounded like. As the town’s Penny Warden, Doogle occupied a slightly ramshackle house that also served as Azurecliff’s center of official business. There was a separate entrance from the one through which Doogle usually entered, leading to an office, a gathering room with rows of benches, and a simple, tiny jail. 
 
    Arturius wasn’t rough with Damon as he led him into the sole cell within the jail. He almost seemed regretful as he gestured for Damon to enter, which he did, seeing no easy way around it. 
 
    “I’ll admit to starting that fight, but only by accident,” he said. “It was a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “A misunderstanding, huh?” Arturius shut the barred metal door and folded his arms. “I have several members of the crowd who swear they saw you put hands on that man’s woman and then start throwing punches.” 
 
    “I knocked her down, yes, but…” Damon rubbed his chin, realizing he had no real way of explaining without revealing too much about Lilian. “I thought she was someone else.” 
 
    “So you admit that you meant to attack someone, just not her?” asked Arturius. “You aren’t doing yourself any favors.” 
 
    “Isn’t that just the story of my life?” muttered Damon.  
 
    Doogle entered through the jail’s door, and Damon sensed his anger even in the dim light. He thrust a finger through the bars and into Damon’s face. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how hard I had to work to convince that minstrel company to add Azurecliff to their traveling schedule?” he shouted. “We’re not a large town, or a rich one, Andy. This little incident might be enough to scare them off permanently. You think they’ll be eager to come back to a place filled with violent ruffians, fighting at the drop of a hat?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “Honestly, I am.” 
 
    “You will be,” said Doogle. “Best believe that.” 
 
    Arturius cleared his throat. “Look, lad. It doesn’t matter overmuch whether or not you have a good reason for doing what you did. You can’t act so impulsively. I don’t know how things were for you wherever you came from before you arrived here, but we don’t tolerate this sort of nonsense in our town.” 
 
    Damon looked down at the stone floor of the cell, saying nothing. Arturius’s words resonated with him on a level that he doubted the other man could understand. He was impulsive, not just with the fight he’d accidentally started, but with so many of his actions and decisions. Arturius and Doogle didn’t know the truth of the situation, but ultimately, the truth was just as shortsighted. 
 
    “I made a mistake,” he said. “I’ll accept whatever punishment you send my way.” 
 
    What else could he say? He liked Azurecliff, not just for himself, but for Malon and Vel and Ria, and even Kastet. It was a sleepy, cozy little town, and they’d been presented with an opportunity to form a life within it. He didn’t want to have to leave again, to be put back in a position of never knowing where he and the women he loved would bed down on a given night. 
 
    “He stays in here tonight,” said Doogle, with a sigh. “He needs more time to cool off.” 
 
    “I think that’s fair,” said Arturius. 
 
    They left him alone. The cell was dank, and Damon hadn’t realized how thirsty he was. He found himself wishing he’d asked for a drink of water when he’d had the chance. 
 
    An unpleasant stench filled the corner of the cell occupied by the chamber pot, heavily suggesting that the jail’s previous denizens had struggled to properly aim their business. Damon sat down against the opposite wall and did his best to rest his thoughts. 
 
    Lilian was still out there, somewhere. Strangely, the thought made him feel more concerned for her than it did for the town. She wasn’t foolish, but she would need to feed eventually. He hoped she’d have the sense to seek out Kastet when that time came. 
 
    Damon spent the next few minutes trying not to dwell on his mistakes and ignoring the ripe smell within the cell. The door opened, and a woman stepped into the jail. It took his eyes a moment to make out her face in the dark. 
 
    “Why are you here, Keiza?” he asked. 
 
    The daughter of the local general store owner was pretty, with dark hair, pale features, and piercing eyes. Her hair was twisted up into a simple bun, and she wore a plain dress which emphasized the elegance of her figure. She strode forward, coming right up to the bars, and peering into his cell. 
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing in particular.” 
 
    Her fingers tightened on the bars separating them. “Nothing? That’s not enough. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t start opening up to Doogle and Arturius about my suspicions.” 
 
    Keiza knew too much. She’d never confronted him outright about it, but Damon was fairly certain she knew his real name. She’d also seen the body of one of the members of the Blacksoul Band and brought it up to him in a manner that had felt distinctly accusatory. 
 
    “I made a mistake,” he muttered. 
 
    “Why? What were you trying to accomplish? Was this a personal grudge, or retribution for something, or…?” 
 
    “I…” Damon sighed, trying to think of what to say without further priming her curiosity. “True Divine, Keiza. I was trying to protect the town, but I can’t explain any more than that.” 
 
    “How?” she asked. “How is pushing a woman and picking a fight in any way related to keeping Azurecliff safe?” 
 
    He shook his head, feeling so annoyed at himself, annoyed at the weight of his lies and deceit. 
 
    “I can’t say anything more, but it’s the truth,” he said. “Obviously, I acted on impulse and mistook the identity of the person I was looking for, but I was trying to protect the town.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “A monster.” 
 
    Keiza laughed, but the sound died on her lips as she realized he was serious. “A monster? Really, Damon?” 
 
    “Really, Keiza. I know how this must sound to you, but the world is a far more dangerous place than you and your community realize. I was trying to protect the town, and I went about it stupidly, and it crumbled in my face. What more is there to say?” 
 
    She stayed where she was for a solid minute, perhaps trying to read something in his expression. She turned around and started to leave.  
 
    “Has my family tried to visit me?” he asked. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at him. “They aren’t outside. If they have, they returned to the inn afterward. If they haven’t, I’d guess that they’re frustrated with you, and rightfully so.” 
 
    He was tempted to have her bring a message to them, but he couldn’t think of what to say. Keiza left, closing the door gently behind her. Strangely, Damon was left with little doubt that she’d keep his secrets, at least for a little while longer. 
 
    The stone floor was cold and dank, but he stretched out and attempted to get what little rest it could offer him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Damon spent the rest of the night in jail, and some of the morning. It was hard to tell what time it was when he woke up. He could hear voices on the other side of the door, which opened after a moment. 
 
    “There’s no getting around it,” said Doogle. “He’ll have to pay his fines, along with the accumulated tax payments the inn has been truant on. I didn’t want to press the point right away, with you all still so new to town, but that amount is money due.” 
 
    “Tax payments and fines?” Kastet’s voice was loud and annoyed. “Surely, those can be deferred for the time being. It’s not as though we don’t have the funds.” 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “It’s exactly as though we don’t have the funds, Kain. Doogle, we understand how this incident must reflect on us, but haven’t we otherwise been contributing to the town during our time here?” 
 
    “That’s true, but this is a complicated situation, Lady Leah,” said Doogle. “You have to understand how it will look to the people if I let your son off with a slap on the wrist. The brawl he started was a serious bit of violence.” 
 
    “He didn’t start it!” snapped Vel. 
 
    “Technically, he did,” said Ria, with a small sigh. 
 
    “I’ll put it to you simply,” said Doogle. “The total amount of fines and taxes together is just under three and a half gold. If you can come up with that by the end of next week, we can forget all about this.” 
 
    Damon stood up and made his way over to the bars, gripping them as he suppressed a feeling of dread and nausea. The idea of being stuck in jail for more than a week while his family worked to make money as quickly as possible, however possible, was incredibly disconcerting. 
 
    “I have forty-five silver,” said Malon. “It’s all I… all we have. I’ll give it to you as a payment on the amount if you let my son go.” 
 
    She spoke her words as an offer, but her tone made them sound like a threat. Damon gritted his teeth, knowing that if she saw no other way, Malon would likely just use her magic to free him and suffer whatever consequences resulted. 
 
    “I… suppose I could work with that,” said Doogle. “It’ll bring what you owe down to three gold crowns, even. But I can’t budge on the date it’s owed by. One of Emperor Argenstein’s bastards is on his way to Azurecliff to collect the season’s taxes. It’ll be the entire town suffering, not just you, if you don’t get me it in time.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way,” said Malon. 
 
    Hs shame deepened as he considered the range of problems soon to be presented by their newfound circumstances. With no money, they’d be running the inn without any buffer room. They might be able to refill the keg or resupply their pantry if they had a profitable evening crowd, but it was unlikely they’d be able to afford both. 
 
    Saving money on top of that seemed like wishful thinking. Damon’s expression was serious as Doogle entered the jail and opened his cell. 
 
    “You best be finding a way to repay your mother as quickly as possible,” said Doogle. “You’ve mucked up a mess for your family, Anders Rosewood. I hope you’re man enough to clean it up.” 
 
    Damon didn’t bother to reply. He wasn’t interested in arguing with Doogle, and not just because he served as the town’s nominal authority as the Penny Warden. He was the inn’s best customer, and they would need him buying drinks at his usual rate over the next few days.  
 
    Ria immediately pulled him into a hug as he stepped out into the crisp autumn morning, followed an instant later by Vel. Malon frowned at him, but the expression was more concern than disapproval. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “Do you want me to explain what happened, or have you already pieced it together?” 
 
    The four women exchanged glances. 
 
    “I think we already have an understanding of why you were arrested,” said Ria. 
 
    “It was stupid, I know,” he said. “I’ll find a way to raise that money. I promise you, I will.” 
 
    “Let’s worry about that once you’ve gotten some food and rest,” said Malon as they started walking down the road. 
 
    “I can’t rest yet,” said Damon. “I still have to track down Lilian.” 
 
    Again, his family and Kastet exchanged a knowing look. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Lilian has already returned,” said Vel. “She was back in the basement when we came home from the minstrel show.” 
 
    “She even had her chains back on,” said Kastet. “It was as though she’d never left.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” asked Damon. “Aesta, you were at the inn during that time, weren’t you? You would have seen her come through the common room.” 
 
    “I was in and out of the kitchen, solas,” she admitted. “I could have missed her if she entered quietly.” 
 
    Damon frowned and folded his arms. “What did she have to say for herself?” 
 
    “Almost nothing,” said Kastet. “She’s being coy about answering our questions.” 
 
    Kastet was the only one who didn’t sound unnerved. Damon didn’t dare to bring up what it would mean for them if Lilian could make it out of her chains and through locked doors. They had enough to worry about without dwelling on the possibility of being bitten by a human-zanyadai hybrid during their sleep. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can get out of her,” said Damon. 
 
    “What are we going to do about the money Doogle wants?” asked Vel. 
 
    Nobody said anything. As much as the question seemed on the surface to be directed at all of them, Damon felt as if he was the one who truly owed her an answer. 
 
    “I’ll see about taking up some odd jobs in town,” he said. “Arturius mentioned some contract work that occasionally comes up. I suppose I could find time to handle that during the day and still work the bar in the morning and night.” 
 
    “We’re all going to pitch in, solas,” said Malon. “Your fines are the smaller portion of the amount owed. We’d still be in this situation even if you hadn’t acted impulsively, regardless.” 
 
    “The amount isn’t so outsized,” said Kastet. “We have options. There are people who may be willing to cover it on our behalf.” 
 
    She gave each of them a knowing look as they continued down the road toward the inn. Damon knew without needing it to be voiced what she was talking about. He made sure they were far out of earshot before replying. 
 
    “I’m not interested in asking one of the Forsaken for a loan,” he said harshly. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Kastet. “I’m sure Wrath would have the money, along with the willingness, if the request came from you and me both.” 
 
    “Wrath already holds a substantial amount of debt over my head, which I’ve no interested in adding to,” he replied. “On top of that, I don’t see a way around revealing the inn to her if we did make the request. She’d pry until she uncovered it, even if we concocted a lie about what we need the money for.” 
 
    “I’ll give you your first point, but I see no reason why we should have to keep the inn hidden from Wrath,” said Kastet. “She’s our ally. We have to trust her to some degree or another.” 
 
    “That’s actually not true in the slightest, and the answer is still no.” Damon looked down the road at The Rosewood Inn, his simple, cozy home. “I’ve uprooted my life enough times over the past year. I have no interest in having to do it again.” 
 
    Kastet sighed, but she let the point drop. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    The inn was closed out of necessity, during the first few hours of the morning. Few patrons came through after Damon and the others arrived back. It gave him the chance he needed to check in on Lilian. 
 
    Malon followed close behind as he made his way downstairs. The cellar’s cool air always caught him off guard, and a slight shiver ran through him as he descended the last few steps. 
 
    “Hello,” called Lilian. 
 
    She wasn’t chained up, as Kastet had suggested she was earlier, which would have been worrying had she not been in the middle of bathing. She’d taken her clothes off and folded them in a neat pile next to the aqueduct, and she currently floated on her back, completely naked and glistening wet.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Damon. 
 
    She quirked a smile at him and shifted upright, leaning her arms and upper body against the stone retention lip of the channel. “What does it look like I’m doing?” 
 
    The movement created a shelf underneath her breasts. They looked distinctly inhuman, with dark blue nipples and strong veins visible like spider webs under the skin.  
 
    She ran her hands across her face, collecting all of her dark hair in a single lock, and pulled herself out of the water. Shadows danced across her body, emphasizing the balance between her lithe, strong muscles and taut curves. 
 
    On a purely physical level, it was one of the most seductive sights Damon had ever witnessed. Lilian’s attractiveness was shaped by her monsterish, magical nature to draw the masculine eye, each breast and buttock with the perfect amount of youthful plumpness.  
 
    “Put some clothes on,” he said, much against his own desires. 
 
    “Come bathe with me,” said Lilian. “You’ll enjoy it. I promise.” 
 
    “Not happening.” 
 
    “Are you saying that because you’re afraid of me, or because you know your aesta won’t let you?” 
 
    Damon glared at her, an annoying flush coming to his cheeks. He actually agreed with Malon’s reasoning for keeping watch whenever he was alone with Lilian. He knew himself well enough to know that he was, in a word, seducible. Still, the insinuation chafed at his pride. 
 
    “How did you escape the cellar, Lilian?” he asked. 
 
    She sat down on the lip of the aqueduct, carefully crossing her legs in a manner which almost teased a glimpse of her womanhood. “Magic.” 
 
    Damon gritted his teeth. “Where did you go last night?” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    “Did you feed off anyone in town?” 
 
    She smirked at him. “Are you jealous?” 
 
    Damon’s frustration boiled over, and he started to take a step forward. Malon set a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Breathe, solas,” she whispered. “Remember that she was good at drawing a rise out of you even before her change.”  
 
    He nodded and let his fingers touch hers in reassurance. In truth, he hadn’t expected her to answer those questions. He didn’t truly need the answers to them, either. It wasn’t what stoked his current sense of curiosity. 
 
    “Will you at least give me one straight answer?” he asked. 
 
    “If I answer yes to that, will you be satisfied?” 
 
    “Why did you come back?” he asked. “You could have gone anywhere. Traveling by night is a cumbersome limitation, but not an insurmountable one. Finding people to feed on wouldn’t have been a problem, not for someone like you.” 
 
    “Someone like me…” she echoed. “Who am I?” 
 
    She asked the question so earnestly that Damon almost thought she wanted him to answer it. 
 
    “I’m still Lilian,” she continued. “Princess Kastet’s lady-in-waiting. Velanor’s best and oldest friend. Your occasional lover.” 
 
    “And a talented, practical-minded spy,” he added glibly. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and flexed the claws of her left hand. “Listen well, Damon Al-Kendras. I didn’t come from a highborn background. I have no family, no husband, no friends, outside of the ones here in this inn. All of that was supposed to come later, after I’d proven myself in Kastet’s eyes and helped her reclaim at least some of her power and prestige.” 
 
    Her hand slapped down hard on the lip of the aqueduct, the action causing various parts of her nude body to jiggle in interesting ways. Damon half expected her grip to cause the stone to crack and shatter, but instead, it was her expression that broke. She looked as though she was about to cry. 
 
    “I have nothing now, and it’s all… because of my own choices,” she said softly. “Because I was so sure of my work. Addicted to it, in truth. You ask why I came back? True Divine, Damon! Where else would I have gone? Where could… something like me go?” 
 
    Had Malon not been next to him with one of her hands still settled on his shoulder in restraint and warning, Damon would have gone to her and embraced her. He was damn lucky she was there. That much he could recognize, without question. 
 
    “The inn is empty,” he said. “Do you want to come upstairs?” 
 
    Lilian shook her head. “Impossible. Even indirect sunlight leaves me chafing for hours after exposure.” 
 
    Damon made his way over to the leash hanging from the wall, finding the sight of it suddenly abhorrent. “I’ll put this away. I see no real need for it anymore.” 
 
    “It’s not as though I can’t slip out of it, regardless,” said Lilian. 
 
    “I’ll bring down a quilt and a pillow to set up one of the rooms in the basement for you,” said Damon. “We should have done that earlier. We just…” 
 
    “You were just scared of me.” Lilian flashed a dark smile. “I understand. And as I’ve said before, I don’t really need a bed. I’ll accept it as a gesture, but I don’t sleep much.” 
 
    She shifted, arching her back in a manner that all but thrust her naked breasts in the focus of Damon’s attention. He was still wary of her, if anything, even more so now. But he could recognize that there was a possible way to tackle the problem she presented with finesse, rather than force or fear. 
 
    “Hungry?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Tonight I will be.” 
 
    “I’ll come by then.” 
 
    He heard Malon sigh from behind him. The two of them made their way upstairs soon after, and true to his word, Damon brought down everything needed to set Lilian up a proper bed.  
 
    “It’s so soft,” she said, stretching out across it seductively. “Here. Feel for yourself.” 
 
    She curled a finger at him, still very much naked. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” he said. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “You know what.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Damon was surprisingly fatigued by his night in jail, so he spent the lazy hours of the late morning and early afternoon asleep in his room. He thought about the money they owed, his mind circling for ideas on how to raise such a huge amount of coin, to no avail. 
 
    There were already a few patrons lingering around the common room as he came downstairs. He was surprised the others hadn’t woken him up as people began to arrive. He recognized two men whose names he could never remember taking a late lunch at a table in the corner.  
 
    Kemren, Keiza’s father, was also in the common room, standing in the doorway of the partition that divided it from the kitchen and chatting amicably with Lady Leah. Damon had long suspected that the well-to-do widower might be in the market for a new wife. 
 
    It amused him more than it annoyed him to see the eagerness with which Kemren attempted to win Malon’s attention and favor. Kemren stood less than no chance at managing to land a strike on her heart, but Damon knew she secretly enjoyed the attention.  
 
    It often put her in a mood that made it easier for him to advance with his own intimate kisses and caresses, which dulled any feeling of jealousy he would otherwise have harbored. He couldn’t resist making his way over to tease them a bit. 
 
    “Leather jerkins, a whole shipment of them!” said Kemren. “We managed to make quite the profit.” 
 
    “How fortunate,” said Malon. 
 
    “Good to see you, Kemren.” Damon set a genial hand on the merchant’s shoulder as he slipped by him. “Mother, I was wondering if you needed anything before I took up my place at the bar?” 
 
    Malon smiled, her eyebrows rising a bit in surprise. She stirred a pot over the hearth, and Damon came up behind her, planting a kiss on her cheek and pulling her into a gentle hug from behind. It was a gesture only just within the line of acceptability, or perhaps just over it, for a son to be so familiar and intimate with his beloved mum.  
 
    “Ah,” she said, bristling a bit. “Yes. I suppose I could use another stick of wood for the fire.” 
 
    “I’ll get it for you!” said Kemren. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Damon slid a hand downward toward Malon’s crotch, the movement hidden by the angle they were at, and he sniffed her hair. “He’ll get it for us.” 
 
    Kemren disappeared into the common room. Damon softly kissed his aesta’s neck and let his cock grind into her ass. 
 
    “Watch yourself, solas,” she whispered. 
 
    “Or what?” he said, with a chuckle. “Will you use your magic to fling me aside in front of our midafternoon patrons?” 
 
    Malon gave him a gentle kick to the shin with her foot. “I’m serious. You know this isn’t the time for your teasing.” 
 
    She turned around and folded her arms, chiding him with her expression. Damon held up his hands in a brief gesture of surrender and then cupped her cheek. He kissed her, a bit surprised by how eagerly she kissed him back. He ran his hands down her body, firmly palming her buttocks. 
 
    “Later, then,” he said. 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “If you must… later would be better.” 
 
    He kissed her a second time and nearly had to set his own suggestion aside as he felt his manhood stiffening, begging him to somehow push the encounter further. Kemren’s footsteps drew toward the open doorway. Malon pulled back from him, quickly smoothing out her skirt. 
 
    “I brought two pieces, just in case you needed more,” said Kemren. 
 
    Damon accepted them, still standing a bit too close behind Malon as he jostled the pieces into place, jamming the last one in a spot a bit too tight for it to fit without rough force. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “Well, I should get back to the bar.” 
 
    He gave Lady Leah a quick, justifiably chaste kiss on the cheek and headed back into the common room. Vel and Ria sat at one of the tables, looking bored, and they immediately moved to stools at the bar when they saw him take up position behind it. 
 
    “I doubt we’ll get many guests tonight after last night’s incident,” said Vel. “Can one of us take the night off?” 
 
    “That’s not how it works,” said Damon. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Vel. “I’m tired. If Ria’s willing to stay down here on her own, I should be able to—” 
 
    “I never said I was willing,” said Ria. “I only agreed that it made sense that, if Damon and—” 
 
    “Anders,” corrected Damon. 
 
    Ria sighed and waved a hand. “If Anders and our mother found it acceptable, then perhaps we could trade off our work.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying,” said Vel. “You’ll be the server for tonight, and tomorrow…” 
 
    “What happens if we have a busy enough night tomorrow to need both of you?” asked Damon. “Will one of you start complaining over how you deserve the night off?” 
 
    Vel and Ria exchanged a glance. Damon knew better than to take them too seriously. They’d always bickered and verbally prodded one another, even when they’d been young. 
 
    “Why should it be up to Damon, anyway?” asked Vel. “Let’s go ask…” 
 
    She trailed off as a new patron strode in through the front door and drew the attention of the entire room. A Remenai teenager around Vel’s age clad in a green spiral tunic, soft leather slippers, and jade earrings took a few hesitant steps across the floor. Her hair was dark, except for two stray locks of silver, and she had big brown eyes. 
 
    Damon recognized her immediately. She was Arylla, one of Sharika’s setas. She’d helped them during their escape from the Blacksoul Band, translating for Damon whenever needed. 
 
    “Who is that?” whispered Vel. 
 
    Ria was already on her feet, though she seemed unsure of whether to approach the girl or to wait for her to approach them. Vel and Ria hadn’t been with Damon and Malon when they’d briefly visited Sharika’s longhouse, and thus had never met Arylla.  
 
    “She’s a friend,” he said. “Violet, go tell our mother that, um… tell her that we have a special guest for the night.” 
 
    Vel hurried off. Ria gave Damon a borderline suspicious look as he stood up and hurried over to Arylla. She smiled broadly as she recognized him and didn’t resist as he led her over to the bar by the hand. 
 
    “Is this, ah, acceptable?” asked Arylla. “Am I… of welcome here?” 
 
    “Now and always,” said Damon. “Let me get you a beer and make a long overdue introduction. Arylla, this is Ria. Ria, this is Arylla. She is one of Sharika’s setas.” 
 
    He had to quickly explain their pseudonyms to Arylla, which gave Ria, who looked totally dumbfounded, a moment to catch her tongue. 
 
    “You are… Sharika’s seta?” asked Ria. 
 
    “I am,” said Arylla. “You are Malon’s seta?” 
 
    Ria shrugged and nodded simultaneously. Whatever resistance she had toward calling Malon aesta to her face seemed to fall aside in front of the young woman who, in a very real sense, was one of her extended family. 
 
    “Here you go,” said Damon, setting a mug of ale down in front of Arylla. “And one for you too, Heather. I’ve decided to take Violet up on her suggestion, after all. I think it’s you who will probably need the night off.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Ria. “This… I am not even sure what to say.” 
 
    Arylla flashed Ria a pretty smile and said something in Konokai that set off a giggling fit between both women. They moved to one of the tables in the corner of the common room to continue their conversation, aware of how the other patrons were watching them like a novelty. 
 
    Malon and Vel emerged from the kitchen, each coming up to stand on either side of Damon behind the bar, all watching the pair of young Remenai women. 
 
    “What does this mean?” he whispered. 
 
    Malon shook her head. “I don’t know. For Sharika to seek us out here… Honestly, solas. I just don’t know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    They still had an inn to run, which left Damon coming to understand the situation through whispered words, in bits and pieces. Vel stopped by the table to meet Arylla officially. She came back with a mixed look on her face. 
 
    “I don’t think she likes me much,” she muttered. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Vel sighed and shook her head. “Maybe I’m misreading her mood, or maybe she just likes Ria more.” 
 
    “Hey.” He put an arm around her shoulder and brushed a few strands of hair out of her face. “Let’s not jump to hasty conclusions.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” muttered Vel. “I just felt so awkward sitting with them. I don’t speak a word of Konokai.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” said Damon. 
 
    She smiled at that. Damon bumped into her with the side of his hip, grinning as she bumped him back. 
 
    “Do you mind if I rest for a bit?” asked Vel. “It’s late enough that I doubt we’ll be getting many more guests.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” he said. 
 
    She started to turn away. Damon felt a flash of concern for her. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked. 
 
    She flinched, flashing him a smile a bit too big to be real. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Promise you’d tell me if you weren’t?” 
 
    “I promise,” she said. 
 
    “Liar,” Damon muttered under his breath, as she hurried toward the stairs. He made a mental note to visit her room later that night and see if he could tease the truth out of her. 
 
    Patrons continued to trickle out over the next few minutes. Malon had cooked roast chicken, potatoes, and fresh peas for dinner, and there was plenty left over for them to take for a meal. They locked the door as their last guest, aside from Arylla, made their way out, and set one of the tables for dinner. 
 
    Damon took a seat in between Arylla and Malon. The Remenai teenager seemed more nervous in Malon’s presence, but she and Ria continued their whispered conversation, smiling and emoting with one another. 
 
    “Do you need anything, Arylla?” asked Malon. “I could make tea if you wanted something else to drink other than water or ale? Or wine, perhaps?” 
 
    “Ah…” said Arylla. “It is no problem.” 
 
    She raised her water glass and took a quick sip, smiling as though to mark her preference. 
 
    “We are so happy to have you here, but I must admit that I’m a little concerned about you coming alone,” said Malon. “Is everything alright back at the longhouse?” 
 
    “Your concern is appreciated, but unwarranted,” said Arylla. “It is my aesta who worries for you, in truth.” 
 
    “She sent you to… check up on me?” asked Malon. 
 
    “Aesta felt much guilt over sending you and your solas away as she did,” said Arylla. “She feared that she may have made a condemnation of your deaths through her thoughtless mistake. We have been searching for you, asking among the Merinians who will speak to us, even. I am so happy that I found you.” 
 
    She flashed a girlish grin and plucked a chicken leg from the platter as though it were her prize. Damon chuckled at her earnestness, but his reaction wasn’t shared by everyone at the table. 
 
    Kastet was unimpressed. “We’re attempting to preserve our privacy. I sincerely hope that all of this questioning you did about our location doesn’t give away where we are, or our identities.” 
 
    “We were of as much discretion as we could manage,” said Arylla through a mouthful of chicken. “I will bring word of your safety and presence back to my aesta. No doubt, she will wish to see you all, and to meet Ria and Velanor.” 
 
    “Sharika wants to visit?” Damon suppressed a wince. “For how long, exactly?” 
 
    He wasn’t keen on the idea for a number of reasons, namely that Sharika was rather conservative when it came to the social boundaries Damon had grown so used to sidestepping.  
 
    She’d had nothing but harsh words for Malon after learning of the nature of their love. No doubt it would be a repeat performance from the traditional Remenai matriarch, perhaps several, if she discovered how intimate he was with Vel and Ria. 
 
    “She’s more than welcome to,” said Malon. “A visit from my aesta, to my new home… I would love that.” 
 
    “I shall return tomorrow, then,” said Arylla.  
 
    “I am curious about you, Arylla,” said Ria. “If it is not polite for me to ask, feel free to say so, but how did you end up in Sharika’s care?” 
 
    It was an interesting question. Though Vel and Ria had both been infants, orphaned in the Malagantyan and adopted by Malon early, Damon had been given up by his father at eight. Malon had been older than that when she’d first been taken in by her aesta. 
 
    “I am comfortable speaking of it,” said Arylla. “I was young, just past the point of cupping memories. My clan was very small. My father killed one of my mothers, and my remaining mother killed him. She was then killed by the clan’s, ah, what is the word? The daimanon.” 
 
    “I see,” said Malon. 
 
    Damon exchanged a confused glance with Kastet before glancing at Ria. 
 
    “Daimanon means cook,” said Ria. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon cleared the table after the meal, leaving Malon free to help get Arylla settled in one of the rooms upstairs. Nobody else had volunteered for common room duty amidst the excitement of their unexpected guest, and the nap he’d taken earlier left him primed for it. 
 
    He was rested, but boredom was still a factor. He slipped upstairs on impulse after a while, curious about who might still be awake. Ria was in the middle of leaving Arylla’s room, and she flashed a smile at him as she saw him down the hall. 
 
    “Husband,” she whispered. 
 
    “Wife. Have you made a new friend?” 
 
    He pulled her into an embrace, heedless of how easily the others could stumble into the scene. Ria looked at him pensively, finding his hand with hers and threading their fingers together. 
 
    “More than just that,” she said. “I… feel as though I have found one of the last pieces to a puzzle. The torn corner of a tapestry, stitched and reattached. She is so much like me, despite being so different.” 
 
    “I’m glad for you,” he said.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    He leaned in and kissed her. Her room was right next to where they were standing, and he made to open the door and push her in ahead of him. Ria set a hand on his chest before he could, smiling apologetically. 
 
    “Perhaps… not tonight,” she said. “We could be overheard.” 
 
    “You aren’t normally concerned about that,” he pointed out. 
 
    Ria’s eyes flicked toward Arylla’s room as she shrugged. “Soon, husband. Just not tonight.” 
 
    She closed the door slowly, both of them still flirting with their eyes until the handle clicked into place.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Damon went to his aesta’s room next, as much out of a desire to spend time with her as out of concern for how long it had been since Lilian had fed. He found Malon sitting at her desk with several sheets of parchment spread out before her, brow furrowed in concentration. 
 
    “Do you need something, solas?” she asked.  
 
    “I was going to feed Lilian,” he said. “She said she wasn’t hungry this morning, but it’s been hours since then.” 
 
    “I’m in the middle of creating the documents we’ll need in order to pay the taxes we owe,” she replied. “Unfortunately, it isn’t as simple as handing Doogle a purse full of coin.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” he said. “That’s surprising, and a little worrying.” 
 
    “We should be fine. I suspect he won’t look too hard at them. I just need to have the general information in order.” 
 
    “What about Lilian?” he asked. 
 
    Malon shrugged. “See if Kastet will feed her. She’s capable of doing it alone.” 
 
    “You insist on watching me whenever I’m with Lilian,” he said. “How is it different for Kastet?” 
 
    “Kastet didn’t have a sexual relationship with the woman in question before her transformation.” Malon’s tone was half teasing and half cross. “Lilian was, and in some ways still is, her servant. They have far more fixed boundaries toward one another.” 
 
    “I guess,” he said. He slipped into Malon’s room, coming to stand behind her chair, and started massaging her shoulders. “Can I help you with your work?” 
 
    She glanced back at him, expression stern and matronly. “The help I think you’d offer would only distract me. I love you. Now go to bed.” 
 
    “Harsh, but fair,” he said. “And I love you, too.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek and quietly left the room. He felt a bit as he had back when he’d gone tavern-hopping with Austine in Avaricia, moving from one woman to the next, flirting shamelessly and eager to find someone to warm his bed for the night. 
 
    And Vel’s door was still open. 
 
    He suppressed a smile as he quietly made his way in that direction. The hallway was dim, however, and he saw a flicker of movement, followed by the door snapping closed, which was odd. He remembered their conversation earlier and decided that, at the very least, he needed to check up on how she was feeling. 
 
    “Vel?” He gently rapped his knuckles on her door. “Can I come in?” 
 
    The door swung open as though she’d been standing right on the other side of it. “Oh! Sir gladiator. Good evening.” 
 
    “I was worried about you after… wait, what did you just call me?” 
 
    She blinked several times in quick succession and quirked her mouth sideways. “Um, sorry, Damon. I just felt like teasing you just now. You’re so funny!” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Are you feeling alright? You seemed out of sorts earlier.” 
 
    “Never better,” she said. “I am a bit bored, I suppose. Do you think you could… take me for a walk around the area?” 
 
    “It’s the middle of the night,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    “It’s going to be cold and completely dark,” he said. “I don’t see a point. Unless…” 
 
    He gave her a lurid smile and leaned a little harder against the doorframe. A romp in the bushes might be fun. They could keep each other warm. 
 
    “Unless what?” said Vel. Her tone was unexpectedly oblivious. Damon frowned and wondered if he just needed to be blunt about wanting sex. 
 
    A load moan came from somewhere downstairs, startling them both.  
 
    “What was that?” whispered Vel. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m going to go find out,” he said. “Want to come with?” 
 
    Vel pulled back from the door, shuddering a bit and shaking her head. “No, I, um… I’m suddenly… rather tired. I need to sleep. Goodnight.” 
 
    She wordlessly skipped backward, falling blindly onto her bed and bouncing once before going still. Damon slowly closed the door as another noise came from downstairs, stealing his attention. 
 
    He hurried down into the common room and continued into the basement. He could hear the noise of at least two people and surmised that Kastet had taken the initiative to head down and feed Lilian. The situation worried him for reasons he couldn’t quite put into words. 
 
    As it happened, his concern was justified. Damon crept down the stairs as silently as he could, hoping to get a sense of what was going on before they knew he was there. The sight that greeted him was one of the most disconcertingly arousing things he’d ever laid eyes on. 
 
    Lilian and Kastet were both completely naked. Lilian had Kastet in an embrace from behind, one hand lewdly groping her breasts while the other explored between her thighs. She was feeding off her, lips shifting between sucking on her neck and whispering words of dirtiness Damon couldn’t make out into her ear. 
 
    Kastet’s expression was completely blissed out, so much so that she looked utterly foolish and inebriated. Her eyes were rolled upward, and she bit her lower lip. She shuddered each time Lilian’s touch shifted across her, be it a fang pressing into the nape of her neck, or a claw gently stroking her womanhood.  
 
    Damon got hard as he watched from the edge of the stairs, just out of view. His mind was blank, and all he could think of was how envious he was of Lilian, to have one of Kastet’s petite breasts firmly in hand to tease and squeeze.  
 
    He was walking forward before he was even sure of what he was doing. Lilian reacted first, her lewd embrace of Kastet stiffening at the sudden interruption. Kastet only noticed him a moment later, her face flushing as she made a futile attempt at covering up. 
 
    “Damon!” shouted Kastet. “What are you doing down here?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” he said, forcing control into his voice. 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Lilian. “He can join us.” 
 
    Damon came to his senses. He ignored the demands of his manhood, erect and straining against his pants, as he picked up Kastet’s clothing and shoved the garments into her arms. She began pulling on her small clothes, shaking her head and refusing to meet his gaze.  
 
    “Come on,” he said, pulling her roughly by the arm toward the stairs. 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” cooed Lilian. “Really. You don’t. We could all have some fun together. It’ll be our little—” 
 
    “Stop talking,” he said.  
 
    Lilian flashed a grin that reveled her bloody fangs. “You’re curious, aren’t you? Would you like to know what she felt when I touched her? Would you like me to show you?” 
 
    Damon didn’t look back as he dragged Kastet upstairs with him. He doubted he’d have been able to resist her pull, her monstrous sexual aura, if he had. His body thrummed with arousal even as he shut the door to the basement behind him. 
 
    He brought Kastet up to her room and all but threw her away from him. “What were you thinking? Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    Her face was still flushed, but Damon began to wonder if that was for shame, or lingering arousal. She narrowed her eyes at him and gave a small shake of her head. 
 
    “You know what I was thinking,” she said. She brought a hand to her neck, holding his gaze. “I could blame you for this if I truly wanted to. You introduced me to this, Damon. Lilian… I let her in through a door that you opened.” 
 
    “That doesn’t excuse the danger she presents,” he said. “She is part zanyadai now. I don’t even fully understand, myself, what that means, but letting her seduce you is playing a fool’s game.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know what it felt like?” whispered Kastet. 
 
    Damon looked away from her. “I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Neither was I. I’d never even considered being with a woman before, but her hands… her touch. The way it felt as she was feeding off me. True Divine…” 
 
    She stood up from her bed and approached him. There was still a small bead of blood on her neck, no more than might trickle out of a cat scratch. She wiped it up with the tip of her finger and held it out to his lips. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Helping you understand.” 
 
    She pressed her finger to his lips. Damon wasn’t sure why he let her do it. The disgust he felt toward tasting Kastet’s blood was swept to the side as he realized that there was more on her finger than just that.  
 
    Whatever it was that made Lilian’s bite feel so pleasurable and irresistible was apparently contained within her saliva, at least in part. Damon felt a rush of pleasure so intoxicating and sexual that it made his toes cramp up. 
 
    “Dammit,” he muttered. 
 
    He seized Kastet by the thighs, lifting her into the air and grinding himself against her. Kastet wrapped her legs around his waist, kissing him with the clumsy passion of a new student of sex. Fresh, but eager. 
 
    Damon carried her to the bed, falling on top of her as they began to kiss and rub together. He stripped her half-shirt off, followed shortly after by her girlshorts. Kastet was already panting as she fumbled her way through undoing the tie of his trouser cord. Damon marveled at the shy excitement in her expression as she pulled his pants down, along with his underwear, and stared at his cock. 
 
    He cupped her cheek and pressed the tip against her lips. Kastet hesitated for an instant before opening her mouth to him, sucking and experimenting with what she could do with her tongue. 
 
    “You’re the first princess who has ever sucked my cock,” said Damon. 
 
    She glared up at him, and something in her eyes set him off. He pushed her firmly down on the bed, spread her legs, and entered her with a hard thrust. She let out a cry of pleasure that would no doubt be heard elsewhere within the inn. He couldn’t slow down. 
 
    Whatever aphrodisiac he’d tasted in Kastet’s blood had stirred something within him that continued to roil through his loins. He took her like a copper courtesan, thrusting and battering himself against her without restraint. 
 
    Kastet moaned again. This time, he had just enough wherewithal to angle her mouth into his shoulder. She bit the skin there, mirroring Lilian’s bite. Who was the one in control of that relationship? Did the spy obey the princess, or did she pull the strings? 
 
    “Damon!” moaned Kastet. “Oh, True Divine! Damon, I… I…” 
 
    He kissed her fiercely and fucked her harder. She was still so tight, though that shouldn’t have been a surprise to him. Damon lifted her legs, pinning them back at a flexible angle that let him drive his shaft even deeper. Kastet’s face twisted with the pleasure of it, eyes fluttering shut only to snap back open as he tapped her with increasing momentum.  
 
    She let out tiny whimpers in time with each of his thrusts. A small, forced snort took the place of one of them, and she buried her face in his shoulder again, clearly embarrassed. Damon laughed and seized her buttocks. 
 
    “I have you snorting for me,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t say such things unless you… oh… oh!” 
 
    He pumped into her, handling her petite body the way it was meant to be handled. She wrapped her arms around his neck, hanging off him as he lifted her for his explicit use. He felt a sudden shudder run through Kastet, and she threw her head back as an orgasm pulsed through her, silencing her moans. 
 
    A polite knock came at the door of Kastet’s room. Damon froze. Kastet took a moment to come back to reality, but as soon as she did, she cleared her throat, fumbling the quilt over herself to hide Damon as best she could. 
 
    “Um, yes?” called Kastet. 
 
    “It’s Malon. May I come in?” 
 
    Kastet winced. Damon had shifted to embracing her from behind and gently slid his cock back into her womanhood. 
 
    “Now isn’t the best time,” she said, voice wavering. 
 
    There was a beat of silence, just long enough to give them false hope. 
 
    “Because Damon is in there with you?” asked Malon. 
 
    Kastet scrunched her face up in horror. Damon soothingly stroked her hair. 
 
    “He is,” answered Damon. 
 
    He heard his aesta sigh outside the door. It wasn’t enough to make him back down, to make him stop defiling the young, earnest princess. 
 
    “Use your judgment, solas,” said Malon. “Please.” 
 
    He heard her walk away and felt his voice of reason return. Kastet was wiggling her hips for him, urging him on. He stroked her hair again and pulled his cock out. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “This is a bad idea.” He kissed her again, despite himself. “She’s right. I think that… applies even more to you, than me.” 
 
    Kastet’s expression became slightly abashed. She nodded, but didn’t pull away from him. Damon felt a smile tugging at the edge of her mouth as she began sliding down his body. 
 
    “You were saying something before about me being the first princess who’s ever… ahem.” 
 
    Soft lips closed around his cock. Damon leaned his head back on the pillow, caught between pretending it was someone else and simply letting it be her. Her technique was clumsy and unpolished, but sometimes, clumsy and unpolished could get the job done. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Damon slept in his own bed that night. He awoke to the sound of a soft knock at his door, followed soon after by it opening. Malon entered his room, clad in her usual skirts, hair freshly woven into a perfect red braid.  
 
    “Good morning, solas,” she said. 
 
    “Good morning, aesta.” 
 
    He sat up, letting the quilt slide down the length of his bare chest. It was hard to draw his eyes away from hers, and each step she took toward him made him feel substantially warmer underneath his sheets. 
 
    She sat down on the edge of his bed as she had so many times throughout his childhood, back at the tower. She rested a familiar hand on him, opting to touch the fabric of the quilt, rather than bare skin. Still, the touch seemed to pulse through him, challenging him to touch her back or ask for more. 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “I already talked to Kastet about last night.” 
 
    “You did?” He winced as he tried not to imagine how that conversation had likely gone. “Was that really necessary?” 
 
    “It was. I believe I’ve gotten a sense of what happened. You were right to get her away from Lilian, and while I would strongly advise you away from becoming entangled with a princess, I understand the feeling that was likely in the air.” 
 
    “It was quite the feeling,” he replied. 
 
    He held Malon’s gaze and fought the urge to fling her down on the bed in demonstration. She looked away, eyes searching his nearly empty room for nothing in particular, buying a second for them both to breathe. 
 
    “I’m beginning to doubt that having you and Kastet continue feeding Lilian will be sustainable,” she said. 
 
    “I wholeheartedly agree,” he said. “Though I’m not sure where that leaves us. We can’t simply turn her loose into the night when she gets hungry.” 
 
    “There must be a better solution than that,” said Malon. “Perhaps we need to include her in this discussion and get a sense of what she wants.” 
 
    Damon shrugged. He’d already spoken to Lilian on the topic. She had no interest in leaving her princess, her only tie back to the life she’d once lived. The transformation hadn’t altered her loyalties. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can think of,” he lied. 
 
    It was a lie because he already had an idea, just not one his aesta was going to appreciate. Malon patted him on the leg and started to leave the room. He caught her hand and drew her in, tugging her by the arm as though pulling up a fishing line. 
 
    “Good morning, aesta,” he said as soon as their faces were close together. 
 
    “Good morning, solas.” 
 
    She kissed him softly, chastely, on the lips. He kissed her back with tongue, wrapping his arms around her and shifting her onto his bed. It said much about how far their relationship had progressed, or decayed, that she let him. She didn’t come back to herself and begin warding off his advances until he was nearly on top of her. 
 
    “Breakfast,” she said, almost pleadingly.  
 
    Damon nodded. “Right. Can you and the others handle it on your own? I needed to run an errand in town.” 
 
    “We’re fine by ourselves.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    It was one of those rare days on which Damon had good reason to wear his myrblade in public. It was still disguised as much as he was, given how the weapon’s grandiose appearance would have been out of place in humble Azurecliff. Strands of leather wrapped around the hilt and scabbard gave it the appearance of a sword that’d undergone a restoration, rather than one enchanted by a sentient Ice Elemental. 
 
    “Hi,” he whispered. 
 
    “Hello, Damon,” muttered Myr. 
 
    He gently stroked the sword’s hilt as he walked down the inn’s porch stairway. “You sound a bit cross with me.” 
 
    “I am a bit cross with you!” said Myr. “You say you’re going to polish me, and then you never do! You’re always too busy with the inn, or with your sisters, or your aesta.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for that,” he said. “I have been busy.” 
 
    Myr let out a sigh. “I know. I suppose I don’t fault you for it. Peace and quiet isn’t all bad.” 
 
    “I hope you’ve gotten your fill of it,” he said. “Action is back on the table.” 
 
    Myr let out a pleased laugh, and Damon gave her hilt another squeeze. He headed north into town, waving at various people he only partially recognized. Being the innkeeper made him something of a feature of the town. 
 
    His destination was Arturius’s smithy, which served a dual purpose within the town. Arturius sat outside against one of the trees in his front yard, sharpening a newly forged bastard sword. He stood up upon seeing Damon, waving a hand in greeting. 
 
    There was no trace of animosity on the old man’s face. If there were any hard feelings over Damon’s brief stay in the jail, he wasn’t wearing them openly. Damon folded his arms as he walked over, nodding to the weapon in Arturius’s hands. 
 
    “That’s a nice blade,” he said. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” asked Arturius. “Pity no one around here will have the coin to buy it.” 
 
    “Where do you plan on selling it, then?” 
 
    Arturius tested the edge and pursed his lips appreciatively. “Silke, most likely. Sometimes, I head north and ply my wares in Oceanbud. I knew a woman up there, but she’s probably married by now. What do I owe this visit to, Anders?” 
 
    “You mentioned freelance contracts a while back,” said Damon. “I could use some extra coin right about now. Mind giving me the rundown?” 
 
    “Right this way.” 
 
    Arturius led him over to a wooden notice board hanging to one of the support beams of the open-air smithy. Several pieces of parchment were pinned to it, each written in a different hand and detailing a different contract. 
 
    “Townsfolk and travelers post what they need up here,” said Arturius. “Any interested mercenaries and freelancers can pull a job down and follow up on it. We’ve got a couple you can choose from right now, though they might not all be a good fit for you.” 
 
    Arturius seemed to be enjoying himself as he unpinned three different contracts and cleared his throat dramatically. 
 
    “Victor Blackseed, one of the Emperor’s bastards, is in the area to collect taxes on behalf of Florencia,” said Arturius. “He’s got an entourage of soldiers, servants, and other nobles with him. They’ve offered twenty-five silver for anyone in town willing to enter their service for deliveries and… various other odd jobs.” 
 
    “Various other odd jobs?” Damon gave Arturius a look. 
 
    “Booze, heartlift weed, and whores,” said Arturius. “It’ll be a hard-earned purse of silver, that’s for sure. I’d be careful if they swing by your inn. They won’t openly violate the laws of our town, I don’t think, but they’ll push what they can get away with as far as it’ll go.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said. “It’s not quite what I’m looking for. Next one?” 
 
    “This contract has been on the board for months now,” said Arturius. “The Remenai ruin of Hexadonia lies to the east of town, across the river. It’s currently occupied by a band of Remenai exiles and escaped prisoners. Their leader claims an ancestral right on the ruin and surrounding territory that’s impossible to verify, but the men have bounties on their heads, regardless. Five gold has been raised to force them off by trading companies with grievances against them.” 
 
    “Five gold?” Damon nodded appreciatively at the amount. “How many exiles and escapees are we talking about, here?” 
 
    “A dozen, at least,” said Arturius. “As I said, the job’s been up for a while. Too dangerous for one man to handle on his own, hence the hefty payout.” 
 
    Damon folded his arms. Even with his myrblade and some help, it would likely be impossible to finish the contract without intense amounts of killing. He was still looking to avoid that, given how much strain it had put on his relationship with Myr in the past.  
 
    “Anything else?” he asked. 
 
    Arturius nodded and pulled the last contract to the front. “This one is a bit more straightforward. Lacey Creekins had an heirloom stolen by a trio of known murderers and rapists on her way back from visiting Silke. They… weren’t kind to her and her family. They besmirched her reputation as a woman, killed her nephew, and stole a necklace that holds a significant amount of meaning.” 
 
    “That happened to Lacey?” Damon scowled, recognizing the name of an older woman who occasionally came into the inn on weekends. 
 
    “She doesn’t like to speak of it, no doubt for good reason,” said Arturius. “The job pays a hundred and fifty silver.” 
 
    “Not bad. I think I can handle this one.” He set a hand on his sword for emphasis. 
 
    “So do I, lad,” said Arturius. “I should say, the reason the payout is so generous is because of how hard it’s going to be to find these men. They were here in Azurecliff the day after the attack, before we knew about it, mind you. No one has seen them in the time since.” 
 
    “Where did they go while they were in town?” asked Damon. 
 
    “The general store,” said Arturius. “We’d hoped that they might have sold the heirloom to Kemren and Keiza, but no such luck.” 
 
    “Is that what Lacey cares about most? Just getting this necklace back?” 
 
    Arturius gave the contract a pensive look and shrugged. “It’s not uncommon for folk to fixate on one thing after such a tragedy. She just wants a sense of control back. You know her, or have met her, at least. She’s not one for revenge. Just wants her favorite necklace to be returned.” 
 
    “Well,” he said. “I suppose I should get to work finding it for her, then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Damon’s plan was simple. Lilian had already proven that she could sneak out of the inn without detection. He was going to take her with him to handle the conflict and juggle two problems simultaneously. The money could go to paying off the debts owed to Doogle, while the criminals would make convenient targets for the hungry zanyadai to feed upon. 
 
    He would still need to find them first, but he had an idea about how to do that. He headed for K and K Essentials, pushing his way into the cozy general store and slowing to a stop. Keiza was busy with a customer, so he waited in the back, perusing a long row of men’s shirts, tunics, and jerkins in various styles. 
 
    “What can I help you with, Anders?” called Keiza, once she was free. 
 
    “Oh, this and that.” He flashed what he considered to be a winning smile at Keiza. It had no effect on her. She was and always had been immune to his charm. “Do you know anything about the group of bandits who attacked Lacey?” 
 
    Keiza looked up from the ledger in which she’d been scribbling, considering him. “Not much. They did come through my shop while they were in town, before anyone knew what they were about. It was a nasty attack. Her nephew was…” 
 
    She trailed off. Damon nodded and frowned. 
 
    “Killed,” he finished for her. “Arturius told me. I’ve already accepted the contract. I’m planning on making sure they don’t hurt anyone else.” 
 
    “You are?” she asked, setting her quill down. “That’s… thank you. It’s not easy to see the way the effects of an attack like the one Lacey and her family suffered ripple through a community. People have been scared to travel because of it.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s a lesson they probably shouldn’t unlearn. The world is a dangerous place right now.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would know.” Keiza glanced away and pursed her lips, as though regretting the words as she spoke them. “I just mean… If you can be proactive and protect the town in this way, Anders, it would mean a lot to the people here. I’ll help in any way I can.” 
 
    “Did they trade with you at all while they were here?”  
 
    She nodded. “One of them sold me an old jerkin with a few ugly tears in it. Melnicka buys them to restore them and give away to those in need as charity.” 
 
    She disappeared into the back of the shop for a moment and returned with a plain green jerkin. Damon nodded appreciatively as she set it down on the counter. 
 
    “How much?” he asked.  
 
    “Is this truly going to help you in your search?” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    Keiza gave him a small but genuine smile. “You can have it, Anders. Just promise you’ll do your best. I’d love for you to find the men and bring them to justice, but it’s enough for the people here just to know that you put in the effort.” 
 
    “Keiza,” he said. “I wouldn’t waste my time if I didn’t think I could handle this.” 
 
    “I’m sure the coin reward for the contract also factors into it.” 
 
    “I do have some rehabilitative fines in the need of paying off.” He tapped his knuckles on the counter and slid the jerkin his way. 
 
    “Take care, Anders.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He headed straight back to the inn, arriving as the last patrons of the morning were filing out. Ria was speaking with Arylla at the door. Sharika’s young Remenai ward wore a small, newly refilled traveling pack, and from the way she gestured to Ria, it seemed as though she was attempting to convince her to come along. 
 
    Ria shook her head and kissed the teenager on the cheek. Arylla reluctantly stepped away, coming toward Damon to hug him as she passed by. 
 
    “I will return with my aesta soon,” said Arylla. “It is my wish as much as hers for us to know one another more closely.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Well, you’ll be welcome when you arrive back.” 
 
    The words felt a bit hollow and forced. As much as he was intrigued by the idea of getting to know what amounted to his extended family, Sharika’s unyielding manner and strict, conservative standards left him with reservations. 
 
    Arylla left, heading off into the trees far in the distance rather than following the road. Vel and Kastet milled about the common room, taking on their cleaning tasks with a leisurely air. Damon found Malon in the kitchen and smiled as he presented her with the tunic. 
 
    “This belonged to a bandit who has a contract on his head,” he said. “Can you use your magical homing spell to help me track the fiend down?” 
 
    She let out a sigh and looked at him seriously. “You, of all people, should know it isn’t as simple as flashing my crest to cast that spell. It takes effort and focus and… a certain amount of privacy.” 
 
    He drew a bit closer to her, feeling parts of himself flutter as he caught a whiff of her scent. “Are you saying it’s too much for you to handle?” 
 
    Malon straightened her back, meeting his gaze. “I’m saying you’ll have to wait until tonight. Once I’ve prepared dinner, I suppose I can give it a try, though you’ll need to find someone to cover your shift if you intend to pursue this contract tonight.” 
 
    “You trust me to handle it?” He furrowed his brow, a bit surprised. He let his hand settle on his aesta’s hip, as though testing her physical boundary as he probed the limits of her faith in him. 
 
    “I trust you, solas. I’m not enamored with the idea of you chasing after bandits on your own, but we are in a bit of a squeeze right now in terms of our coin. I think you can handle it.” 
 
    “We are in a bit of a squeeze, aren’t we?” he said, letting his hand slip a bit further back. 
 
    “Watch yourself,” she said, swatting him gently on the shoulder. “Go do some chores.” 
 
    He did just that, hauling firewood, clearing leaves outside, and digging a new hole for the inn’s signpost, which had begun to lean at an angle. He also found an opportunity to sneak down and visit Lilian with the intent of pitching his plan to her. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said, after hearing the basic details. “A question.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Can I have a kiss?” 
 
    Damon shook his head. “What does that have to do with the two of us hunting bandits?  I need to know how you snuck out of the basement and if you’d be willing to do it again tonight if it meant having some fresh faces to feed on.” 
 
    “You still don’t get it,” said Lilian. “You’re not even hearing yourself, are you? You gloss over my question about whether you’ll kiss me and, in the same breath, offer to let me… what? Indulge in the instincts of a bloodthirsty monster?” 
 
    Damon held his tongue, biting back on the impulse to point out that she was a bloodthirsty monster, in the strictest sense. That was her point, he realized.  
 
    “Come here,” he said. 
 
    “So, are you going to kiss me?” 
 
    “Just come here!” 
 
    He glowered at her as she made her way over. She drew in on herself, seeming smaller and less certain of herself than Damon knew she was. She was wearing her old clothing, the same clothes she’d worn when she’d first been turned. Why hadn’t they bothered to ask if she needed new ones? 
 
    He reached out with his hand, touching her cheek and looking into her eyes. They were dark, but he knew it was a fool’s assumption to think the blackness in her irises reflected the darkness of her soul. Lilian’s darkness was more complicated than a simple shade of black. 
 
    He leaned his mouth into hers, not looking away until the last second, and kissed her full on the mouth. She was hesitant about kissing him back, at least at first. He teased his tongue forward and felt her respond with her own, which was long enough to reach into strange, arousing places, fluttering against the inside of his cheeks. He’d expected a similar effect to when he’d tasted Kastet’s blood the night before, but it didn’t happen. 
 
    “See,” she purred, as they came up for air. “A kiss is still a kiss. I’m still a woman.” 
 
    “You’re still a woman,” he agreed. “But you aren’t just a woman. I should have phrased my request differently before, Lilian. I could use your help in hunting some bandits, and I think it might help you as well to have new people to sate yourself on. The effect of your bite is more powerful than I think you know, and I’m worried that Kastet can’t handle it long term.” 
 
    “Of course.” Lilian embraced him, and she let her kisses travel from his cheek to his neck. “I’ve seen what my bite can do to… Kastet.” 
 
    She let her teeth drag across his neck, but didn’t dig in. Damon arched his back, his cock stiffening with anticipation. He wanted her to bite him, he realized. True Divine, he wanted it bad, along with what would come after if he let himself entangle his body with hers. 
 
    He pushed her away roughly by the shoulders and pointed a finger at her accusingly. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Don’t do what?” 
 
    “You’re wicked.” He smiled at her. “So, what do you say? Want to hunt some bandits with me? You’ll need to make it out of this cellar on your own, but I get the sense that won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “When and where would you like to meet?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Damon made his way back upstairs after discussing and solidifying the details of his plan with Lilian. He still had no idea where the bandits he’d be hunting were, so he settled for meeting her in a discrete location outside of town. He was still curious about how she was making her escapes, but suspected he wouldn’t get an answer from a simple line of inquiry, given how slippery Lilian generally was. 
 
    The evening crowd was relatively minimal when it finally arrived. Damon patiently tended the bar and, with a small amount of persuasion, managed to get Kastet to agree to cover for him later that night. He didn’t tell her about Lilian, unsure of what her reaction to his plan might be. 
 
    “Anders,” said Malon. “I finished making the stew. I’m feeling a bit tired and thought I might go lie down for a bit.” 
 
    Damon nodded. “I think that’s a good idea. I’m sure Heather and Violet can handle serving supper without you.” 
 
    He watched her ascend the stairs, considering whether it might make sense for him to head up and see if she needed any help. The door to the inn swung open, and he set the thought aside as a tall, well-dressed man with brooding features stomped his way into the common room. 
 
    “Do you serve actual ale here?” asked the man. His voice was loud and vaguely petulant. 
 
    “For paying customers, yes,” said Damon. 
 
    “Good. My name is Victor Blackseed. I am one of the Emperor’s sons, and I’d like a pitcher of ale and a room for the night.” 
 
    Damon heard something in the man’s voice that made him wary. “I’m afraid all of our rooms are full at the moment, but we can certainly help you with a parched throat.” 
 
    Doogle opened his mouth, probably to reflexively call Damon on the lie. Damon gave him a meaningful look, and the Penny Warden held his silence. The Emperor’s bastard son took over-loud steps as he found a seat at the bar. 
 
    His face was pale and pudgy, and he looked to be perhaps a few years older than Damon. Despite his regal, borderline impractical garb, he was missing the two smallest fingers on his left hand. He favored Damon with a look of disdain as he gestured to the keg. 
 
    “Well?” snapped Victor. “I came here expecting service. Get to serving me already! I am the Emperor’s son.” 
 
    Doogle cleared his throat. “Remember? I mentioned him to you, Andy. He’s our town’s guest for the next few days, while he takes a survey of the region and collects the requisite taxes.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Damon. “This is the Emperor’s bastard, then.” 
 
    Victor stiffened. Damon gave him the phoniest cordial smile he had in his repertoire and started filling a mug. 
 
    “I’ve always been fascinated by the rumors surrounding the Florencian Imperial line,” he continued. “I heard it said once that each Emperor strives to have one legitimate son along with as many bastards as he can produce. It’s a clever way to preempt the typical power struggles among siblings.” 
 
    “You’re mouthy for an innkeeper,” said Victor. 
 
    Damon nodded sagely. “What happened to your fingers?” 
 
    Victor made to stand up from his stool. Doogle set a hand on his arm. 
 
    “Andy is still new here in Azurecliff,” said Doogle. “He comes from the south. He’s not familiar with the ways of Florencian people. He didn’t mean anything by the question, I’m sure.” 
 
    Ria grabbed Damon by the sleeve and pulled him away from the bar, into the kitchen. She glared at him and stabbed a finger into his chest. 
 
    “You need to make yourself scarce for tonight,” she said. “I heard of your plan to chase your bandit contract. I would think this to be a good time for you to depart.” 
 
    “I was just making conversation,” he said. 
 
    “Husband. You need to learn to control your tongue.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Fair point. But I’m not sure I like the idea of leaving you all alone with a man like that. He’s entitled, and probably dangerous. He might have come to the inn alone, but he has an entourage of soldiers and sycophants traveling with him.” 
 
    “All the more reason for you to keep your head down,” said Ria. “I can handle this one. If he attempts to get fresh with Vel or Kastet, I will stab him in the balls.” 
 
    The look in her eyes told Damon that she was deadly serious. “You should take your own advice. But still… be careful. Don’t let him get any of you alone, even for a second.” 
 
    “We have been women our entire lives, young Damon. We can look after ourselves.” 
 
    He pulled her in close for a kiss, brushing the hair back from her forehead. 
 
    “I might not be back until morning,” he said. 
 
    “Watch yourself. You are strong, but you are not invincible.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He headed upstairs, flashing a smile to Vel on the way. Kastet had taken his place at the bar, and was already pouring another drink for the Emperor’s bastard, who seemed deflated from their earlier exchange. 
 
    Damon stuffed a few essential items into his traveling pack, pulled on his myrblade, and headed to Malon’s room. He pressed his ear to the door and heard the sound of heavy breathing and light moaning coming from the other side. He knocked once and opened it. 
 
    “Aesta?” 
 
    “Solas!” Malon lay in bed, apparently naked from how quickly she pulled the quilt up in defense. “I… I’m busy, at the moment.” 
 
    Damon snorted and slipped into her room. “I can see that.” 
 
    She glared at him, but the expression was exaggerated just enough to undercut its intent. “I’m working on casting the spell you need to follow up on your contract.” 
 
    “I was getting ready to leave,” said Damon. “It seems as though you aren’t quite there yet.” 
 
    He strode over to her bed, watching as she pulled the quilt higher and clutched it over her naked breasts. 
 
    “If you could simply wait for a bit longer…” she started. 
 
    “I can’t wait,” he said. He took a seat next to her on the bed. Malon sucked in a quick breath, holding it as she watched him drink her in with his eyes. 
 
    He reached out and took a dominant hold of the blanket. Malon stopped him just as he began to pull down on it, taking his hand, lovingly kissing his knuckles, and shifting it to cup her cheek. 
 
    “Solas,” she said, softly. “You can wait. I trust you… to wait.” 
 
    His jaw tensed. It was hard to think, hard to even see straight over the sudden throbbing in his loins. “I need it now. The spell.” 
 
    “I’m close.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    A smirk snuck onto her face. She leaned back on the bed and shifted his hand again, letting it slide under the quilt, though she still held it in place with one hand. It was as though she was giving him a tour of her body, letting his fingers glide over her plump breasts, across her taut stomach, before reaching the final destination. 
 
    Her womanhood was wet with arousal and seemed to pulse with heat. She held his gaze, or at least tried to, as he parted her lower lips with his fingers. The way her eyes fluttered shut as he slid one, two fingers inside her was one of the hottest things Damon had ever seen. 
 
    “You need all the help you can get to cast this spell, don’t you, aesta?” 
 
    “Don’t…” She shuddered, struggling to speak through the pleasure. “…overstep yourself, solas.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said. “You wanted my help. I’m going to give it to you.” 
 
    He curled his fingers, savoring the way her back arched at a matching angle. Malon’s face flushed pink, and she bit her lower lip, watching through a haze of lust. 
 
    Damon leaned forward and kissed her. He kept his face close to hers, committing every twitch and shudder to memory as he continued fingering her with gentle, insistent movements. She glared at him, caught between looking away and submitting passionately. 
 
    “Solas,” she said. “Oh! Oh, solas!” 
 
    He pulled her into an embrace, feeling her womanhood contract and spasm as she came. He held her like that, kissing her gently, protectively. So badly he wanted to seize the opportunity to do more, but he felt as though it would truly be taking advantage of her, here and now. She’d let her guard down to cast the spell he needed. He could give her a break. 
 
    “There,” he said. “I told you I could be helpful.” 
 
    Malon, still breathing deeply, flashed an unexpected smile at him and leaned her head back against her pillow. “That was immensely helpful. Wow.” 
 
    Damon grinned. “Anytime.” 
 
    “Not anytime, but this time,” she said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “You’re going to cast it now?” 
 
    “Set the jerkin out across my lap.” 
 
    She pulled the quilt around her again as she sat up. Damon passed her the jerkin. His aesta set one hand upon it and closed her eyes in concentration. There was a pulse of crimson from her lower back, mirrored by her glowing red eyes, and a pink sphere appeared in the air. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Damon. “Ah. I should probably have stopped to think about how I was going to get it out of the inn without drawing attention.” 
 
    Malon let out a heavy sigh. “Must I do everything for you, solas?” 
 
    She stood up, still attempting to cover herself using the quilt, with mixed success. Damon caught sight of half of one of her pale nipples as the fabric shifted, and he could see all of her back and butt as she strode by him. 
 
    She took the magical homing sphere in one hand, gently shifting it down and into Damon’s traveling pack. She quickly closed it for him. Damon could still feel the tug of the sphere as it tried to surge off toward his target, which was almost as useful in terms of guidance as following behind it. 
 
    “There,” she said. “Does that work for you?” 
 
    She pulled the quilt to cover herself more properly and gave him a motherly smile.  
 
    “It’s perfect,” he said. “Thank you, aesta.” 
 
    “Travel safely, solas.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    The night was chilly and unforgiving. Damon’s breath came out in thick white plumes as he headed down the road leading south from the inn, ignoring the pull of the magical homing beacon in lieu of first finding Lilian. 
 
    They’d agreed to meet up in a small thicket of trees out of view of the main road. She wasn’t there when Damon arrived. He’d foregone taking a lantern with him for practicality’s sake, not wanting the light to give him away once he got down to the business of bandit hunting. 
 
    It left him without a means with which to dispel the darkness. He looked around, trying to spot a womanly shape in the wan light of the ghost moon, and seeing nothing. 
 
    “Hello,” whispered a feminine voice, from just behind his shoulder. 
 
    He controlled his outward reaction while nearly having a fit of the heart within. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    Lilian let out a laugh and gave him a playful push. “It’s hard not to. I forgot how uncomfortable the night is for normal people.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” said Damon. 
 
    “Perhaps not. Perhaps I just feel more comfortable facing off against the things that lurk while the world sleeps now that I’m one of them.” 
 
    It was impossible to see much of her in the darkness, but the few details he could make out of Lilian all reminded him of how much of a monster she was, even amidst her playfulness. Her breath wasn’t warm with condensation like his was. She’d taken off her clothing, leaving her silhouette deceptively sexual and inviting. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. “I have a way in which to track our targets, but I’m not sure how far we’ll need to travel.” 
 
    “I’ve been ready,” said Lilian. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Damon opened his pack and unleashed the magical homing sphere. It illuminated them both in vital pink light for an instant, revealing Lilian’s smirk and the lewd, monsterish details of her naked body. The orb bobbed as it set off toward its apparent target. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
    “Right beside you.” She looped her arm through his as though they were about to go skipping off on a date. She pressed the tips of her claws into his bicep, hard enough to tease, rather than pierce clothing and flesh. 
 
    He shook her off and gestured for her to follow in a more reasonable manner. Together, they followed the beacon, trusting its direction as it led them across the main road, down a hill, and into the trees. 
 
    Within the first minute of navigating the tangle of a forest at night, it became clear that Lilian had far better night vision than he did. Damon wasn’t too proud to let her take the lead, matching her movements as she ducked and shifted and found animal paths that gave them more walking room.  
 
    The homing sphere led them on a relatively straight course for about an hour. The cold of the night was just right to allow Damon to maintain the perfect balance between sweating from his body’s own heat and having his fingers and ears go numb from the chill. 
 
    He drew to a stop as they crested a high hill. Lilian motioned to the sphere with a frantic movement, lowering her voice to a whisper. 
 
    “They’re just up ahead, if your aesta’s spell has led us true,” she said. “Can you dismiss it now? It will give us away in short order, otherwise.” 
 
    “Not really sure how,” said Damon. “But I can do this.” 
 
    He opened his traveling pack and swung it to catch the beacon like a fish in a net. He supposed that it would fade from existence when it was spent, much like the last one Malon had created for him. 
 
    With that handled, he was left with a chance to take a closer look at their targets. A small fire burned in the clearing below the hill. Three men sat around it, passing a cookpot and a bottle of wine or liquor. They all wore swords and knives and gave off the gruffness of men accustomed to simply taking what they wanted. 
 
    Damon signaled for Lilian to crouch low, and the two of them slowly crept down the slope. They drew to a stop as they came within earshot, watching and eavesdropping. 
 
    “Haven’t had some of that in a while,” said one of the men. “It’s hard to find around here.” 
 
    “Heartlift is bunk,” said another. “Tickles my throat wrong. Can’t stand all the coughing.” 
 
    “Nobody was fucking asking you!” One of the men shoved another and then waved a hand at the fire. “Let me get another hit of it. It’s good stuff. Just wish there were a whore around so I could enjoy it more.” 
 
    “That might be an option soon. We’ll be back on the road tomorrow. Let’s keep our eyes open. Plenty of women out and about.” 
 
    Lilian tapped Damon on the shoulder. He gave her a tiny nod, sensing her plan without needing to have her explain it out loud. A minute passed before she made her move. 
 
    “Hello?” called Lilian, in a believably scared voice. “Is anyone there? I’m afraid I’ve lost my sense of direction. I saw the fire and hoped that maybe…” 
 
    “Rovahn’s balls,” muttered one of the men. One of the others began laughing, though the first quickly shushed him into silence. “Yes, well, you found your way to a safe place, madam. Come right over here and sit down between us.” 
 
    “What was that?” called Lilian. “I’m sorry, I’m having trouble hearing you.” 
 
    One of the men stood up and shifted his belt and pants. “Why don’t I help lead you over? What’s your name?” 
 
    Damon couldn’t tell what was going on through the darkness, but he listened to the man’s footsteps, branches snapping as he stepped into the trees. There was an abrupt noise, a half-formed scream cutting off before it could reach its pinnacle. 
 
    “Brussen?” called one of the men still by the fire. “Didya find her?” 
 
    There was no reply, which Damon took as a sign to make his own move. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said, drawing his myrblade and striding into the firelight. “I’ve been led to believe that you three men have a contract out on your heads. You attacked a family, killed a child, stole a necklace. Pretty unseemly.” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” shouted the nearest man as he stood to his feet. “Brussen? Get back here, we’ve got a mercenary on our ass.” 
 
    “The woman’s with him!” snapped the other man. “Brussen’s probably already got a blade in him.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” cooed Lilian. “He’d be no use to me, cold and dead.” 
 
    The men drew their weapons, spinning around fearfully, unsure of whether to guard against Damon or Lilian. It was the perfect opening for his attack. Damon lunged, stabbing one of them through the shoulder before the man could react and attempt to defend himself. 
 
    The remaining bandit roared and surprised Damon, throwing himself into a tackle rather than attempting to stab or slash with one of his many knives. Damon fell backward a pace, pulling his sword free from the other bandit, who crumpled to the ground. 
 
    The last man drew a short sword and a wickedly curved dagger. He exhaled through his teeth, letting out a bestial growl. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for thinking you can take us on, boy,” he snarled. 
 
    A terrified scream came from the direction toward which Lilian had lured the first man. The bandit who’d gone down from Damon’s shoulder stab let out a whimper and took off into the darkness, fleeing the ruined safety of his campsite and the sounds of his captured fellow. 
 
    “Tell me where the necklace is, and I’ll let you flee from here with your life,” said Damon. 
 
    For a moment, it seemed as though the bandit might cooperate. Then, his hand jerked backward, readying his dagger to plunge into Damon’s chest. Damon slashed with his myrblade, severing the man’s hand with a single clean cut to the wrist. 
 
    “Argh!” The bandit fell to one knee, clutching at the stump of his arm as a torrent of blood poured forth. 
 
    “Your choice,” said Damon. 
 
    The bandit whimpered and reached into his shirt. He flung a silver necklace studded with sapphires at Damon and stumbled off into the night. 
 
    “Well, I got what I came for,” he said. “Lilian?” 
 
    He could see her form through the veil of darkness. She was hunched over the bandit she’d lured away from the fire, greedily sucking on his neck. Damon frowned. She didn’t normally take more than a single long sip when feeding off him and Kastet. 
 
    “Hey,” he called. “I left the other two alive. There’s no reason to drain this one completely.” 
 
    She didn’t stop feeding. Damon silently acknowledged that, from her point of view, there was likely no reason not to drain him completely. Would the world truly be worse off with one fewer bandit? 
 
    He felt a powerful wave of nausea as he listened to the sound of her sucking and sighing with satisfaction. “Lilian. That’s enough.” 
 
    “Says who?” she called, lifting her head. “You? It’s just us out here, Damon. Could you even stop me if you wanted to?”  
 
    “I’m not forcing you to stop,” he said. “I’m asking you to.” 
 
    “And I’m saying no.” 
 
    “Lilian!” he snapped. 
 
    “It’s never enough,” she said, voice quivering. “I want this. He’s scum. You heard the conversation. He won’t be missed.” 
 
    “That’s not the point.” 
 
    “Then what is your point? You seem to have a perverse misunderstanding of the ways in which I’m still a human, and those in which I truly am a monster.” 
 
    She brought her mouth back down to the man’s neck. He wasn’t moving anymore, not even with the tiny, reflexive twitches of prey being set upon by a predator. Damon swore under his breath, sheathed his myrblade, and walked over to her, feeling his heart sink in response to what he’d unleashed. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. He felt like a complete idiot for thinking it’d been a good idea. 
 
    “We’re heading back,” he said. “Now.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she whispered. “It’s as you said. You left the other two alive. Why waste this opportunity?” 
 
    “Lilian!” 
 
    Damon reached out to set a hand on her shoulder. Lilian moved with inhuman speed, disappearing deeper into the darkness without a trace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Damon spent the entire night looking for Lilian, barely stopping to rest in between shifting directions. The pressure seemed to build with each passing moment, until he sensed that his frustration and obsession related to finding her had become more of an obstacle than a motivator. 
 
    He took a breath as dawn arrived, and he considered the situation. There was a chance that when he returned to the inn, she’d already be back, returned to the cellar like a good little hybrid monster girl. But she would need somewhere to shelter through the day. 
 
    He held onto that hope as he made the journey back to The Rosewood Inn, pushing through misty vistas and walking over dew-studded grass. That hope faded in the wind when he spotted Malon sitting on the porch, sipping from a mug of steaming tea with unslept posture. 
 
    “Good morning, aesta,” he said, with an unenthusiastic wave. 
 
    She stared at him as he made his way up the porch steps, shaking her head and not bothering to rise to greet him. 
 
    “What were you thinking?” she asked, voice stiff. “Were you even thinking, solas?” 
 
    There was no point in evading his lot. Damon rubbed his hands together against the chill of the early morning, late autumn air. “I was trying to help her. I thought if she were given a chance to channel her hunger against people who… perhaps deserved her fangs more than Kastet and I, then—” 
 
    “Then what?” shouted Malon. “What outcome were you expecting? She hasn’t adapted to her transformation yet. Perhaps in time, with far more trust between her and us, we could have considered such an arrangement, but not without discussing it as a group. You should know that Kain has also been up this entire night, worried out of his mind for her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. The words sounded hollow and meaningless, even to him. “I’ll continue searching for her as soon as I can.” 
 
    “I know you will, but not just yet.” Malon glanced down into the contents of her teacup. “My aesta, Sharika, will be arriving to visit us later today.” 
 
    “She’s really coming?” said Damon. “Here? To the inn?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure how to react to that, and from Malon’s expression, neither did she. Sharika made Damon nervous and uncertain. She’d left both him and Malon questioning their choices after their last encounter, and it was a power made more unsettling to him through the fact that he couldn’t speak her language. He couldn’t even manage an objection against her judgments.  
 
    “I should go speak to Kain,” said Damon. “Thank you for waiting up for me.” 
 
    They entered the inn together. The common room was empty, and the ground floor was still, with the faint, lingering smell of last night’s dinner still hanging in the air. 
 
    Damon headed up to the second floor and approached Kastet’s door. It swung open as he raised his fist to knock, revealing a bleary eyed, boy-haired princess. 
 
    “Did you really think you could steal my servant from me?” she asked. Her voice was imbued with a surprising amount of fury, undercut slightly as she swallowed an obvious yawn. 
 
    “Easy,” he replied. “You know that wasn’t my intention.” 
 
    “I know no such thing. I have no idea what your intention was, Damon Al-Kendras, because you didn’t explain your plan or ask for my guidance ahead of time!” 
 
    “I wanted to give her a chance to be more than just our prisoner.” 
 
    “She wasn’t a prisoner!” yelled Kastet. “She was fine here. Her needs were being met. If you were sick of letting her feed on you, I would have willingly made up the difference with my own blood.” 
 
    “And what do you suppose that would have done to you?” he asked. “I’m sure you could have managed it for a few days, a week, at most. What about after that? What happens long term?” 
 
    Kastet glared at him instead of offering a reply. Damon glared right back. It was one thing to be dressed down by his aesta for being irresponsible, but Princess Kastet was just as flippant in her own naïve way. 
 
    “It wasn’t your decision to make,” she finally said. 
 
    She slammed the door in Damon’s face, which was fine by him. He wasn’t about to concede his point any more than she was willing to truly hear it. 
 
    “What is this ruckus?” asked Ria, coming out of her room. “Ah, husband. You are back.” 
 
    She sidled up next to him, kissing his cheek and hugging him from behind. Vel’s door opened, as well, and she wiped her eyes as she made her way out in her nightgown.  
 
    “Some of us are trying to sleep, you know,” she said.  
 
    “Sorry,” said Damon. 
 
    Ria furrowed her brow, looking at Vel seriously. “I heard much activity in your room last night. Perhaps you should get some more rest?” 
 
    “Um…” Vel blushed and glanced away. “I’m not sure what you mean?” 
 
    “You were stomping about and talking to yourself,” said Ria. “It was enough noise to reach me through the walls.” 
 
    “I was, ah, just turning in my bed, I suppose,” offered Vel, with a shrug. 
 
    She seemed strangely anxious, but Damon had enough questions and problems to occupy himself without inventing a new one. 
 
    “I’m headed to bed,” he said. “Sharika’s coming tonight. No sense in facing that with no sleep under my belt.” 
 
    Vel and Ria exchanged a glance. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” asked Ria. 
 
    “You’ll see soon enough,” he muttered. “She can be a little intense.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon slept through the morning and into the early afternoon. He made a trip into town as soon as he was up, delivering the necklace to Lacey and receiving the one hundred fifty silver reward for the contract.  
 
    Coin purse bulging, he let Arturius know to pull the job down from his notice board, and returned to the inn. They hadn’t received many patrons that morning, and Malon was with the others in the common room. 
 
    “I suppose it goes without saying, but it would mean a lot to me tonight if you were all on your best behavior,” she said. “I think it would also be best if we did some cleaning in advance of Sharika’s arrival.” 
 
    “The inn is already clean,” said Vel. “Well, mostly.” 
 
    She wiped at a small stain on the table at which she sat, failing to do much more than draw attention to it. 
 
    “I think our focus should be less on hosting friends of the family, and more on finding Lilian,” said Kastet. “She may be in danger, or even injured.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with you, but doubt she’s run into anything she can’t handle,” said Damon. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” Kastet shot a look that threatened to renew their argument from earlier. 
 
    “Enough,” said Malon. “I won’t have this petty squabbling today. I want all of you to be on your best behavior tonight. I need you to be. Please.” 
 
    “We will be, aesta,” said Damon. “Does it make sense to leave the inn open and receive patrons? I can’t help but think that it would only complicate the situation, on top of potentially putting our identities at risk.” 
 
    “I considered that,” said Malon. “Ultimately, we need the money. My aesta will understand if we’re open about the situation.” 
 
    “How will our usual patrons react?” asked Vel. 
 
    “They accepted Ria easily enough,” said Malon. “I’m sure they can accept Sharika and her entourage for a night.” 
 
    Damon nodded, though he noticed the uncertainty in Ria’s expression. The night meant more to Malon than he suspected she would let herself admit. They would all be on their best behavior. He only hoped the same would be true for their guests. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    The rest of the afternoon was spent cleaning the inn at a level that went deeper than they’d ever done before. Damon polished the bar and swept every corner and crevice of the common room. He cleaned the cellar, as well, working to force some of the dingy dampness out of the now empty underground chamber. 
 
    Vel and Ria were in the common room scrubbing down tables when he came back upstairs. Both women seemed slightly anxious, though it was nothing in comparison to the way Malon moved endlessly through the inn, venting her stress on the faults of the old building. He picked up a rag to lend his help to the task. 
 
    “You’ve met Sharika, Damon,” said Vel. “What’s she like?” 
 
    “She seemed rather… serious,” he said. The word he thought fit best was intimidating, but Vel was nervous enough as it was. 
 
    “Did she like you?” asked Vel. 
 
    Damon cleared his throat. “We didn’t speak that much. Aesta and I were only at her home for a passing day, and I couldn’t understand her language.” 
 
    “What was her relationship with Malon like?” asked Ria. “I think there must be a reason why they have been of such distance with one another for all this time.” 
 
    The question was another one Damon felt it best to attempt to dodge. “They’re a lot like each other in many ways. Aesta’s relationship with Sharika reminded me a bit of our relationships with her.” 
 
    The answer seemed to prickle both Vel and Ria, who exchanged a glance with one another. 
 
    “We all have different relationships with aesta, though,” said Vel. “Are you saying that they were like aesta and Ria, or… aesta and you?” 
 
    Damon glanced away and shook his head dismissively. “You’ll understand when she gets here. Just be polite and on your best behavior.” 
 
    The front door opened, and all three of them stiffened with anticipation. Doogle poked his head in, looking about the common room and taking in their efforts at cleaning. 
 
    “Am I too early for an afternoon beer?” he asked. “Looks as though you’re all engaged in some serious renovation efforts.” 
 
    “Feel free to come right on in, Doogle.” Damon set his rag down and headed for the bar. “I should warn you in advance that we’re expecting some special guests tonight.” 
 
    Doogle arched his brow. “Special guests?” 
 
    Damon nodded, figuring it was better to be upfront. “A few Remenai friends from my mother’s past.” 
 
    “Is that right?” said Doogle. “Are they well mannered?” 
 
    Damon stopped in his tracks. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’m just asking if they’re the sociable types. The ones that aren’t looking to pick fights and act like savages. No offense to you, Lady Heather, but I fought against your kind during my mercenary days. I’ve seen how some of the Rem can be.” 
 
    “In that case…” Damon walked toward Doogle, stepping in close to the other man. “I think you’d best find somewhere else to drink tonight.” 
 
    “What?” shouted Doogle. “Now hold for just a minute! I’m only speaking my commonly held thoughts, Andy. The tension tends to linger, you know. There are killers and wilders among the Rem. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    Damon looked directly into the Penny Warden’s eyes, feeling a cold, familiar anger. “Get out of my inn.” 
 
    “Are you joking?” said Doogle, taking a step back. 
 
    “You’re not welcome in here with that mindset,” he said. “Now turn around and get the fuck out of my inn.” 
 
    “You little…” Doogle jabbed a finger at him. “Fine! I’ll leave. You’d best have the taxes and fines you owe when I come back! Maybe this inn would run better in more competent hands.” 
 
    He left without saying another word. Damon shook his head. Ria scrubbed at the table she was cleaning a bit more aggressively. 
 
    “Was that necessary?” asked Vel. “He probably still has some trauma from his fighting days. I doubt it’s anything personal.” 
 
    “Velanor,” said Ria. “That man is a racist. Avoidance is just a manifestation of his prejudice and hate.” 
 
    “That’s going a little far,” said Vel. “He’s been a good customer. He’s not a bad person.” 
 
    “Ria’s right.” Damon set a hand on Vel’s shoulder. “We don’t necessarily know what he’s been through, but he’s not above being judged on his words and actions.” 
 
    “Just because he’s wary of the Rem doesn’t mean…” Vel trailed off, uncertainty verging into her expression. 
 
    “What does it mean then, Velanor?” asked Ria. 
 
    “I’m just saying that… he’s Doogle,” said Vel. “He’s just a harmless drunkard. He’s been kind to us, even you, at times, Ria.” 
 
    “We’ll continue welcoming his kindness and his coin,” said Damon. “But as long as I’m here, he’ll be checking his prejudice at the door.” 
 
    Ria came up next to Damon and took his hand into hers, threading her fingers through his. She had a tiny smile on her face, and she gave him a slow kiss. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    He nodded and pulled her into a tight hug. They drew apart as footsteps sounded from the floor above, though only out of reflex. Kastet came downstairs in a huff, sighing heavily as she took a seat at one of the tables.  
 
    “This is stupid,” she said. “Are we really going to set aside Lilian and the danger she might be in… for what? A family dinner?” 
 
    “I sincerely doubt she’s in danger,” said Damon. “If you could have seen what she did before taking off into the night…” 
 
    He suppressed a shudder and shook his head. 
 
    “If you’d taken me with you, perhaps I’d have a better understanding,” said Kastet acidly.  
 
    “It’ll be alright, milady,” said Vel, coming to Kastet’s side. “Lil is both smart and loyal. She’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” Kastet scratched at her neck, unconsciously touching the spot where Lilian would usually bite. “None of you care about her as I do!” 
 
    “Take a breath,” said Damon. “Getting worked up isn’t going to accomplish anything.” 
 
    “No…” she said, shaking her head. “You’re right about that, Damon. I’m going to look for her.” 
 
    She stood up from her chair. Vel reached for Kastet’s hand to calm her down, but she put herself out of reach. 
 
    “You shouldn’t go alone,” said Vel. “We can all search together tomorrow, or perhaps later tonight.” 
 
    “This isn’t up for discussion,” said Kastet. “I’m my own person. If you wish to come along, you’re welcome to, but you have no right to stop me.” 
 
    She stomped her way back upstairs. Vel shot Damon a pleading glance. He shook his head and turned his hands up. 
 
    “She isn’t wrong,” he said. “She is her own person. We can’t stop her if she wants to go, even if it’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “Are you saying that I have to choose between meeting Malon’s aesta and serving my princess?” asked Vel. 
 
    “I think your princess could use a dose of reality,” said Damon. “No doubt, she’ll get it tonight if she insists on this search. It gets rather cold after dark this late into the autumn.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    An anxious mood gripped the common room as Damon waited with Malon, Vel, and Ria. Kastet followed through with her promise to leave to search for Lilian, departing with one of the tents and a heavy cloak. Vel fussed over her all the way to the door and seemed compelled to follow. 
 
    Ria related his argument with Doogle to Malon. Damon expected a rebuke, but his aesta simply nodded. 
 
    “Mind that you don’t work him up to the point of violence if he broaches the topic again,” said Malon. 
 
    “That’s all you’re going to say to him?” asked Vel. “Doogle is the town’s Penny Warden!” 
 
    “And this is our inn,” said Malon. 
 
    “Well, as far as they know, it is,” said Damon. 
 
    He chewed his lip as he considered how they’d been taking the town’s misassumption about who they were for granted. He’d never stopped to consider if it might be truly a lie they could prolong indefinitely. It was possible that the real Leah Rosewood might show up at some point. What then? 
 
    There was a soft knock at the door, and Malon sprang up from her chair fast enough to make the legs screech against the wood. “That must be her. Seta, can you check in the kitchen to make sure the food is still warming over the fire?” 
 
    Vel and Ria exchanged a look, uncertain of which one of them Malon was referring to. In the end, they both went. Malon looked nervous as she fidgeted with her dress on her way to the door. Damon wanted to be at her side as she opened it, but second-guessed himself as he thought of how his last encounter with Sharika had gone. 
 
    “Aesta,” said Malon as she greeted their guests. 
 
    “Seta,” said Sharika. 
 
    Sharika hadn’t arrived alone. Arylla was with her, along with a young teenage boy perhaps thirteen or fourteen years old. The three of them wore traditional Remenai clothing, spiral tunics along with animal hide cloaks.  
 
    They each reacted differently as they entered the common room. Sharika was stoic, scanning the inn with an expression that revealed nothing. Arylla flashed Damon a smile and waved with her fingers. The boy’s eyes were wide with fascination, to such a degree that it was hard to imagine he’d seen much Merinian or Florencian architecture up until that point in his life. 
 
    “Come on in,” said Damon, gesturing to the tables. “Have a seat.” 
 
    He pulled out chairs for them, smiling and doing his best to be a gracious host. With seven of them set to be eating together, it made sense to push two tables close to one another, so Damon set about the task as Malon spoke to Sharika in Konokai. 
 
    Vel and Ria returned from the kitchen, both seeming uncertain of how to present themselves to their aesta’s aesta. Sharika didn’t notice them right away, and when she did, she favored them with decidedly different greetings. 
 
    She moved in close to Ria, looking her up and down appraisingly, and then gently smiled. She reached out a hand, touched Ria’s cheek tenderly, and asked a question in Konokai, which Ria answered with a quiet, foreign syllable. Both women continued to look at each other, and the feeling of a connection having been formed between them was palpable. 
 
    Sharika then proceeded on to Vel, and gave a small nod of acknowledgment to her as she walked right by. 
 
    In Damon’s opinion, it went far beyond a slight and into the realm of casual cruelty. Vel turned around before he could see her reaction. He followed her as she fled into the kitchen, and heard her sniffle as she stared at the corner cabinet as though it was on fire. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “What can I do?” 
 
    “Nothing…” she muttered. “I just wanted… I don’t know. To feel like I’m important. Like I belong here, and I make sense, you know? But then I wonder… Did Ria feel like this all along?” 
 
    “Do you know what I think?” 
 
    Vel tried to stealthily wipe away tears as she turned around, shaking her head. 
 
    “That if I’d known Sharika was going to be such a bitch, I’d have let Doogle stay and be rude to her,” he said. 
 
    “Damon!” Vel laughed and tried to swat him on the shoulder. He caught her hand and kissed it. 
 
    “She’s Malon’s aesta, Vel,” he said. “It’s our decision whether or not that has to have any real meaning to us.” 
 
    “It’s clearly meaningful to Ria…” muttered Vel. 
 
    “Then it’s meaningful to Ria,” said Damon. “Families are complicated.” 
 
    She stared at him, eyes still red-rimmed and moist. Malon cleared her throat from where she stood by the partition. 
 
    “Solas. Seta. Would you mind helping me bring the food out?” 
 
    “Not at all, aesta,” said Vel. 
 
    Malon had outdone herself with her cooking, and Damon was left with a suspicion that she hadn’t simply been sitting around and waiting for him while he’d been out the previous night.  
 
    She’d cooked a whole chicken, stuffed with breadcrumbs, carrots, and celery. She’d baked fresh bread, flavored subtly with spicy crimmor sap, a rare delicacy in itself so far north. There were roasted potatoes with chive butter, and even an apple pie for dessert. 
 
    Sharika seemed rather unimpressed as the three of them set the various platters down across the table. Damon took his satisfaction in the expressions of Arylla and the younger teenage boy, whose name he’d overheard as Saxil.  
 
    He brought a pitcher of beer and a bottle of wine from the bar before taking his own seat, going around the table and offering some to each person. Ria and Vel took wine, Sharika and Malon declined both, and Arylla and Saxil seemed unsure if they were allowed to drink at all. 
 
    It left Damon with rather a lot of beer to drink by himself, one of those annoyingly good problems to have. He sat down, slowly serving himself as the platters were passed his way, and waited for something to happen. 
 
    It wasn’t as though the table was lacking for conversation, but it was all just in a language he didn’t grasp at all. Malon, Ria, Sharika and her wards all spoke in quick phrases and syllables. Basic compliments about the food and their day, perhaps? Damon had no idea and it irked him a bit, though he could blame no one but himself for never having learned Konokai. 
 
    The language barrier seemed to hit Vel far harder. She poked at her food, turning over the same piece of chicken, eyes on her plate, ears open and hopeful. Damon wasn’t sure his encouragement would do much for her this time around. 
 
    “I am… pleased to have this chance to visit,” said Sharika during a lull in the main conversation. Vel straightened in her chair as though she’d been addressed by name. 
 
    “We are just as pleased to have you here,” said Vel. “Truly, we are. I’d heard stories of you from Damon and aesta, but… I had always hoped to meet you in person.” 
 
    “Yes…” said Sharika. “I… have questions. But, ah… better if Arylla speak my words, no?” 
 
    “That’s fine!” said Vel. “I understand completely.” 
 
    She flashed a smile at Sharika and Arylla both. Damon poured himself more beer as he felt a sinking suspicion about where the interaction was heading. 
 
    Sharika asked her question in Konokai, and Arylla adeptly translated. “She wishes to know if you’ve found Malon to be a kind aesta, capable of meeting your needs.” 
 
    “Of course!” said Vel, beaming at Malon. “She’s always been there for me. She even managed to send me to school in Hearthold, which led to a first-rate education and opportunities that I would never have expected.” 
 
    Arylla translated this back to Sharika, who nodded sagely. Sharika asked another question. 
 
    “Was your time in the Merinian homeland to your liking?” translated Arylla. “Did you feel accepted there?” 
 
    “I suppose I did,” said Vel. “It was different, serving Princess Kastet in court. I enjoyed that life. I do miss it, at times.” 
 
    Her eyes took on a faraway quality, and she flashed a mischievous smile at some memory or other. Damon wished he could warn her about what he knew was coming next as Sharika gave Arylla the next question to speak aloud. 
 
    “Velanor.” Arylla frowned slightly. “Aesta wishes to know if you have… ah… preserved your virginity as valued in Merinian culture?” 
 
    Vel blinked and stared at Sharika blankly. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Sharika was already speaking another question to Arylla in a tone that—even across languages—sounded distinctly judgmental and harsh. 
 
    “I am so sorry, but she wishes me to ask…” Arylla fidgeted, looking upward and at no one as she continued. “…if you perhaps lost your virginity to Damon?” 
 
    Vel’s chair screeched as she stood up. Malon reached a hand after her as she headed to the stairs.  
 
    “Seta…” she said soothingly. 
 
    Vel didn’t stop, and Damon felt as though he couldn’t either. He jabbed a finger across the table at Sharika. 
 
    “Is this really what you traveled here for?” he shouted. “To ask questions in an attempt to shame us, rather than get to know us?” 
 
    “Solas,” said Malon. “Please. Calm down.” 
 
    “She needs to calm down!” he snapped. “If she wants my respect, or to be part of our lives, then it’s on her to act like a decent person. Otherwise, she can go—” 
 
    “Solas!” shouted Malon. 
 
    Damon shook his head and pushed his own chair back. He made a moment of it, finishing the rest of the beer in his mug, and then heading for the stairs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Damon waited outside the door to Vel’s room, giving a few minutes for her to cry and collect herself. She was proud, more than he oftentimes realized, a trait she and Ria both shared. She wouldn’t want him to see her cry, even if all he desired was to comfort her and help her feel better. 
 
    When he finally entered her room, he found her in bed, turned away from him with the quilt pulled over most of her body. She didn’t face him or say anything as he slowly shut the door behind him. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Damon walked over to her bed and sat down next to her. 
 
    “Just to be clear, my first real interaction with Sharika was almost no different from that,” he said. “It felt as though she was only talking to me to unearth reasons to judge aesta on how she raised us. She’s a very petty woman, in my honest opinion.” 
 
    Vel still said nothing. Damon rubbed her back through the blanket. 
 
    “I think we should go back downstairs, enjoy the feast aesta prepared, and refuse to let Sharika ruin our night,” he said. “We don’t have to seek her approval. She doesn’t seem to care if she has ours. Why should we value hers?” 
 
    Vel finally turned over. Damon was surprised to see her smiling at him dreamily, as though she’d just woken up. 
 
    “You have such a handsome voice,” she said. “So deep. It’s like I can feel each syllable resonating through me.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Where’s your sword?” 
 
    Damon shook his head. “I don’t wear it here at the inn. You know that.” 
 
    “Right,” she said. “Of course. Damon?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Could I have a kiss?” 
 
    She blinked at him sweetly and pulled the quilt up to her chin. Damon furrowed his brow, feeling that something was clearly off, but leaned in to oblige her. Vel’s lips met his with gentle, uncertain movements. He pulled back as a sudden realization took hold. 
 
    “Sharika’s question really unnerved you, didn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    Vel stared at him blankly for a moment before nodding. “Yeah, uh, it did.” 
 
    “So much so that you left the table,” he said. “We could be downstairs right now, eating the delicious pork that aesta cooked for us.” 
 
    Vel shrugged. “I supposed so, but I’d rather be up here with you. I have you all to myself up here. Now kiss me again, sir gladiator.” 
 
    She grinned and leaned forward. Damon pressed her down by the shoulders, locking her against the bed with his strength. 
 
    “Why are you here, Jilou?” he snapped. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Um…” She shook her head, eyes darting wildly in search of escape. “I’m not Jilou?” 
 
    “Then what did aesta use to garnish the pork she cooked?” 
 
    She looked as if she was about to take a guess, but her expression wilted, and she glanced away. “This is a misunderstanding. Please, Damon, just… take a breath.” 
 
    “Were you spying on us?” he asked. “What have you reported back to your mother?” 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” said Jilou. “Vel… She asked me to switch with her. She was upset. She didn’t want to be herself, for a little while.” 
 
    “Liar.” He shook her by the shoulders. “Vel! Snap out of it! Let go of her, Jilou.” 
 
    Jilou sighed and closed her eyes. When she blinked them back open, her face was different, her mannerisms back to the girl Damon remembered and loved. 
 
    “Damon,” sighed Vel. “Please don’t make a big deal of this.” 
 
    “You let her take over your body?” he snapped. “Vel, are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “No!” she said, hurriedly. “Please, just listen to me! This isn’t what you think. I can do it, too.” 
 
    “You can do what?” 
 
    “I’m a dreamwalker,” said Vel. “I never realized it before, because I didn’t develop my talent early the way Jilou did, but there were a few signs. It’s why she was able to assert so much control over my body compared to other people.” 
 
    He stared at her, considering for an instant whether he was really speaking with Vel, or if Jilou was just a better actress than he’d given her credit for. 
 
    “What did we have for dinner tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “Chicken and potatoes and apple pie,” said Vel. “Promise not to tell aesta about this?” 
 
    “I have to tell her, Vel,” he said. “Why would you even want to keep something like this secret from her?” 
 
    “Because you know how she is! She’ll get worried if I tell her and insist that I stop.” 
 
    “For good reason!” he said. “What is it that you’re even trying to accomplish by letting her into your body?” 
 
    Vel blushed and shifted her eyes downward. “I told you. I can do what she can do now, even more, in some ways. While she’s in my body… I’m in hers.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    A knock came at the door, followed by Malon’s soft voice. “Solas, seta? Please come back downstairs. I’ve spoken with Sharika. She won’t continue the line of questioning she brought up earlier.”   
 
    Vel mouthed the words promise me. Damon sighed and gave a reluctant nod. He would demand a full explanation later and decide what to do then. 
 
    They walked out into the hallway under the weight of their aesta’s suspicious gaze, rightly applied for all the wrong reasons. Ria frowned at them as they rejoined the others at the table, but Sharika, Arylla, and Saxil smiled politely. 
 
    The meal continued without further drama. Sharika spoke through Arylla, asking Damon a couple of questions about his time as a gladiator. She seemed to bristle as Damon explained how he’d been a performer, rather than a true warrior. 
 
    Sharika also complimented Vel on her dress, which seemed like a peace offering after her previous line of interrogation. Vel was polite, but she made no attempt at drawing the older Rem woman into a deeper conversation, for which Damon didn’t fault her. 
 
    He was stuffed by the time Malon cut into the apple pie. A heavy knock came at the door. He’d locked it earlier, not expecting many patrons after his spat with Doogle. He excused himself from the table and went to deal with their insistent visitor. 
 
    “Finally!” snapped Victor Blackseed. “Let me in, barkeep. I’m in a piss-poor mood and desire to do some serious drinking.” 
 
    The Emperor’s bastard was alone, but he acted as though he was flanked by an army as he attempted to shoulder his way in through the half-open door. Damon stood his ground. 
 
    “I’m afraid we’re out of ale,” he said unapologetically. 
 
    “Out of ale?” snapped Victor. “Bah! What kind of inn runs out of ale?” 
 
    “This one.” Damon shut the door in his face. He started to walk away but found it impossible to ignore the heavy barrage of pounding. He took a breath, mastering his annoyance, and opened the door again, slipping out into the night. 
 
    “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear.” He stepped in close, getting into the other man’s face. “We’re closed. Now, is that a problem for you?” 
 
    Victor Blackseed had an inch or two on Damon in height, and a fair amount of extra weight, but it made little difference in terms of his ability to weather intimidation. He sneered at Damon, eyes briefly flicking down to check if he had a weapon, and still seemed to conclude it wasn’t a fight he was interested in taking. 
 
    “You’ll regret this,” said Victor. “You’re too smug to be an innkeeper. You will most certainly regret this.” 
 
    “I don’t think I will, in all honesty,” said Damon. “Now turn around and walk away.” 
 
    He sort of hoped that Victor wouldn’t, despite where it would lead. After dealing with Sharika and Jilou, he felt as though he was overdue for a chance to punch someone who deserved it. Victor spat on the grass, issued one last sneer, and walked away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    The meal drew to a close soon after Damon returned to the table. He went upstairs to help Malon make up rooms for Sharika, Arylla, and Saxil, and then helped her clear the table. 
 
    “It could have gone worse,” said Malon. 
 
    “It could have,” he said. 
 
    “At least Sharika and Ria seemed to find some common ground,” said Malon. 
 
    He didn’t have anything to say to that. In truth, he felt a bit as though his aesta was attempting to force a relationship already soured by time. If Sharika wanted to know Malon and the rest of them, she could do it by being open, rather than forcing her judgments upon them. 
 
    “Speak your mind, solas,” said Malon. “I can see the conflict in your expression.” 
 
    “It’s just…” He shrugged. “You weren’t there in Hearthold when I met my father. Or, as he calls himself now, Wyden Starch.” 
 
    “You told me of it,” said Malon. “I don’t see much comparison to be made between Danio and my aesta.” 
 
    “I’m not seeing similarities between them, but between us,” he said. “I wasn’t sure what I wanted from him when I went to see him. Whether it was approval, or an apology, or simply just… closure on a relationship that I’d set behind me. In the end, it didn’t matter. Seeking anything from him only wasted my time and left me open.” 
 
    He set down a dirty plate in the washing basin. Malon came up behind him as he stood, wrapping her arms around his abdomen with a gentle hug. 
 
    “You don’t deserve to harbor such cynicism, solas,” she said. “I am truly sorry for what happened between you and your father.” 
 
    She gave him a squeeze, and he felt a bit foolish for projecting his situation onto hers. 
 
    “I love you, aesta.” 
 
    “And I love you.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The night drew to its end as people began to retire to their rooms. Ria offered to handle the common room duty, which left Damon free to prowl the upstairs hallway once he suspected everyone else was asleep. 
 
    He slipped into Vel’s room without knocking. She was still awake, reading by lantern light and clearly expecting him. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    “Is that really you?” he asked. “What did we have for dessert?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. “Do you want me to give you the explanation you’re obviously here for, or not?” 
 
    “You’re Vel,” he said, smiling. “And I do need an explanation. I gave it some more thought while we were eating, and I can guess a fair bit from what you’ve already told me.” 
 
    He joined her on the bed. She was in her nightgown, but getting frisky was secondary to getting answers. 
 
    “It’s genius,” he continued. “You can dreamspell. You’ve clearly been switching places with Jilou to get yourself in position to spy on Queen Anise.”  
 
    “Well, um…” She gave a half-shrug. “Sort of?” 
 
    “What have you learned so far?” 
 
    “Not much, really,” she said. “Hearthold Castle has been quiet.” 
 
    “Well, do you have a plan to discover more than just that?” 
 
    “I’m still, um, working on a plan, I guess you could say…” 
 
    She glanced away from him. Damon narrowed his eyes, sensing her hesitation. 
 
    “You haven’t made an effort to spy on the Queen, have you?” he guessed. 
 
    “I’ve thought about it.” Vel played with one of her fingernails, still not meeting his gaze. “I mean… It’s hard. I suppose I haven’t been as active in Jilou’s body as I could have been. I just…” 
 
    “You just what?” 
 
    She finally glanced up, face full of shame. “I wanted to be her. To have what she had. I always wanted it, first with Kastet when I served as her lady-in-waiting, and now… You don’t understand, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t, but I want to.” Damon set his hands atop hers. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I’ve been through so much,” whispered Vel. “From having to leave Hearthold and come back to the tower. Gabriel’s death. Running from assassins. I… just wanted a break. I’m not like you or aesta or even Ria. I’m not a warrior or a sorceress or a tempester. I just feel so tired, and being here at the inn hasn’t changed that. 
 
    “Jilou has been reaching out to me in my dreams for weeks now. It was through speaking with her sometimes, as we used to speak—like friends—that I learned what I could do. I started making my dreams come true at night if you can believe it. Manipulating that secondary world so that… I didn’t have to feel that my life was so disappointing. 
 
    “It was her idea. She felt the same way, except reversed. We started switching places because it let her escape the pressure of her mother, and it let me be a princess. Am I a foolish girl for wanting that? For enjoying having someone with my old job wait on me and treat me like I’m special? For running away from my life and my problems… Am I just weak?” 
 
    “You’re not foolish, and you’re not weak,” said Damon. 
 
    “I just wanted to have something more than this.” She gestured to the room around her. “I was careful. I think I’m more powerful with dreamspelling than Jilou is. I kept an eye on her even when we were swapped, making sure she never had a chance to slip outside or discover where we were. It’s not as though I put my blind trust in her.” 
 
    “I believe you,” he said. 
 
    Vel was silent for a moment, still holding his hand. “Are you going to tell aesta?” 
 
    “Is there a reason why I shouldn’t?” he asked. 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Do you still have the amethyst dreamspell amulet that she gave you?” 
 
    Damon nodded. 
 
    “Then let me show you something first,” she said. “I don’t want it to seem like I’ve just been selfishly running away. I’ve learned so much about dreamspelling. It’s as I said — I can do things that Jilou can’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She gave him a tiny, mischievous smile. “Let me show you. It’ll be more fun this way, I promise.” 
 
    Damon wasn’t sure, for numerous reasons, but he trusted Vel enough to take the leap. He slipped back to his own room, found the dreamspelling amulet, and returned. Vel made room for him in her bed, and he took most of his clothing off before slipping under the sheets. 
 
    “Good,” said Vel. “Now try to fall asleep.” 
 
    “I’m not tired yet,” he said.  
 
    He set his hand on her hip and pulled her closer. She didn’t resist him with her body, but he could hear the exasperation in her sigh. 
 
    “Damon…” she whispered. “Sharika’s only a few rooms down. Not to mention aesta.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he said with an overly defeated sigh. “Can I at least have a hug?” 
 
    Vel narrowed her eyes. “You’ve used that trick on me before! Don’t expect me to—” 
 
    He cut her off with a quick kiss and then paused, trying to tell if she was real mad, or Vel mad. She pouted at him. He kissed her again, longer this time, and felt her melt into the moment. 
 
    “We aren’t going to be waking people up tonight,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll be quiet.” 
 
    “We will be,” she said. “Because I’m taking charge.” 
 
    She set a hand firmly on his chest and pushed him onto his back. Damon started to protest, but forgot why he needed to as he watched Vel slide her fingers into his undershorts and slowly pull them down. 
 
    His cock hardened under her gaze as they came loose. Vel tossed them aside and slowly ran her hands up his legs. She brought her mouth within kissing distance of his shaft, but only breathed on it, delighting in his impatient reaction. 
 
    “You’re doing good so far,” she said. “Barely a peep.” 
 
    She gave his cock a quick, lewd, but chaste peck. Damon wasn’t surprised when she continued sliding forward, bunching up her nightgown to flash him with her nude womanhood underneath. She straddled him, managing a passable expression of sternness as she settled herself down. 
 
    Damon moaned as he felt the awesome crush of her womanhood. Despite her earlier protest, she was clearly as horny as he was, wet and primed and sex-eager. His hands ran over her, but she redirected them from her hips and ass, pulling them up to her breasts — fun to play with, but a hard place from which to take control. 
 
    “I told you,” she said. “I’m in charge.” 
 
    “You’re hot when you’re bossy,” he said. 
 
    “Shut up,” she said, smiling. “Say it.” 
 
    She rocked her hips forward and back, getting the feel of his shaft as though breaking in a new chair.  
 
    “Say what?” he asked. He lifted both of her breasts and let them fall, marveling at the eroticism of the way they shifted underneath her gown’s thin fabric. 
 
    “Tell me I’m in charge,” she said. 
 
    He might have simply gone along with her game if it hadn’t been for the bratty, borderline smug look on her face. 
 
    “You’re in charge,” he said. 
 
    He waited for her victorious smile before slapping her hard on the ass and taking a firm hold of her hips. He bounced her on his cock with reckless, bed-creaking abandon. Vel tried to contain herself and settled for breathlessly chastising him in between moans. 
 
    “You… jerk,” she managed. “I’m… gonna…” 
 
    “Go ahead,” he said. “Do your worst.” 
 
    He slapped her butt on the other side and pulled her closer to him. With his free hand, he slid loose one of the straps of her nightgown, letting the chest hang at a diagonal that left a pale, perfect breast open to the air. Damon found her nipple with his mouth and sucked on it as he continued directing the motion of her hips with guiding movements. 
 
    “Damon!” she moaned. She alternated between her fingers against his bare chest and digging in with her nails, like a kitten testing its claws. Damon tested her back, pumping up into her as he pulled her down to make each thrust taste of punishment. 
 
    He pulled her into a tight hug as he felt the pleasure begin to overwhelm her. It was what he knew she needed after the day she’d had, that feeling of being held and protected. He teased her and toyed with her, but above all else, he loved her endlessly. 
 
    “I love you, Vel,” he told her. 
 
    “I love you… so much,” she whispered, through her shuddering pleasure. 
 
    He pulled out just as he was about to come, expertly aiming his load into the folds of her nightgown to save her bed from any further mess. Vel was blissed out as he stripped the soiled garment off her and tossed it aside. She looked over at him with bleary, satisfied eyes. 
 
    “You always get what you want, don’t you?” she whispered. 
 
    “If you hadn’t wanted that too, it wouldn’t have happened,” he said with a yawn. 
 
    She smirked and tried to hide her smile. “Next time, I won’t let you steal control so easily.” 
 
    “Weren’t we about to do something before we got into this?” He rolled the gemstone of his dreamspell amulet between his fingers. Vel shifted her head to lay against his shoulder. 
 
    “Right…” she said. “All we need to do is fall asleep together.” 
 
    Damon caressed her hair. It was so soft, like strands of golden silk. He let out another yawn and let his head sink comfortably into the pillow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Damon came awake to the sound of someone pounding at the door. It took him only a couple of seconds to recognize that the bed he was lying in was not his own, nor was it Vel’s. It was too pointlessly soft, like lying on a palette of silken dresses, rather than a place to sleep. 
 
    He sat up, trying to organize his thoughts. As he brought a hand up to run it through his hair, he caught sight of the scars across his knuckles and heavily sun-weathered skin. He stared blankly as he remembered where he’d last been. Vel had wanted to show him the power of her dreamspelling… 
 
    “Sir?” called a voice. “Are you awake?” 
 
    The pounding came again. Damon stood up, taking in the room by the light of a dying brazier. It was a masculine space with a practical carpet, a map on one wall, and a sword belt hanging from the back of the door’s hook. 
 
    “Sir?” called the incessant voice. 
 
    “I’m coming,” said Damon. He heard himself speak, but it wasn’t him. The words were his, but everything from the pitch to the way the noise resonated through his throat was disconcerting and wrong.  
 
    He took a slow breath, feeling nauseous as he appreciated what Vel had done. He was in someone else’s body. For how long? How would he signal her to let him come back to himself? What happened if there was a mishap, either here in his borrowed body, or back at the inn with his real one? 
 
    He made his way toward the chamber pot in the corner, intent on vomiting. He found that it was full and felt the impulse to retch redouble. Forcing it down, he set himself to a task that seemed like a reasonable distraction. He was wearing undershorts and a baggy nightshirt. He should dress himself. 
 
    He quickly rifled through the wardrobe, frowning at the expensive trim of the shirts, pants, and jackets. He found a set in navy and gold that seemed to fit together and pulled it all on. The knocking on his door, which had stopped, began anew. 
 
    “Please, sir,” said the voice. “I have a message from—” 
 
    Damon threw the door open. A young page stood in the hallway of a castle. Damon glared at him and judged the body he was in to be someone important from the way the teenager shrank back in fear. 
 
    “What is it?” barked Damon. 
 
    “The… Queen wishes to see you in her audience chamber,” said the page. 
 
    “The Queen?” repeated Damon. “Queen… Anise?” 
 
    The page looked at him strangely. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And she is… where?” 
 
    “In her audience chamber.” 
 
    Damon nodded. He peeked his head back out into the hallway. He’d been within Hearthold Castle once before, but the hallways had been confusing even when he’d been paying attention.  
 
    “So be it,” he said. “Lead on.” 
 
    The page looked confused as Damon indicated down the hallway with his hand. He cleared his throat and gestured in the other direction. 
 
    “Alright, sir.” 
 
    He followed after the young man, trying to pick up whatever context clues he could from the people they passed in the hall. Most them avoided eye contact, but the ones who did meet his gaze nodded submissively, or in some cases, stopped to salute. 
 
    He recognized where they were as they drew closer to the audience chamber. The page left him with the two guards assigned at the door, both of whom saluted smartly. 
 
    “She’s waiting for you, sir,” one said. 
 
    “I’ll head right in, then,” said Damon. 
 
    They opened the door and Damon entered the chamber. He blinked as his eyes settled on Queen Anise, Kastet’s stepmother, the current ruler of the realm of Merinia.  
 
    She was looking good. She wore a new crown, silver with gold tips across the top. The dark blue dress she wore had a plunging V-neckline, white lace straps barely holding it closed against her impressive cleavage. 
 
    Damon was so close, but still so far. Even within her own throne room, Queen Anise had four guards standing with her, two on either side. They would no doubt rush to her defense in the face of any threat. 
 
    “Captain Aldric,” said Anise, nodding to him. 
 
    Damon did his best to keep the grin off his face. Vel had somehow used her dreamspelling to put him in Aldric’s body. Captain Aldric, the Queen’s most loyal servant! He felt like kissing her, though he recognized he’d already done a fair bit of that in the minutes prior. 
 
    “My Queen.” Damon sank into a formal bow, hoping that it matched with the way the Captain would normally interact with her. 
 
    “Do you have an update for me on the preparations for our visit to Veridan’s Curve?” she asked. 
 
    Damon nodded slowly and thought furiously. “No updates yet, milady. I wanted to ask you more about the specifics of when you wish to arrive, specifically, and where you’d prefer to stay.” 
 
    Queen Anise sighed, looking annoyed, rather than suspicious. “We have been over this numerous times, already. I understand your concerns, but I’ve no wish to retread our previous conversation.” 
 
    “If that’s what you so wish, my Queen,” said Damon. 
 
    Queen Anise quirked her head sideways. “Are you feeling quite alright, Aldric? 
 
    “Absolutely!” he said. “A bit tired, perhaps.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, but the suspicion remained in her eyes. “Yes, well… I’ve also received new details on this alliance between Avarice and Conceit. It seems as though he’s consolidating his power. As of yet, my spies are still unable to tell me much in terms of where this leaves us against him. I doubt he’d be so foolhardy as to attempt to move against Merinia before handling the other Forsaken, but we cannot discount it as a future possibility.” 
 
    Damon cleared his throat. “More than just a possibility, knowing Avarice. We should consider moving against him first. Surprising him while he’s distracted.” 
 
    “Where is this coming from, Aldric?” asked Anise. “Yesterday, you were recommending the opposite course of action.” 
 
    “And tomorrow, I may change my mind yet again,” he said, giving his future self some slack. “We must consider all options. We’re sailing into uncharted waters.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Queen Anise tapped a finger against her lips. “Put as so, your suggestion now seems prudent. I must tend to other matters but… come find me later tonight.” 
 
    She gave him a sly, inviting look. Damon nodded slowly, mastering his disbelief. Kastet had accused Anise and Aldric of having an indecent relationship during their visit to Hearthold. He found himself hoping that Vel could maintain her dreamspelling long enough for him to pay the Queen that visit. 
 
    As his thoughts touched on Vel, he realized she was likely also within the castle, in spirit if not in body. He reoriented himself as he left Queen Anise’s chamber, heading through Hearthold Castle’s stone hallways, toward a certain, forgotten tower. 
 
    The guard standing outside Jilou’s room practically danced out of Damon’s way. He nodded to the man and stepped through the door. The sight that greeted him on the other side was amusing, if not surprising. 
 
    Jilou sat awake in her bed, clad in a preposterously extravagant dress. She was nibbling on a fruit pastry, joking with the lady-in-waiting who was currently brushing her hair. She shot Aldric a smile as he entered the room, ignoring the way her servant grew tense in the presence of the powerful Guard Captain. 
 
    “Leave us for a moment,” said Vel. “I wish to speak with Captain Aldric in private.” 
 
    “Yes, milady,” said the girl.  
 
    She immediately set the brush down and left the room. Damon waited for a few more seconds after the door had shut before pulling a chair up to Jilou’s bed and staring into Vel’s eyes. 
 
    “This is the craziest thing you’ve ever done,” he said. 
 
    “That’s high praise, given my record,” said Vel. 
 
    Damon looked away from her, hiding an oncoming smile. “You seem to be enjoying yourself. I understand now why you were so hesitant to tell aesta about this.” 
 
    “She would worry and overstate the danger,” said Vel. “I’m just having a little fun.” 
 
    Damon took a pastry off her silver platter and bit into it, tasting sweet blueberries and the faint whisper of cinnamon. “That girl you had brushing your hair was you once.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “How the tables have been turned! I so much prefer being on this side of the pampering.” 
 
    “It’s a wasted opportunity to just lie in bed and have your servants dance for you, and you know it,” he said. 
 
    “I do,” said Vel. “But regardless, I still have to act like Jilou. She’s bedridden on most days. Aldric, on the other hand…” 
 
    Damon brought a hand to his face and gently touched his unfamiliar chin. “I’m trying to figure out what I can. We already knew that Queen Anise was planning a trip to Veridan’s Curve to meet with Avarice. There might be a chance for us to meddle there.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” she replied. “It seems a waste to have to wait for that. I keep considering our money troubles. If we could simply spirit off some of this extravagance, the inn’s finances would be set.” 
 
    Damon nodded, and then stopped to consider her words. “Vel. You’re a genius.” 
 
    “What did I say?” 
 
    He kissed her, or rather, Aldric kissed Jilou. Vel blinked in surprise and frowned as he hurried through the door and out of her room. 
 
    He found the page who’d led him earlier in the hallway and motioned for him to follow. Together, they reentered Aldric’s chambers. Damon found a small carry bag and began looting the room for various small, valuable trinkets. A silver necklace. A golden earring. The complete contents of Aldric’s rather full coin purse. 
 
    “Take this to a courier,” he said. “Pay to have it delivered to Veridan’s Curve.” 
 
    “Um, excuse me, sir?” The page frowned and shook his head in confusion. “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    “Have it shipped, by courier, to this address.” Damon scribbled down the details with a quill on a scrap of parchment. “Speak nothing of this to anyone, not even to me, if asked in the future.” 
 
    The location was, of course, not the inn itself, but a small trading post trustable to safely hold deliveries a fair distance outside of Azurecliff. It would take weeks, if not over a month for the package to arrive, but when it did, their money problems would effectively be solved. Damon grinned to himself as he watched the page depart. He blinked and felt his hold on Aldric’s body fading away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Damon shared a few words and a few kisses with Vel, also back in her own body, before leaving her room and heading to bed. He awoke the next morning still in awe of the previous night’s events. 
 
    It wasn’t until he started down the stairs that he remembered Sharika, and the tension of their shared dinner, bracing himself for an awkward breakfast. Instead, he found Malon waiting in the common room, her expression furrowed with worry. 
 
    “Kastet didn’t come back last night,” she told him.  
 
    “She didn’t?” Damon shook his head. “Maybe… she met up with Lilian?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” replied Malon. She said the word in a way which made him wonder if that was why she was as concerned as she appeared. What would happen to Kastet, were she alone with Lilian, with nobody else to trust or rely on? 
 
    “We need to find her,” he said. “Any chance you have another homing spell up your sleeve for the task?” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” she said with a sigh. “It’s dangerous for me to use that particular bit of magic without resting for a few days afterward.” 
 
    “I’ll search for her myself, then,” he said. 
 
    Malon shook her head and set a hand on his shoulder. “Wait a bit. Sharika will be departing soon. We should wish her off, first.” 
 
    There was an edge to her tone that suggested to Damon that she was eager to have the inn back to normal again. He nodded and headed to the bar, pouring water for Arylla and Saxil, who were speaking with one another and looking uncertain of what to do with themselves. 
 
    Sharika was at a table by herself. She caught up with Malon as the other woman headed for the kitchen. From the quality of the frown on Sharika’s face, Damon had a suspicion of what was to come next. 
 
    “I thought aesta said she was leaving,” said Vel, coming up beside him. 
 
    “Oh, she is,” he said. “She just always likes to get the last word in.” 
 
    Even without being able to understand Konokai, Damon could understand the tone of the argument taking place in the kitchen. Sharika wasn’t yelling, exactly, but her voice was thick with rebuke and easily loud enough to be overheard from the common room. 
 
    “Is Sharika… telling her off?” whispered Vel. 
 
    “They’re so dysfunctional,” muttered Damon. “Aesta values Sharika’s judgment. I can understand why, but it’s still hard to watch her put herself in this position.” 
 
    He sighed and crossed his arms on the counter, tamping down on an echo of the same emotions he’d felt the last time Malon had been on the receiving end of Sharika’s ire. Was it his fault? Maybe… Probably, at least in part. 
 
    Eventually, Malon’s voice faded entirely from the exchange, and Sharika’s biting tone hammered down on a few repetitive syllables, the way a person might reprimand a dog that was hard of hearing. Damon couldn’t meet his aesta’s face for long when she finally emerged from the kitchen, shoulders slumped, eyes a bit redder than they’d been a few minutes earlier. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, setting a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to put yourself through this.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” she said softly. “She speaks the truth, from her perspective. About me, about my choices, and how lax I’ve been in my judgment.” 
 
     Damon found it hard to push back against the defeat in her voice, especially without knowing the specifics of Sharika’s rebuke. He simply squeezed Malon’s shoulder and stepped away. Sharika had sat down with Arylla and Saxil, and the three seemed as though they were readying themselves for departure. 
 
    Apparently, they weren’t alone in their preparations. Ria appeared at the top of the stairs, traveling bag hanging across one shoulder, treasured throwing dagger at her belt. She avoided Damon’s gaze as she made her way down into the common room. 
 
    He didn’t say anything to her, though not for lack of words. He wasn’t interested in giving Sharika additional fodder for the judgments she levied upon his family. What he had to say was meant for Ria’s ears alone. 
 
    They ate a quick breakfast at inadvertently segregated tables, Damon, Malon and Vel at one, Sharika, her wards, and Ria at the other. He said his goodbyes to Arylla and Saxil first when they finished eating, drawing a smile from each with his insistence that they not be strangers. 
 
    He managed to get Ria alone in the kitchen. She struggled to look at him with the confidence and flirtation he’d grown to know and love, but she finally spoke her reasons. 
 
    “I must go with them,” she said quietly. “I simply cannot pass on this opportunity to know my own people and to know of Malon’s aesta. You must understand this, young Damon.” 
 
    She met his gaze with eyes that had a thing deeper than hunger in them, a hole she’d been trying to fill her entire life. Damon wondered if he’d tried to fill that same hole when he’d gone to meet his father in Hearthold. The emptiness of lost heritage. An orphan’s ultimate pain. 
 
    “I do understand,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t.” Malon had been listening from the edge of the doorway, and she entered with Vel on her heels. “Seta. This is more of a decision than you realize.” 
 
    There was a waver in Malon’s voice that left Damon aching. She was still reeling from Sharika’s criticisms, only to have her oldest seta’s departure suddenly thrust into her face. 
 
    “What would you suggest I do instead?” asked Ria. 
 
    Already defeated, Malon shook her head. “Just… wait. Let us plan this for a time when I can come with you.” 
 
    “I cannot,” whispered Ria. 
 
    “Promise you’ll come back?” said Vel. She moved to hug Ria from the side and looked on the verge of tears. 
 
    “I swear it,” said Ria. “Before the end of the year, if not sooner.” 
 
    It hit Damon then. She was really going, and all the promises in the world wouldn’t bind fate’s path to her word. He looked away from the scene as Malon and Vel gave Ria their hugs and goodbyes. Soft arms wrapping around his shoulders told him when they were finally alone. 
 
    “Husband,” she whispered. 
 
    “Wife,” he said. He cleared his throat. “Bring me back a gift?” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
    He turned around, smiling and setting his hands on her hips. “Something nice. Not just a polished rock, or a carved piece of wood.” 
 
    “That is an incredibly ignorant thing to say in relation to my people,” she said, grinning. 
 
    “Take care of yourself.” 
 
    “I will if you will.” 
 
    They kissed, and he held her for a minute before letting her go. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    The Rosewood Inn felt empty and over-large in the wake of Ria and Sharika’s departure. Damon went through the morning routine alongside Malon and Vel, wiping off a few tables he’d ignored the previous night and preparing for potential morning patrons. 
 
    “Aesta, is there anything you need from the market?” asked Damon. “I can do the rounds while I’m searching for Kastet.” 
 
    “Whatever meat looks fresh, along with carrots and potatoes,” said Malon. “Firewood, as well. It seems we’re always in need of that.” 
 
    She sounded so tired. Damon held her hand for a minute, glancing over at Vel, who was sweeping the floor in front of the door. There was still something she needed to know about, a secret too big to go unspoken. 
 
    “We need to talk about last night,” he said, still looking at Vel. 
 
    “I suppose we do,” said Malon with a sigh. “Seta, you must understand that my aesta, Sharika, comes from a very… traditional background. Which isn’t to say that her concern over what you and solas have gotten into with your flirtations isn’t well over the line, just that she can be rather harsh in her judgments.” 
 
    “Um…” Damon rubbed his suddenly warm neck and cleared his throat. “I was speaking of—” 
 
    “Aesta wasn’t finished, Damon,” said Vel, with a pleading look. “We should listen to her now, and you can say your piece later.” 
 
    He shrugged, seeing no real need to force the point. 
 
    “We’re family,” said Malon. “Above all else. Sharika’s heart is in the right place with her concern, but we needn’t let her perspective weigh upon us. We just need to be more intelligent in the future with our choices and continue loving one another.” 
 
    She held both of her arms open, gesturing for them to come in close. They hadn’t shared a group hug since before Damon had first left to chase his dreams of becoming a gladiator. He was taller than Vel and Malon, and hugging them both at once felt more possessive and protective than it had when he’d just been a boy. 
 
    “That was nice,” sighed Malon as they pulled apart. “I can handle the inn for the time being, given it seems as though we’ll have no patrons this morning. Solas, you should look for Kastet, but also keep your eyes open for any opportunities to raise some more coin for our taxes.” 
 
    “I will…” He nodded slowly, wishing he could tell her about the dream haul he’d made as Aldric. “I’ll be back before the sun sets.” 
 
    “Why don’t I walk with you into town?” suggested Vel. “That way, I can take the food and firewood back to aesta.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    They left shortly after. Damon passed Vel some of the coin he’d earned from Lacey’s contract so she could make the purchases herself. He waited until he was sure that they were out of earshot from the inn before speaking up. 
 
    “We have to tell aesta about your dreamspelling,” he said. 
 
    “No,” she replied. 
 
    “Why not? Vel, this is serious. She has a better understanding of this form of magic than you do, even if she can only dabble in it. You’re a spellblood, a dreamwalker.” 
 
    “I know that,” said Vel. “It’s my secret. It’s my own special talent. Don’t you get it? I want it to be just mine for now. For at least a little while longer. If I tell her, it’s just going to be another aspect of my life for her to enforce control over. I’m a grown woman!” 
 
    She folded her arms. Damon heard the conviction in her voice, and he understood where she was coming from. Malon had gone so far as to confiscate his myrblade once after he’d had a mishap early on in his training. She had a way of treating them like children even as far as they were into adulthood. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But I reserve the right to tell her if it seems as though we’re stepping into dangerous territory.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” She flashed him a pretty smile and found his hand with hers. “Let’s just focus on what’s on the table right now, alright, Anders?” 
 
    “Fair enough, Violet.” 
 
    They looked more like lovers than siblings as they entered town, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care. Their first stop was at one of the stalls selling vegetables, where Vel purchased a few choice carrots and potatoes for Malon’s dinner. 
 
    Damon made a few inquiries into whether anyone had seen Kain around the previous night and was quickly pointed in the direction of K and K Essentials by a young girl selling dyed cloth. 
 
    “He was seen around Kemren’s shop?” he asked. 
 
    The girl shook her head. “Can’t say. But I know Kemren’s daughter didn’t come home, either. Maybe he knows something you don’t?” 
 
    Damon shared a glance with Vel and headed straight for the general store. He found Kemren slumped over the counter, looking pale and exhausted. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, softly closing the door. “I heard about Keiza.” 
 
    Kemren managed a nod. “She… went out yesterday evening to run an errand and never came back. True Divine, I don’t know what to do! I can’t lose her! I couldn’t bear it!” 
 
    “Slow down,” said Damon. “Start from the beginning. What was this errand she went out to run?” 
 
    Kemren took a breath. “Our sales have been on a downward slide lately. Keiza thought it might help us bring in some extra capital if we kept an eye out for odd jobs. Arturius puts a few that are simple enough to accomplish up on his notice board, here and there.” 
 
    “Which contract did she take?” 
 
    “Victor Blackseed and his entourage needed a small delivery of spirits,” said Kemren. “It was twenty-five silver on top of what they’d pay for the liquor. Keiza and I both thought that she could run out and have it done within an hour or two.” 
 
    He sank forward onto the counter, burying his face in his hands. Damon winced, remembering his conversation with Arturius about the Emperor’s bastard and his entourage. A pretty woman, carrying booze, walking into their camp alone… 
 
    “I’ll bring her back,” said Damon. “Just point me in the direction of their camp.” 
 
    He listened to Kemren’s directions and met up with Vel outside. She seemed dubious as he explained his lead. 
 
    “Do you really think Kain would have just stumbled into Victor Blackseed’s encampment?” she asked. 
 
    “I suppose it’s possible, but not likely,” he said. “He was looking for Lilian, and that wouldn’t be where he’d find her. It also doesn’t seem likely that they’d abduct him unless a few of them were into pretty lads.” 
 
    “Then why bother following up on this?” asked Vel. “Keiza is a grown woman. She can take care of herself.” 
 
    “Are you jealous?” asked Damon. 
 
    He only had a second to enjoy Vel’s flustered reaction before the sound of heavy footsteps heading his way pulled his attention elsewhere. Doogle slowed to a stop nearby and gave Damon an intense frown. 
 
    “Mister Rosewood,” said Doogle. “We need to discuss the matter of your fines and taxes.” 
 
    “I’m still working on it, Mister Doogle,” said Damon as politely as he could manage. “I promise that I have several sources of funding secured already. It’s just a matter of time before they come to fruition.” 
 
    “You don’t have all that much time left,” said Doogle. 
 
    “I know.” Damon drew a bit closer to the other man, holding up his hands in a gesture of defeat. “Look, I hope you understand that last night wasn’t anything personal. I’m simply trying to keep the peace within my inn.” 
 
    Doogle grunted, his expression softening. “I do understand, Andy. Better than I think you know. I know myself better than most. Though, with that said, I’d understand even better if you gave me a free drink or two in compensation.” 
 
    “You give me an extra few days on this tax bill, and it’s a deal.” 
 
    Doogle laughed and shook his hand. Damon sighed and turned back to Vel. 
 
    “The work never ends, does it?” he said. 
 
    She patted him on the shoulder and looped her arm through his. “It doesn’t. But I appreciate you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Damon walked Vel back to the inn before departing, both out of a desire to keep her safe and because he sensed he’d soon be needing backup. He strapped on his sword belt, feeling the usual upswing in confidence always brought on by having Myr at his side. 
 
    It was a crisp autumn morning, unseasonably warm, despite clouds covering half the sky. Damon followed one of the side roads out of town, walking along it for the first few minutes of his journey before opting to travel through the trees, just out of sight. 
 
    He didn’t want the Emperor’s bastard to know he was coming. There was no advantage in being expected in this kind of situation. He spotted their encampment after another few minutes of hiking, observing it through the gaps in the branches from a safe distance. 
 
    The caution he’d employed in his approach seemed unnecessary. He saw no lookouts posted, and the men within the camp were eating and drinking around the fire, paying no heed to their surroundings. Damon didn’t see Keiza anywhere, but there were over a dozen tents, several of which were large enough to easily hide a captured woman within. 
 
    Deciding it was time to pay them his regards, he stepped out of the trees, abandoning any semblance of stealth as he walked into the campsite. Several of the men eyed him suspiciously. One hurried toward the largest of the tents, emerging a moment later alongside a half-dressed Victor Blackseed. 
 
    Damon’s impression of the man was unchanged from his initial encounter with him. Victor had a smugness to him that bordered on insufferable. He wasn’t wearing a sword, or a shirt, for that matter, but his hair was carefully combed and slicked back with perfumed oil. 
 
    “It’s the innkeeper!” shouted Victor. “Well, how about that! You’re brazen to stride into my camp, unannounced. What if I were to choose this moment to express my displeasure at being denied service at your inn last night?” 
 
    Several men stood up in response to his words, setting their hands upon the swords and daggers. Damon kept his expression cold and serious, muscles tensed, ready to draw his myrblade in an instant if needed. 
 
    “You can express yourself however you please,” said Damon. “I’m here for Keiza.” 
 
    Victor shrugged. “I’m sorry, I’m bad with names. Keiza is…?” 
 
    “The daughter of the owner of the general store,” said Damon. “She brought you booze last night.” 
 
    A few of the men smiled or chuckled to one another. Victor continued to play up his bafflement. 
 
    “Keiza, Keiza…” Victor suddenly snapped his fingers. “Ah! I do think I recall her now that you mention it. My encampments always have various women coming and going. Washwomen, seamstresses… whores. You know how it is.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s comfortable,” said Victor. “My tent is no doubt more accommodating than any of the rooms at your dingy inn. It’s got a big bed… soft cushions.” 
 
    “You don’t want to play this game with me, Blackseed,” said Damon. 
 
    “It’s a game, now?” asked Victor. “No, I don’t think so. It’s simply the way of things. I am the Emperor’s son. You’re a commoner. And, according to this sad little town’s Penny Warden, you owe me tax money.” 
 
    “Bring Keiza out here. Now.” 
 
    “Now that is a scary face,” said Victor. “I can see so much in it. More than I think you realize. You grew up with heavy burdens on your shoulders. You’re used to being strong for your family, but also used to being poor. Being in debt. This woman, Keiza, you probably had your sights set on her for a wife. An ending for a happy story—love and marriage, and stability.” 
 
     Damon couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. He let his thumb caress the hilt of his myrblade. 
 
    “Promise me you won’t kill them?” whispered Myr. 
 
    “I won’t have to,” he said. “Trust me.” 
 
    “What was that, innkeeper?” shouted Victor. “Speak up so my men and I can hear you.” 
 
    Damon drew his sword and, with a single smooth, deliberate motion, pressed the tip to Victor Blackseed’s throat. “Is this loud enough for you?” 
 
    Victor’s eyes bulged outward. He swallowed, shoulders falling and then forcibly straightening. “What are you idiots waiting for? He drew his weapon on me! Kill him!” 
 
    His men followed the command at a rate which let Damon end the fight before it even began. He got a free slash against the first man to begin drawing his sword, severing a finger and slicing tendons. Another man reached for a dagger on his belt. Damon stabbed him in the crotch. 
 
    He prodded the tip of his now bloody sword back in Victor’s face, smiling coldly. He took the time to wipe his blade off on the fine fabric of the Emperor’s bastard’s trousers as he grinned at the stunned reactions of the group. 
 
    “I haven’t even started yet,” he said. “This is nothing. Go ahead. Order your men to attack again. See what happens.” 
 
    He drew from Myr’s enchantment as he brought the blade back up to Victor Blackseed’s neck. Ice condensed across the silver longsword with a subtle hiss. Victor’s face clenched with pain as the flat of the myrblade left a visible ice burn against his skin. 
 
    “Who… are you?” hissed Victor. 
 
    Damon pulled his sword back, still eyeing the men around him warily. “It’s as you said. I’m the innkeeper.” 
 
    He let his shoulder knock into the Emperor’s bastard as he strode past him. He headed for the largest tent, pulling back the flap to discover Keiza sitting in the corner. 
 
    She looked tired, but otherwise unharmed. Her eyes went wide when she saw him, and she hurried to her feet. 
 
    “Your father sent me,” he said. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “True Divine,” whispered Keiza. “Thank you.” 
 
    She gripped his arm tight enough to hurt as Damon led her out of the encampment. He kept his sword drawn until they were a fair way down the path toward Azurecliff. 
 
    “Did they hurt you?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Did they…?” 
 
    “No.” She squeezed his arm even tighter. “Though, it’s clearly what they intended. They took the liquor I’d brought with me and insisted I drink with them. I refused and tried to leave, but they said it was too dangerous for me to go alone. They offered to keep me company until they could send someone to bring me back to town. I had to bite one of their fingers near to the bone to keep it from being more than just an offer.” 
 
    “Why in the world did you think it was a good idea to make that delivery to begin with?” he asked. 
 
    “Are you going to mock me for being naïve, Anders?” she snapped. “I… suppose I deserve it. Victor Blackseed is royalty, of a certain sort. I simply figured that he and his men would be above such behavior.” 
 
    “Royal blood doesn’t preclude debauchery,” said Damon. “I’m just glad you’re safe. Your father is going to be relieved.” 
 
    “No doubt he’s been up all night worrying,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    Damon watched the reunion between father and daughter from a distance after delivering her back to the general store. Kemren hugged her tight, blaming himself for the ordeal, more than her. Damon was turning to go when Kemren called out to him. 
 
    “Anders,” he said. “Did you have to draw blood to get her out of there?” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “A bit. Nobody died.” 
 
    “In that case…” Kemren swallowed, seeming to force his words out through a tight throat. “Keiza. I’d like you to help the Rosewoods out at the inn for a while as repayment.” 
 
    Damon was about to assure the other man that it was fine, but something in Kemren’s expression made him reconsider. He had a secondary reason for sending Keiza to the inn. She would be safer there, with him, if the Emperor’s bastard decided to act on the whims of his bruised ego. 
 
    “Keiza’s help would be welcome,” said Damon. “We could always use an extra set of hands.” 
 
    “Do I get a say in this?” asked Keiza. 
 
    “Please, Keiza,” said Kemren. “Just for today. Until things calm down.” 
 
    She sighed but nodded. The two shared another hug, and then Damon left with her walking at his side.  
 
    “He really cares about you,” he said. 
 
    “I know he does,” said Keiza. “He also trusts you.” 
 
    “More than you do, you mean?” 
 
    She gave him an affectionate smile. “A bit more than I do. I can’t say that what you just did for me hasn’t affected my opinion.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Malon and Vel were more than happy to have Keiza lending her help, despite the inn only having three patrons in residence so early in the afternoon. Damon left them to handle the common room and spent some more time searching for Kastet, sticking close enough to the inn to simultaneously keep watch for Victor Blackseed. 
 
    His search was fruitless, and he took up his usual position at the bar as the evening crowd began to file in. Doogle seemed to have set their argument completely behind him, and Damon was true to his word in giving him a few free mugs of ale.  
 
    Running the inn without Ria and Kastet felt different. The job wasn’t harder, especially with Keiza lending her polished work ethic to the task. It simply felt… more like work. Damon would joke with Vel here and there, complimenting Malon on her stew when she called him in for a taste test, but it wasn’t quite the same. 
 
    He served ale through the evening, always smiling, always listening to the woes and lives of his patrons. Vel and Keiza served dinner once it was ready, taking turns to give each other breaks to rest and eat. The crowd began to die down as the night entered its later hours. 
 
    “I’ll walk you home,” he said to Keiza. “I’d offer you a free room for your service, but I expect it would do your father’s nerves good to have you near for the night.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes open, Anders,” said Malon, setting a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “I will.” He turned to Keiza and hooked a thumb toward the door. “Ready?” 
 
    They didn’t say much at first as they strode quickly through the chilly night. The Eldritch moon was nearly full, its teal glow taking on a deeper green than usual. The town’s main road was empty, and each of Damon’s exhalations was accompanied by a white burst of condensation. 
 
    “Where did Heather and Kain go?” asked Keiza. “I didn’t see them tonight.” 
 
    “Heather is… handling an errand,” he said. “Kain ran off with a girl.” 
 
    “Are the lies really so endless with you, Anders?” she asked. 
 
    “I suppose they are,” he said. “They have to be. I have too many people counting on me to bandy the truth around like a child.” 
 
    He didn’t speak harshly. He smiled at her, wishing he could tell her more, or that she could at least accept why he couldn’t.  
 
    Keiza slowly shook her head. 
 
    “This is unfair,” she muttered. 
 
    “So are many things in life,” he said. “As it happens, I can be a liar and still save you from bad situations.” 
 
    They drew to a stop outside K and K Essentials. Keiza made no move to open the door. The windows were dark, except for the one nearest to the hearth, which flickered with the fire’s dying embers. She watched him, waiting for something. The truth? A kiss? Was it fair to give her either? 
 
    “Goodnight, Keiza,” he said, turning to go. 
 
    “You don’t have to…” She cleared her throat. “What I mean is… I’m sure my father is asleep. If you wanted to come in, you’d be welcome to.” 
 
    He hesitated, but only for a moment. “Maybe another time. My family is waiting for me back at the inn.” 
 
    “Anders…” She walked up behind him, drawing close enough for him to feel her words against his back. “I know you aren’t as noble as you pretend to be.” 
 
    “You don’t know me, Keiza.” He turned around and gave her a sad, honest smile. “I’ll see you around.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon felt the full range of his regret as he imagined how his night might have gone if he’d simply taken Keiza up on her offer. He’d saved her, he’d brought her home to her father. A childish part of him seemed caught up in the idea that he deserved to take her, if she was offering herself to him, as though lust and relations boiled down to a simple balance of actions. 
 
    Those regrets thinned and faded as he opened the door to The Rosewood Inn and found Malon and Vel waiting for him. They’d poured ale for themselves and were sitting at a table, smiling and enjoying each other’s company. Damon grinned at their surprised expressions as he joined them. 
 
    “Solas,” said Malon. “We, um, weren’t sure whether it made sense to wait up for you.” 
 
    “I’m going to pretend I don’t know what you mean by that,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll do the same and pretend like you wouldn’t have been a total jackass to bed Keiza, as sweet as she is, without telling her the full truth,” said Vel. “Which isn’t yours to tell, by the way.” 
 
    “We’re just friends,” he said. 
 
    Malon and Vel exchanged a look. He glowered at them as he poured himself a beer. 
 
    The three of them retired to bed shortly after. Damon was in a certain kind of mood after having to turn Keiza down, and he did his best to come up with an excuse to get some alone time with Malon and then Vel, to no avail. 
 
    Instead, he gave Myr some overdue attention. He lay mostly naked in his room with his myrblade resting under his arm. Focusing on his breathing, he let himself sink into the deeper connection he shared with that weapon, awareness fading from his experience of his humble bedroom. 
 
    Myr’s ethereal realm manifested as a chamber made from ice. She smiled as their eyes met, shifting within her chains in a manner that moved her body in interesting ways. She was beautiful, skin as blue as fresh ice, hair dark and wispy, exotic and curvaceous. 
 
    “Master,” she said. “Damon. Hello.” 
 
    “Hello, Myr.” 
 
    She stared at him with eyes full of intrigue. Damon grinned and stepped closer. He kissed her on the lips, feeling a shudder run through his body at the feeling of her mouth against his, simultaneously cold and hot. 
 
    “The scuffle with Blackseed and his men got me thinking,” he said, letting his fingers run over her various chains. 
 
    “It isn’t time yet,” replied Myr. 
 
    Damon carefully came around behind her, doing his best to hold her intimately while ignoring the cold touch and occasional pinch of the shifting, magical metal links. 
 
    “How will I know when it’s time?” he asked. “It’s not as though you’ve been forthcoming with information about your power.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Myr. “I just… still have concerns.” 
 
    “Talk to me.” Damon ran his hands up her taut, bare stomach. Touching Myr’s body felt like sex in the winter, chasing warmth to escape the cold. 
 
    “Damon…” whispered Myr.  
 
    “Just give me something,” he said. “We’ve come so far together. I don’t like feeling blind toward my own sword.” 
 
    He cupped one of Myr’s breasts, listening as she let out a soft, surprisingly girlish moan. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Some of the chains will increase your general power. Others will give you specific abilities.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you just yet,” said Myr. 
 
    “Will you at least point me toward which chain contains the most powerful ability?” 
 
    He let his fingers graze across several in quick succession. 
 
    “It doesn’t work like that,” whispered Myr. “Each ability is relative to your current strength as a wielder. Much as you can only create so much ice right now, even with access to water, these abilities would also be tied to how many of the general power chains you’ve broken.” 
 
    “It feels as though you’re describing a realm to me without showing me the map.” 
 
    She smirked at him and let her butt press more directly against his crotch. “How else would one encourage you to journey across the lands yourself?” 
 
    Damon had a certain journey already in mind. He found the chains crisscrossing between Myr’s thighs and gingerly began to slip them aside. He moved with her, rocking his hips forward to meet her tiny, urgent, backwards pushes. 
 
    And then, the door to Damon’s room back at the inn slammed open, and he was suddenly in his bed again, half-naked and half-curled around his sword, pressing an obvious erection against its hilt. Damon heard Vel gasp and then break out into a fit of laughter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    “True Divine, Damon!” cried Vel. “No way. You aren’t… are you seriously… with your sword?” 
 
    “Rovahn’s balls, Vel!” Damon lobbed his pillow at her, but she dodged it. “Don’t you ever knock?” 
 
    “I was trying to be quiet, but I suppose it doesn’t matter now.” She bent over to pick up the pillow, her girlshorts pulling tight into the cleft of her buttocks. “I can always go if you’d prefer to continue your fencing. Do you ever end up with cuts in awkward places?” 
 
    She grinned and made a show of fluffing his pillow before leaning forward to set it down on his bed. Damon sheathed his myrblade, set it down on the floor, and seized Vel by the arm before she could pull back completely. 
 
    She let out a squeal but didn’t stop him as he pulled her to wrestle across his mattress. They both smiled as they rolled, yanking at each other’s underwear and groping each other’s bodies. 
 
    “Hold on a second, sword lover,” said Vel. “I didn’t come here for this.” 
 
    She set her hands on his chest. Damon already had her thighs spread open, and it took a force of will to stop himself from carrying the momentum forward. He restrained himself, though he still let his thumbs press suggestively along the edge of her girlshorts. 
 
    “What, then?” he asked. 
 
    “Come with me again tonight,” she said. “To Hearthold.” 
 
    Damon glanced toward the wall. “We should really tell aesta about this, Vel.” 
 
    “Not yet,” she said. “Wouldn’t it be better if we did what you suggested and managed to unearth some of Queen Anise’s secrets, first? That way, if she does forbid me from using my ability so freely, we’ve at least accomplished something already.” 
 
    “We could do that…” Damon tugged on the hem of her underwear. “…Or.” 
 
    “We can do both,” said Vel. “Come find me afterward.” 
 
    She gave him a quick kiss on the lips and rolled out of his bed before Damon could object. He sighed as he heard her slip out of the room, shutting the door behind her. After a minute, he pulled on the amethyst dreamspell amulet and rested his head against his pillow. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon came awake much as he had during his previous bout of dreamspelling. He was in Aldric’s bed, undressed to the waist. Someone was knocking on his door.  
 
    He found a pile of discarded, but relatively clean clothing on the floor which he pulled on. He opened the door, recognizing the same page he’d seen previously. 
 
    “Sir,” said the page. “The Queen wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    “Right, right.” Damon flexed his scarred hands. “In the throne room?” 
 
    “In her chambers.” 
 
    He nodded, recalling where they were from memory. It wasn’t too far from where Kastet’s room had been. He set off immediately, mind racing with questions he might ask to give himself some idea of what Queen Anise had in store for her wayward stepdaughter. 
 
    The castle was dark at night, lit only by torch sconces set far enough apart from one another along the hallway to leave patches of shadow in between. Damon’s footsteps echoed off the wide stone walls, and he dimly wondered what would happen if he were to be attacked and killed while inhabiting Aldric’s body. 
 
    He came to a stop outside the Queen’s room. Two guards stood on either side of her door, and both seemed to be expecting him from the way they saluted and immediately departed their posts. He did his best to act naturally as he considered whether to knock or simply let himself in. 
 
    He opted for knocking, three soft taps. The door opened a minute later. Queen Anise poked her head out and gave him a small smile. 
 
    “You’re late.” She stepped back from the door, giving him room to enter. 
 
    It wasn’t until Damon stepped into her chamber that the nature of the situation caught up with him. Anise’s room was lavish, with crushed velvet couches and tapestries hanging from the walls and a massive four-poster bed. It was currently lit by a half dozen fragrantly scented candles, each carefully placed around the room in such a way as to create a mood. 
 
    Anise’s dark hair, long and glossy, cascaded across her shoulders. She wore a sheer nightrobe that left just enough to the imagination to stir some interesting thoughts. Damon had once thought her slightly chubby, but he saw now that she was just soft and curvy, with full hips and plump breasts. She looked like a queen, pampered and fattened up in all the best places. 
 
    And at that moment, she had eyes only for him… or Aldric. Damon wasn’t sure the distinction mattered when he was the one holding the horse’s reins. He looked at Anise again, trying to get a sense of her expectations from her smile. 
 
    “I saw you training in the courtyard today with some of your apprentice guardsman,” she said. “You sure knew how to put them in their place.” 
 
    “They just needed a proper workout,” he said. “A good sweating. Some discipline.” 
 
    Queen Anise blinked, apparently surprised by his response. Was Aldric the aggressive type, or perhaps usually more of a submissive groveler? Damon smiled, not overly concerned if he was acting out of character. 
 
    “Discipline is a thing developed over time,” said Anise, clearing her throat. “How long have you been serving me for, Aldric?” 
 
    She walked over to a table against the side of the room with an open bottle of wine on it and began pouring herself a glass. Damon came up behind her, standing close, a little too close. 
 
    “I like your nightgown,” he said. “Did you wear it just for me?” 
 
    Anise cleared her throat again. “I asked you a question, Aldric.” 
 
    He let his hand touch the side of her leg, and then risked squeezing her ass softly. Anise sucked in a breath and set her hands on the table. 
 
    “You did, didn’t you?” he said. “I’m flattered. Truly.” 
 
    “Aldric…” 
 
    Damon ran his hands up her body. He let his fingers touch her neck, feeling a strange mixture of thoughts and ideas. She was unguarded and vulnerable. He could kill her, if he chose to, likely without even being overheard. His hands—Aldric’s hands—were capable of it. 
 
    But it wasn’t a decision to make lightly. There was no sense in doing something he couldn’t undo without fully understanding the consequences of the action. Kastet wasn’t even aware of Vel’s dreamspelling ability and the possible advantages of it yet. 
 
    “You’re confident tonight,” said Anise. “What’s to stop me from deciding I wish to sleep alone?” 
 
    “This.” He pressed his cock into her ass. He felt her react, tensing and melding back into him. 
 
    “Is that your sword hilt I feel poking into me, Aldric?” whispered the Queen. 
 
    “I think you know what it is,” growled Damon. 
 
    He stripped his shirt and pants off without withdrawing from where he stood. Anise was eager to stick her butt out for him as he shifted her hips.  
 
     “I… I didn’t give you permission to disrobe!” said Anise. 
 
    Damon pulled the front of her robe open and took her breasts into his hands. They felt incredible, fat and soft, as pampered as she was. 
 
    “So this is what a Queen’s bosom feels like,” he whispered into her ear. 
 
    “Aldric…” She leaned her head back against his shoulder. “You… ah… I give you my permission to take me to bed.” 
 
    He pushed her down against the table. “This is fine.” 
 
    “Aldric!”  
 
    He speared his cock forward into her, sinking it deep into her womanhood. Queen Anise moaned freely, unconcerned about the noise. Damon squeezed her buttocks and slowly began to thrust. 
 
    He couldn’t resist taking her hard and fast. There was an element of novelty to it, a once in a lifetime thrill. She was the Queen of Merinia, and regardless of whether it was truly him or Aldric who was taking her body made little difference. He would remember the tightness of her womanhood and the sound of her breathy moans.  
 
    He did pull her to the bed eventually, as much out of a desire to prolong the encounter as at her urging. He all but fell on top of her, tearing her robe in his haste to cast it aside. She didn’t seem to care and was back to moaning in ecstasy as he plunged his tool back into her. 
 
    “How’s that, Your Highness?” whispered Damon. He leaned forward to kiss her neck, taking a firmer squeeze of one of her buttocks. 
 
    “Oh!” she cried. “Aldric. Be… careful.” 
 
    He barely heard her as he lost himself to the rhythm of thrusts. Her body was pale and sweaty. The air stank of sex. Queen Anise was getting the romp she wanted, and he was going to make sure she got a little more. 
 
    “That’s nice,” he growled into her ear. “Take it, Anise. Take it all.” 
 
    “True Divine!” Queen Anise’s voice was pitched high as her body quivered underneath him. 
 
    Damon gave it to her as hard as he could for those brilliant, last few thrusts. Then, he unloaded inside her, horny and careless. She was sex drunk, and it took her a moment to come back to herself. 
 
    “Captain Aldric!” she shouted. 
 
    Damon felt a hard slap take him across the face. He rolled off her, laughing to himself. 
 
    “This isn’t funny!” she said, bunching the sheets over her nude body. “You came inside me. I’ll have to have my physicker brew the maiden’s tea for me again.” 
 
    “I was just lost in the expanse of your majesty,” he said, voice mocking. She glared at him, but recovered herself shortly after. 
 
    “There was a matter I wished to discuss with you,” said Anise. “I didn’t simply bring you here to rut like animals.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” said Damon. 
 
    “Our prisoner needs to be checked on. One of his guards said he’d been refusing his meals again.” 
 
    Damon was about to tell her that he’d prefer to go a second round, rather than running errands, when he considered what having access to one of Queen Anise’s prisoners might reveal to him. 
 
    “I’ll go check on him, then,” he said.  
 
    He dressed quickly, skipping over his usual post-sex pleasantries. Anise didn’t seem to mind. Damon headed down several staircases, finding his way to the dungeon more out of a general sense of where it should be, rather than true direction. 
 
    A single guard was on duty outside the first hallway of cells. He stood and saluted as soon as he saw Aldric. Damon waved the gesture away and stepped in close to the man. 
 
    “I’m here to see the Queen’s prisoner,” he said. 
 
    The guard furrowed his brow. “I suppose you mean the special one?” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. The guard led him past several cells full of sleeping prisoners of lesser import, through two additional doors, down another staircase, and through another door after that.  
 
    “He’s been attempting to starve himself, but he doesn’t have the will for it,” said the guard. “Some food is always gone from the plates we bring him.” 
 
    “Leave us,” said Damon. “I wish to speak with him alone.” 
 
    He took the guard’s lantern from him as he left and slowly walked toward the metal bars. His curiosity got the better of him as he raised the light to illuminate the man inside the cage. He was asleep, slumped in the corner. Damon thumped the lantern’s metal edge against one of the bars. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Wake up.” 
 
    The man groaned and lifted his head. The face was easily recognizable, despite the dirt streaks and disheveled hair. 
 
    Prince Gabriel, Princess Kastet’s brother and the true heir of the Merinian throne, narrowed his eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    The shock of seeing Prince Gabriel, alive and well, albeit as a prisoner, was enough to knock Damon off balance and out of Aldric’s body. He came to in his own bed, dripping with sweat, thoughts racing. 
 
    He’d assumed that Vel, controlled by Jilou, had murdered Prince Gabriel. Damon had been the one who’d found the body, but as he considered his own memory of that time, he realized that he’d never confirmed Gabriel’s death. He hadn’t checked for a heartbeat or felt for his breath. He’d been too concerned with getting Vel to safety. 
 
    He hurried to Vel’s room, banging on her door for a moment before simply forcing his way in. She was still asleep, no doubt indulging in the perks of Jilou’s body. Damon shook her by the shoulders until she stirred and blinked her eyes open. 
 
    “Damon…?” she muttered. “What are you—” 
 
    “Gabriel is alive.” 
 
    She stared at him, eyes wide, mouth slack, as his words sank in. 
 
    “How… is that possible?” she asked. “You said you saw his body!” 
 
    “I saw him on the ground,” said Damon. “We assumed he was dead, and that Queen Anise was simply hiding that fact for her own benefit.” 
 
    “She used Jilou… and me… to try to kill him,” said Vel. “Why wouldn’t she have simply finished Gabriel, then? If Anise’s assassination failed, why not finish the job once she’d captured him?” 
 
    “We escaped the next night,” pointed out Damon. “Maybe she was ready to execute him and then decided it made more sense to keep him as a prisoner?” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    Damon folded his arms, seeing the pieces start to fall into place. “Because that way, if Kastet ever did gather allies and press her claim, Anise could produce Gabriel, the true heir, to undercut her completely.” 
 
    Vel made a face and rubbed her temples. “This is too confusing for me.” 
 
    “We have to find Kastet as soon as possible,” he said. “She needs to know about this, and so does aesta.” 
 
    Vel winced, but she slowly nodded and stood up from her bed. “You’re right. At this point, I can’t keep my dreamspelling secret from her any longer.” 
 
    They hurried into the hallway, stopping at the door to Malon’s room. Damon opened the door and started to enter. Vel grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him back. 
 
    “She might be sleeping naked, Damon,” she said. “I should wake her.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’ll mind me seeing her naked,” he said. He only realized how it sounded several lengthy seconds after the words had already left his mouth. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Vel. “Why wouldn’t she mind?” 
 
    “I, uh, just meant…” 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    Vel tried to push by him. Damon resisted more out of stubbornness than intention. They had a petty little wrestling match as they both tried to push through the door at once. Malon let out a sigh from her bed and sat up, wrapping the sheet around her possibly bare chest. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Prince Gabriel is—” 
 
    “Aesta, I discovered that I’m a spellblood and—” 
 
    “Queen Anise may have been holding him—” 
 
    “Quiet!” snapped Malon. “Is it not enough for you both to wake me up in the middle of the night? Breathe and explain, one at a time.” 
 
    Over the course of the next few minutes, they both reported the critical details of the situation to their aesta. Malon listened thoughtfully, asking for clarification when she felt the need. She nodded slowly as they both finished. 
 
    “Seta,” said Malon. “You should have told me immediately when you first noticed your talent for dreamspelling.” 
 
    “Sorry, aesta,” said Vel. “I just… didn’t want to complicate things.” 
 
    “It’s alright. I suspected it long ago, when you first told me of Jilou’s ability to take control of your body. Such a thing is not a simple feat.” 
 
    “Why is it that Vel can do it with Aldric, then?” asked Damon. 
 
    “It isn’t Vel possessing Aldric’s sleeping body,” said Malon. “She possesses Jilou, who no doubt has dreamspelled through Aldric herself in the past. We should consider ourselves lucky that Vel has not used her dreamspelling on us in a similar manner, lest Jilou have a similar avenue of controlling us here in the inn.” 
 
    “What should we do?” asked Vel. “If Gabriel is still alive, what does that mean for Kastet?” 
 
    “There is nothing we can do tonight,” said Malon. “Tomorrow, we’ll redouble our search for Kastet. She needs to be included in this discussion. Gabriel is her brother. Now, head to sleep. Both of you.” 
 
    She shot a pointed look at Damon, who’d been drawing nearer to her bed over the course of the conversation. The three of them said a final goodnight, and Damon and Vel headed back to their rooms. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Solas,” whispered Malon. “Are you still asleep?” 
 
    It was morning, or close to it. Damon was awake, but only just barely. He kept his eyes closed, interested in seeing what his aesta would do, but also genuinely tired. 
 
    “I have a pair of Kastet’s underwear,” said Malon. “Ah. That sounded wrong. To find her with my homing spell. It’s been two days since I last cast it, so…” 
 
    Damon felt her wonderfully familiar weight settle down on the bed beside him. He saw no real benefit to pretending he hadn’t heard her. He opened his eyes, drinking in the sight of her. She wore one his tunics, an oversized grey one that had been passed around mostly by Vel and Ria as a passable nightgown.  
 
    “Vel’s still asleep?” he asked. 
 
    Malon gave him a small nod, the side of her lips twitching as though she was trying to contain a smile. Damon pulled his quilt back, only then realizing the intensity of his morning oak, and how debauched it was to flash it to his aesta. He had his undershorts on, but even still… 
 
    “Were you expecting this?” asked Malon, with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Of course not. You know how men are during sleep.” 
 
    “I know how men are period, solas,” she whispered. “I routinely try to let myself forget the fact that you’ve grown into one so completely.” 
 
    “It’s been years since I became a man, aesta,” he said. “Come here. Lie down with me. Let’s talk about this spell.” 
 
    Malon gave him a look that somehow managed to seem both proud and disappointed. “My own aesta once told me that it’s the men who only wish to talk who I should be most wary of.” 
 
    “Did I ever say I only wish to talk?” 
 
    He found her hand and began reeling her in like a fish, leading her to him by the arm. She let him do it, too, which surprised him a little. As Malon slid into the bed next to him, Damon rolled onto his side, letting his erection settle between them like a prophecy. 
 
    She’d been telling the truth about having Kastet’s underwear, and she set them down next to Damon’s pillow, near enough for the heady, feminine scent to whisper to him. He pulled his aesta in closer, letting his hand run over the curve of her hips and meander toward her ass. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered, in a dreamy voice. She caressed his hair, smoothing a few loose strands back from his forehead. Damon pulled her into an embrace as he kissed her, letting his cock prod against, and then in between, her thighs. 
 
    She opened her mouth for him as their lips mashed together. Damon let his tongue tease against hers as he gently rocked his hips forward and back. His undershorts were in the way. He pulled them down, delighting in the tiny gasp that escaped Malon’s throat as his naked member made first contact. 
 
    How far would she let him go? He spent so much time wondering about that question, as though it hovered over every encounter. He still felt as though the point he’d made days earlier, when she’d pulled him away from the basement and Lilian, still stood. 
 
    She could stop him whenever she wanted with her magic. True Divine, she could stop him with a few words. She was his aesta, and he loved her… but she’d come to his bed. Be it for the spell, or for something else, it made no difference. 
 
    “Aesta…” Damon gently rolled her onto her back. Malon blinked a few times in quick succession, her face taking on the same look of anticipation and vulnerability he’d seen in so many women before. Her hair wasn’t braided, early as it was, and it fell across the pillow like clean red silk. 
 
    Damon let his cock probe forward, almost gasping with excitement as he felt it touch her nude womanhood under her tunic, rather than girlshorts. He risked as much as he could, letting the tip of his cock press forward until it had parted her lips just so. He stared into his aesta’s pleasured face, as aroused by her reaction as he was by the sensation. 
 
    More. He needed more. 
 
    He held her face in his hand, not looking away from her eyes for a second as he sank his cock another inch forward. He was truly inside her now. The pleasure was unreal, enough to make him forget how wrong and unholy it was. 
 
    “The spell…” Malon’s hand groped out, twirling through the pair of Kastet’s girlshorts she’d brought with her. Damon set his hand down atop hers, fingers threading through hers. 
 
    “The spell,” he agreed, with a nod. 
 
    He thrust forward into his aesta. She gasped, the sound betraying her excitement and the intensity of her pleasure. Damon felt as though he was melting into her, as if he was already on the verge of blowing his load before even getting started. Her womanhood was so perfect, like a warm glove that just happened to be the perfect fit… with a bit of stretching. 
 
    He kissed her passionately, squeezing her hand in a tight expression of his lust. He wrapped his arms underneath her, gripping her shoulders, preparing to take her with everything he had. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door to his room, followed an instant later by Vel’s voice. “Damon? Is aesta in there with you?” 
 
    Damon was upside down by the time Vel had finished speaking, launched sideways by a sudden, terrified burst of magic on Malon’s behalf. He felt so cheated. So wronged. So aggrieved. 
 
    He landed hard on his shoulders on the floor, feeling as though he was falling back to the ground after taking flight. There was nothing to savor, nothing that satisfied him about what had just happened. He glared at the door, annoyed beyond words at Vel for something that wasn’t her fault in any true sense. 
 
    Then, he looked at Malon. She was still in his bed, covering herself with his quilt, despite still having her tunic on. His tunic. She had her face hidden in her hands and slowly dragged them down, revealing an expression of deep conflict, and deeper shame. 
 
    No. It wasn’t that simple. It would never be that simple, not with his aesta, and thinking otherwise would only disappoint him and wound her. On a certain level, Damon blamed himself for simply trying it, time after time, all while knowing what the end result would be. 
 
    It was more than that. He could give up, guard himself against his lust, and never touch his aesta as a woman again. He could do that… 
 
    And the feeling would still be there. 
 
    “I was consulting with solas on something,” said Malon. “We just finished.” 
 
    She shot him a worrying look and headed to the door, taking Kastet’s girlshorts with her. Damon grabbed his pillow and flung it against the wall, feeling like a child again. Like a rebellious teen, eager to run off to get what he deserved. 
 
    Just what the fuck did he deserve? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    He lay down in his bed, still naked, covering himself with the quilt. The door to his room was still partially open, and it let out a creak as Vel pushed her way through. She was in her underwear but seemed comfortable, despite the intensity of his gaze. 
 
    “Go away, Vel,” he muttered. 
 
    The door slammed shut. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I’m not an idiot, Damon.” 
 
    “No, but you are really dumb sometimes.” 
 
    “And you’re a jerk.” 
 
    She sat down on his bed, unknowingly choosing the same spot as Malon earlier. Damon sighed and propped his head up on an arm to look at her. She wasn’t mad or suspicious. Vel looked genuinely concerned, making all the conflict and shame within him coalesce into something real. 
 
    “I’m worried,” she said. “Seriously… Have you even thought about what could happen?” 
 
    “She came into my room, Vel!” he snapped. “She climbed into my bed, even. You sound like Sharika right now.” 
 
    “I sound like Sharika?” Vel let out a scoff and folded her arms. “That’s your idea of counterargument? That I sound like the woman who’s concerned about our family falling apart because some of us can’t keep our hands off each other?” 
 
     “Where do you think it all started?” he shouted. “Take a guess. I’ll even give you a hint. You, me, Avaricia… A mask.” 
 
    “Don’t try to put this on me!” Vel grabbed his pillow and hit him on the shoulder with it. “I wasn’t in control of myself that night!” 
 
    “What about the other times then, Vel?” 
 
    “What about them?” She got in his face and jabbed a finger against his chest. “How can you try to suggest that this isn’t the result of your choices? True Divine, sometimes I wonder what would have happened if you’d simply taken Bylia as a wife and left us alone!” 
 
    “I didn’t want Bylia as a wife!” He knocked her hand away and glared at her. “I didn’t leave because I didn’t want to leave, Vel.” 
 
    “So you stayed, because, what?” Vel jutted her chin out. “You thought it would be easier to just keep fooling around with me and Ria… and even aesta?” 
 
    “I stayed because I loved you!” he shouted. “Because I loved all of you! Rovahn’s balls, you are really dumb sometimes.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Make me.” 
 
    She pushed him in the chest. Damon caught her arms by the wrists and pulled her down onto his bed. There was still a small wet spot he hadn’t noticed before from what he and Malon had begun. He ignored it as he pulled Vel into a clumsy, aggressive embrace. 
 
    She shot him a mock glare even as she ran her hands across his bare chest. Damon stripped her girlshorts off, past the point of being able to go slow and take his time. 
 
    “Aesta is obviously awake, Damon,” said Vel. 
 
    “I don’t care anymore.” 
 
    He kissed her, feeling her lips move eagerly against his. She bit his lip gently as they parted. Damon pressed his cock forward against her womanhood, matching the position he’d been in with Malon almost place for place. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate with Vel. She wasn’t ready for him on the first thrust, but he felt her womanhood slickening as he slowly pulled back. He felt a powerful temptation to unload his frustration onto her, to use her the way he wanted to use his aesta, hard and without restraint. 
 
    Vel did her part to feed into it, bucking her hips up to meet each of his movements, digging her fingernails into his shoulders. She looked annoyed, as much at herself as at him. Damon sank his cock deeper into her, letting his pace build. They kissed, tongues flitting together as the bed rocked underneath them. 
 
    He rammed into her with strong, deliberate movements. An evil whisper in the back of his mind urged him to take her hard, to make it loud enough for Malon to hear. To force her to think and confront what was going on under the roof of The Rosewood Inn. 
 
    “Damon…” Vel cupped his face in her hand, turning it so he was looking into her eyes. Her face was flushed, but she had a tiny, mischievous smile on her face. He loved her for that, for looking at him and letting him look at her. For being able to cross the line, knowing how wrong it was, and linger. 
 
    She let out a quivering moan, and he couldn’t hold off for a second longer. He pulled out, playing by the rules, and unloaded onto her stomach. Vel let out a sigh and rubbed his shoulders, closing her eyes and catching her breath. 
 
    “Our family is weird,” she whispered. “But at least we’ve managed to stick together.” 
 
    Damon kissed her and cradled her head against his shoulder. “I’d rather be weird than boring.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yes, because there’s no comfortable place in between the two.” 
 
    “I love you, Vel.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” She smiled and kissed his bicep. “Aesta is going to be furious with us.” 
 
    “That’s a bit hypocritical, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I somehow doubt pointing that out to her will calm her down.” Vel used his quilt to wipe the mess off her stomach and got up, heading for the door. “We’ll have patrons coming in soon. Don’t take too long to get ready.” 
 
    Damon made his way downstairs a few minutes later. The common room was empty, and he could smell porridge cooking in the kitchen. He headed through the partition, ready to be chewed out by Malon, but she only smiled at him as he approached. 
 
    “I cast the spell.” She nodded toward his traveling bag, which had a lump pulling up from within it and was giving off a few slivers of pink light. “The weather is dreary outside, but I still think you should go after Kastet as soon as you can, solas.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. “Aesta… Should we talk for a bit, first?” 
 
    Malon tapped her stirring spoon on the side of the porridge pot and shot him a stern look. “If you’re speaking of what happened in your room, I see little for us to talk about. I simply needed some, ahem, help from you. To cast the spell.” 
 
    He could the feel the effort she was putting into her words. He knew that if he wanted to, he could push her on the point, take aim at the truth, and let his arrow sink into it. But it was an arrow aimed at her heart, one that he worried might cost her too much. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I could help,” he said. 
 
    “I plan on speaking to seta about her visit to your room while you’re out searching, solas,” she said. “Don’t think I missed what the two of you were getting up to. You need to learn to keep your hands to yourself.” 
 
    He nodded, incredibly sad for a reason he couldn’t put into words. “I suppose I do. I should get going.” 
 
    “Be safe in your search, solas,” she said. 
 
    “I will, aesta. I love you.” 
 
    “As I love you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Damon packed a tent and some food into his traveling bag, taking care not to release the spell Malon had worked so hard on just yet, and set out. It was a foggy, misty morning, with a constant drizzle of rain feeding into the dreary veil. 
 
    He followed the beacon’s gentle tugs along the road to the south, veering into the trees at its bidding. The canopy of branches they provided kept him from being quite as exposed to the gentle downpour, but the lack of an obvious path to follow slowed him down. 
 
    He released the beacon as soon as he was sure he was deep enough into the forest to avoid potential discovery. It moved at a pace that left him scrambling to keep up with it, but in some ways, he preferred that to taking his time. Between the muddy ground and the damp weather, he simply wanted to get the ordeal of finding Kastet over with. 
 
    He pushed through a dense thicket of bramble bushes, finding a narrow game trail on the other side. The beacon was headed near enough along the same angle for him to make use of the trail, which he followed up until it broke out of the forest onto the bank of a fast-flowing river. 
 
    The beacon made a turn eastward, which was the same direction of the water’s current. Damon slowly drew his sword, fingers softly caressing the hilt. 
 
    “Looks like it’s time to break out one of our old tricks, Myr,” he said. “Are you up for some ice gliding?” 
 
    “Of course!” she said earnestly. “The question is whether you’re up for it. It has been a while…” 
 
    Damon let the sword’s tip part through the surface of the water. “It’s not one of those things that’s easily forgettable.” 
 
    He froze a wide, balanced starting platform for himself and hopped onto it without preamble. His boots slid across it, almost slipping out from underneath him, but he shifted his weight forward and let his myrblade extend the ice in front of him. 
 
    The sudden sense of exhilaration that the act stirred within him was enough to make his heart pound at double speed. He flew along the river, moving at the speed of the current, which seemed faster from an active perspective than watching from on land. 
 
    The spray kicked up on either side of him, dampening his trousers and leaving a smooth wake in his trail. He kept his eyes on the beacon, fingers tightly gripping his myrblade’s hilt, leaning from side to side to follow the river as it continued its meandering route in an eastern direction. 
 
    He let himself off along a riverbank, following into the trees again, and then down a hill. Damon was beginning to contemplate taking a rest when he spotted something other than nature in the distance. 
 
    The beacon came to a stop in front of an ancient, sprawling, Remenai ruin. An old stone wall surrounded a small, centuries-decayed castle, with vines and moss clinging to the exterior wherever they could. It was a crumbling relic, but one that was clearly occupied. 
 
    A makeshift wooden barricade closed off the fortress’s most prominent entrance. There were a few stray branches of old, fallen wood visible on the ground, suggesting the area had been raked for kindling.  
 
    Only a single of the castle’s towers remained standing, despite signs of there having been at least three in the past. The architectural style made Damon ache for the farmstead and Malon’s tower, his home in simple, straightforward times. 
 
    A sharp snap in the distance brought his attention back to the situation at hand. Malon’s beacon faded from existence, meaning that Kastet was somewhere nearby. The situation become clear as he carefully thought through what he knew. 
 
    “She must have been out traveling with Lilian, for some reason,” he said. “They drew too close to this place and were captured.” 
 
    “Captured?” whispered Myr. “By whom?” 
 
    “This is Hexadonia, I’m assuming,” he said. “The ancient Remenai ruin that Arturius’s notice board had a contract for. We’re dealing with exiled Rem and escaped prisoners.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    Damon sheathed his myrblade. First things first. The only way he was getting to Kastet was to get over the ruin’s wall. Going in through the barricaded front entrance seemed like a good way to volunteer for a couple of arrows to the chest. 
 
    Staying hidden within the trees, he did a complete lap around the wall, trying to spot any lookouts or archers patrolling the parapet. He didn’t see any, which stirred more uncertainty within him than it cured. 
 
    He had no idea how much time Kastet might have within her captors’ hands before they did something reprehensible to her. He had to act immediately, despite his misgivings. Damon found a section of wall with particularly thick vines coating it and started climbing. 
 
    It was easy going, with large cracks in the wall providing secondary hand and footholds. He waited as he reached the top, peering out over the edge of the wall and searching for enemies from his new vantage point. Still nothing. 
 
    He pulled himself onto the parapet, pausing long enough to scan over the courtyard below. He saw the remnants of a large fire, no more than a day or two old. Various items were scattered around, a sword sunken into an old tree stump, a pile of arrow shafts in the process of fletching. As far as he could tell, still no bandits. 
 
    Damon started down the other side of the wall, only to immediately discover that the vines were nowhere near as sturdy. One of them tore loose in his hand, and he had a terrifying instant of flailing into open air before he lost his grip and fell backward. 
 
    He didn’t scream, but that was the only positive thing that could be said about his descent. He landed on what he’d originally taken to be a hatch door leading down to a sublevel. It broke his fall sufficiently to make his landing a second later soft enough to be painful, but not devastating. 
 
    Damon worked his way to his knees and then to his feet, sure that the noise would draw his enemies in number. He’d fallen farther than he’d realized, and as he looked up at the hatch he’d smashed through, he accepted that there was no easy way for him to climb back out. 
 
    He appeared to be in a tunnel, though with the only light coming from the now open shaft above, he could only see a few feet into the darkness ahead of him. He moved forward, continuing until he was hidden by the shadows, and then began fumbling around in his traveling pack. 
 
    His lantern was, by some miracle, unbroken by the fall. He spent a minute debating whether to risk lighting it before deciding that there was no getting around the need to see what he was doing. All signs pointed toward the ruin being recently abandoned, a fact which again raised the question of what Kastet was doing within, but he’d figure that out when he found her. 
 
    He lit the lantern and took stock of his situation. The tunnel surrounding him was made of polished black obsidian, smooth and uniform to the touch. It seemed as though the path had been worn into the rock over time, perhaps by an underground river, but the rock was so smooth that he questioned if it were possible. 
 
    Damon started forward slowly, listening into the darkness as he continued to search the shadows with his eyes. His own footsteps echoed strangely, and after a minute, he reached an intersection.  
 
    More than a dozen tunnels branched off from the central area in which he found himself. Pillars of polished obsidian rose from floor to ceiling like support beams, which left Damon again questioning how the sublevel had been formed and what it’d been intended for. 
 
    “Any suggestions?” he whispered to Myr. 
 
    “Follow the wall,” she said. “Turn left at every intersection and trace the outside edge.” 
 
    Damon was about to compliment the idea when he caught sight of movement out of the corner of his eye. He spun around, only to find himself staring into his own reflection, rendered by the light of his torch against one of the polished stone obsidian pillars.  
 
    Something seemed off about one of his ears, but he discarded the issue as an artifact of the stone’s distortion as he peered closer. He looked around for a few seconds longer before taking Myr’s advice and starting off to the left. 
 
    He kept expecting to encounter someone, or something, but the only things greeting him other than the empty hallway were more obsidian stone pillars. He continued left at each intersection, feeling increasingly uneasy. He knew he wasn’t being watched, but he somehow couldn’t shake the sense of eyes on him. 
 
    He spent half an hour following the left side route, which was an enormous amount of time to spend within such an unsettling space. Strangely, when he came back to the central area from which he’d first set out, it seemed as though he emerged from his original tunnel, the one from which he’d fallen in from. Except, he knew he hadn’t passed underneath the hatch. 
 
    “What is this place?” he muttered. 
 
    Again, he saw movement and spun around, staring at his reflection in one of the pillars. For an instant, he thought he saw himself with his eyes closed, but that simply wasn’t possible. The reflection matched again as he began to examine it closer, moving exactly as he did. 
 
    “I don’t like this place,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Neither do I,” whispered Myr. “Maybe… try to get back to where you fell in from? You could always see if you could call for help.” 
 
    “Not just yet,” he said. 
 
    He tried the same strategy, except for following along the right wall instead of the left. The only distinct change he noticed was in his own perception, the subtle feeling that he was being watched building to outright paranoia.  
 
    When he again emerged into the central area without ever turning around or sensing the tunnel loop back on itself, he was forced to admit that he was dealing with a monster, or an intangible, likely evil, hidden power. He shouldered his pack off, set his dying lantern down on the ground, and sat with his sword across his legs. 
 
    He watched the stone pillars without looking directly at them, falling into a trance-like state as he observed the world through his peripheral vision. His reflections were most definitely moving on their own, which was both unsettling to realize and a massive relief. He wasn’t twitchy or crazy. He was simply trapped underground with a phantom. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    “If your goal is to kill me, then have at it,” said Damon. “I know you’re there. I won’t be surprised.” 
 
    He rose to his feet, turning in a slow circle and holding his myrblade in a tight grip. He let his eyes shift across each of the polished stone pillars, observing the way his reflections moved. They all matched, except for one. 
 
    He saw himself smirking in that reflection, though his mouth was relaxed in reality. Damon didn’t hesitate. He lunged forward, slamming a forward kick into the stone pillar. His foot hit hard enough to sting through his boot, despite the care he took to avoid breaking any toes. 
 
    There was a shudder and screech, and an ominous black blur rushed out of the pillar and into the shadows beyond the lantern’s reach. Damon shook his head, letting out an irritated sigh. He had absolutely no interest in fighting whatever this thing was.  
 
    “Don’t waste my time!” he shouted. “If you want me, come and get me!” 
 
    He didn’t expect the taunt to have much effect, which made his surprise that much more potent when a shape emerged from the darkness. It was made of shadow in the form of a man he recognized: himself. 
 
    There was no color to the phantom’s body or face, just swirling blackness, but it was otherwise a perfect copy of him, down to the stance with which he held his myrblade. Damon took a step back, and the shadow did likewise. He circled right, and the shadow went left, the same direction, from its point of view. 
 
    He suspected he already knew what would happen if he attempted to strike out at it. He thought back to a few of the practice duels he’d fought with Austine, how the two of them would react when they both attempted the same strike. Against a phantom, he wasn’t sure if his attacks would be effective, and he couldn’t assume that its attacks wouldn’t cause him harm. He couldn’t just swing at it if it were going to copy him. 
 
    The shadow stood on the edge of the lantern’s light. That was a clue if Damon had ever recognized one. He took several steps in various directions, watching it mirror him, and then drew nearer to the lantern. 
 
    The shadow let out a hiss as it stepped toward the light, dissolving in the direction of one of the pillars. Damon didn’t hesitate for an instant. He picked up the lantern, spun around, and flung it at the reflection to which the shadow had fled. 
 
    A screech of inhuman pain echoed through the chamber as the lantern shattered, dosing the obsidian pillar with a splash of oil and flame. Silence held as the fuel burned out. Damon was plunged back into pitch darkness, but he could sense that he’d destroyed whatever evil had once lurked within it. 
 
    “That was creepy,” whispered Myr. 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s hope this place only had just the one.” 
 
    He attempted Myr’s earlier idea of tracing his way around the labyrinth’s outer wall again, this time with success. The path eventually led to a single, polished stone hallway, which brought him to a door he was certain he hadn’t discovered before. 
 
    It didn’t open for him when he tried to push it forward, and it took him a few seconds to realize that the drop bar holding it shut was on his side. He lifted it out of the way, pushed the door open, and stepped into the room on the other side. 
 
    Damon found himself in a familiar setting. Rusted metal bars penned him into a simple jail cell, one which presumably had been built to trap intruders who’d fallen into the corrupted maze he’d just navigated. Several lit torches hung from sconces along the other side of the wall, far outside the reach of the bars. 
 
    He wasn’t alone in the cell. A Remenai man in his forties or fifties lay collapsed in the corner, clutching at a wound on his stomach. The exile marks were clear across his face, but he didn’t glare at Damon as their eyes met. 
 
    “What’s happened?” asked Damon. “Were you with the others occupying Hexadonia?” 
 
    The Rem man gave no answer beyond a pained groan. Damon walked toward the cell’s door and tried pushing it open, to no avail. He looked toward the wooden door sealing him off from the rest of the ruin and came to a decision. 
 
    “We might be in here for a while,” he said, more to himself than his cellmate. 
 
    He took some food and water out of his pack, taking lunch for himself and offering some to the Remenai man, who didn’t seem keen on eating or drinking. He took out one of the bandages Malon had sneakily packed away in one of the pockets and offered it to the other prisoner, but he steadfastly refused it as well. 
 
    An hour passed without much happening of note. Damon heard footsteps coming from far off within the castle. He considered whether to draw his myrblade and prepare himself for a fight, or slip back through the door to the labyrinth and hide out of sight. 
 
    In the end, he simply waited, more curious than worried. The door leading to the rest of Hexadonia opened, and two familiar figures entered the jail. 
 
    Kastet looked much as she had when Damon had last seen her, clad in a boyish tunic and leggings, with the addition of a Remenai style curved short sword at her waist. Lilian wore a heavy cloak over her clothing and kept the hood pulled up, though a single glance at her discolored, claw-like hands was enough for him to identify her by. 
 
    “Kastet.” Damon chuckled, despite himself. “I’ve come to rescue you.” 
 
    “So it seems,” said Kastet. 
 
    He looked back and forth between her and Lilian, feeling an odd, unwelcome tension. 
 
    “Are you going to let me out of this cell?” he asked. 
 
    Kastet hesitated for just long enough before answering to make Damon feel a newfound wariness. 
 
    “Of course,” she finally said. “Right this way. I was sipping wine in the Grand Hall.” 
 
    She unlocked the cell with a key just as rusty as the bars and gestured for him to follow her. Damon spared a glance for the dying prisoner. 
 
    “Most of the men holed up within this place fled once I began my assault,” said Lilian, answering his unasked question. “This one was less cooperative than the others. I’m sure he now wishes he’d left while he had the chance.” 
 
    “Your assault?” he asked. “You took on the bandits here by yourself?” 
 
    “I did.” Her lips twitched into a smile underneath her hood. “I have more weapons than just my claws and teeth. Fear can be as powerful as any sword.” 
 
    Damon didn’t say anything. He followed after Kastet, a bit uneasy with Lilian walking behind him. 
 
    The ruin’s interior was a mess, and not just as a result of the steady march of time. Shards of broken wine bottles, discarded bits of food, and suspicious stains littered the floors and surfaces. The previous occupants had clearly not given the ancient fortress the respect it had once deserved. 
 
    They climbed a spiral staircase with crumbling steps, emerging out into a large chamber with several obsidian pillars similar to the ones Damon had encountered in the labyrinth. He eyed his reflection suspiciously but couldn’t spot any anomalies this time. 
 
     There was a raised dais in the center of the room, complete with an obsidian stone throne in the center. A bottle of wine stood on one of the throne’s arms, and Kastet offered it to Damon before taking her seat. He accepted it and took a small sip, tasting strong, fruit-flavored liquor. 
 
    “So,” he said. “On top of finding Lilian, you also found yourself a castle.” 
 
    “A castle, and a bit of coin,” said Kastet. “I’m aware of the open contract on clearing the bandits from this region. I plan on collecting my prize the next time I’m in Azurecliff.” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. “And here I was, thinking you might be in danger.” 
 
    “Not in the least. This place is a ruin, but now that Lilian and I have handled its previous denizens, it’s entirely safe.” 
 
    “What about the lower level?” asked Damon. “Have you seen it? The phantom?” 
 
    Kastet and Lilian exchanged a glance. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Kastet. 
 
    “There was something in the shadows down there,” he said. “A phantom that lurks in the dark. It didn’t seem to like fire, but I can’t be sure whether I killed it.” 
 
    Kastet stared at him for a few seconds before smiling and exhaling through her nose. “Funny. I forgot about your infamous sense of humor. Sure, Damon. I’ll keep my eyes out for any wicked ghosts creeping through the night.” 
 
    “I’m not kidding,” he said. 
 
    “It matters not,” she replied. “My current plan, regardless of what might already be down there, is to fill that lower level with servants from Famine’s army. I doubt this phantom will begrudge a few new monsterish housemates.” 
 
    “You plan on using this place, then?” he asked. 
 
    “I plan on ruling from here in exile.” Kastet clasped her hands together and set them down in her lap. “For the first time in months, I can finally feel hopeful again. With Lilian at my side, we can begin solidifying our power in the area.” 
 
    Lilian moved behind Kastet, letting her arms dangle forward over the back of the throne. She rubbed a certain spot on Kastet’s neck with her fingers. Kastet took hold of her hand and planted a soft kiss on the other woman’s palm. 
 
    Damon struggled with what he saw pass between them. They were acting as a pair, separate in their decision-making from him and Malon and the others. He felt an urge to mount an objection, to treat Kastet like the little princess he’d rescued from her stepmother in Hearthold and brought home with him. Except, that wasn’t who she was anymore. 
 
    “Well,” he said, swallowing his conflict. “I’m just glad that you’re safe.” 
 
    “I am more than just safe,” she replied. “I’m ready to strike back, Damon. I know this…” She gestured to the ruined chamber. “…might not seem like much yet. There’s still work to be done, so much work. Every step of the way, from here on out, I’m going to need you, Damon. Until the day I sit upon my true throne.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, though he wasn’t nearly as sure about helping her as he’d once been. 
 
    “You still have my support, provided you also heed my counsel,” he said. “This isn’t going to be as simple as you think.”  
 
    “Oh?” She smiled at him, eyes full of dark humor. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    He smiled back at her, undercutting the mood. “Because your brother is still alive.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “My… brother?” Kastet shook her head. “Gabriel is dead.” 
 
    “We thought that Gabriel was dead,” he said. “Your stepmother seems to have taken him prisoner, rather than murdered him, as we’d suspected.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” snapped Kastet. “By what information are you making these claims?” 
 
    He didn’t necessarily want to give up Vel’s secret, given she’d trusted him to keep it, but he saw no other way. Kastet needed to believe that he was telling the truth. 
 
    “Vel is a dreamwalker,” said Damon. “She’s only learned to tap into her power in recent weeks. It’s why Jilou was able to control her so completely. Vel managed to put me into Aldric’s sleeping body, and I saw Gabriel in Hearthold Castle’s dungeon with my own eyes.” 
 
    Kastet’s expression was still, unblinking, as she stared at him. Damon was already anticipating her next question, knowing how she was. 
 
    “She put you in Aldric’s body,” said Kastet. “How close were you able to get to my stepmother?” 
 
    Damon cleared his throat with an innocent cough. “Fairly close, I’d say.” 
 
    “Close enough to… remove her from power?” asked Kastet. 
 
    “Kill her, you mean?”  He still had the wine in hand and paused to take a deep sip of it. “You want to know if Vel can use her power to help me assassinate a queen?” 
 
    “Damon, please. Just listen, it—” 
 
    “Think about what she went through!” shouted Damon. “She was used by Jilou for this very plot once before. You’d turn around and ask her to do it again? For what, Kastet? A throne? Your sense of royal entitlement?” 
 
    “I’m not asking her!” snapped Kastet. “I’m asking you. Vel would merely be opening the door. You’re the one I would ask, because I know you’re capable of this.” 
 
    She stood up and stepped down from the dais, coming in close to him. She matched his gaze for several eternal seconds before letting it fall to the stone floor, head bowed. 
 
    “I’ve killed before, remember,” said Kastet. “I know what I’m asking of you. In some ways, it’s no different from what you asked of me, on that night in the common room. I strangled two men to death. It wasn’t something I wanted to do, or even would have thought myself capable of. But I did it, to keep myself safe, and to keep your family safe.” 
 
    She looked up at him. There were tears in her eyes. Damon felt an instinctive pull to hug her, to comfort her. He crushed it within himself. Kastet was a manipulator, more so now than she’d been back when he’d first met her. 
 
    But that didn’t mean she was wrong. 
 
    “There may be a middle ground,” said Damon. “Our goals could still be pursued even just through freeing your brother and getting him to safety. I can at least promise you that I’ll try my hardest to do that.” 
 
    “It’s not enough,” said Kastet. 
 
    “I might be able to influence the Queen as Aldric. Ward her off plans of action that would affect us. Inflame her suspicions toward Avarice.” 
 
    “I know my stepmother, and she isn’t easily swayed,” said Kastet. “Beyond that, I have sincere doubts about how durable your guise as Aldric will be, long term. People will begin to notice irregularities in your behavior. He might even realize he’s being controlled, given time.” 
 
    “I’m not going to agree to anything here and now,” said Damon. “I need to discuss it with everyone back at the inn.” 
 
    “By everyone, you mean your aesta?” 
 
    “And Vel,” said Damon. “I won’t make this decision without discussing it with my family.” 
 
    Kastet said nothing to that. Damon handed her the wine bottle and sighed. He had a headache, one of the subtle, sticky variety that he knew would accompany him through the rest of the day. 
 
    “Let’s head to the inn, then,” said Kastet. “Regardless of whether you agree to help or not, we need to have the discussion as soon as possible.” 
 
    Damon nodded, shifting his glance toward the other woman in the chamber. “I think it might be best if you stayed behind, Lilian. It’ll be evening by the time we get back, and sneaking you past our patrons would be more trouble than it’s worth.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me.” Lilian strode up to him, pulling the hood of her cloak back far enough to reveal a devious smile. “I have no real interest in returning to the inn. I want you to know that I have the greatest respect for you, Damon. You’re always welcome to come by and see me.” 
 
    She licked her lips. Damon felt a chill run up his spine and had to force down the urge to itch a certain spot on his neck. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said, nodding to Kastet.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They traveled quickly, seldom speaking. The evening was chilly, and the earlier rain and fog settled into a thin layer of frost as the sun set over the horizon. Kastet kept up with Damon, despite the occasionally punishing pace at which he traveled through the woods. 
 
    They eventually found the road and followed it back through Azurecliff. The inn’s windows were bright with a welcoming orange glow as they made their way up the porch steps. The warmth of the common room was a relief against Damon’s numb cheeks and ears as he slipped inside. 
 
    “Kain!” shouted Vel. 
 
    She bounded across the floor in a few quick steps and pulled Kastet into a hug. Damon was more circumspect, nodding first to Doogle, the sole patron of the night. 
 
    “Your sister seems fond of that boy,” said Doogle. “Watch out for that one.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I will,” said Damon. 
 
    Malon emerged from the kitchen, smiling, and coming over to give Damon a quick kiss on the cheek. “Good work, solas.” 
 
    “There is more of it to be done,” he said. “We need to talk as soon as… we have a moment.” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course. I understand completely.” 
 
    The next hour felt more like a performance than real life. Damon tried to keep up his usual demeanor as the friendly, stoic innkeeper, mind racing through scenarios and outcomes in the background. 
 
    Malon and Vel served dinner, a simple stew composed of beans and some leftover meat. More patrons came and went, and the evening seemed to crawl along like cooling molasses. Doogle was back to being their only guest when Arturius arrived at the inn, face scrunched up into a pensive frown. 
 
    “Doogle,” called Arturius. “Are you sober?” 
 
    “Fairly sober, sure.” 
 
    “The Blackseed boy is raising a fuss in the market,” said Arturius. “I think you’re going to have to be the one to calm him down.” 
 
    Doogle sighed and rose from his stool. “So be it. The work never ends, does it? Can you keep my seat reserved, Andy?” 
 
    “We actually were thinking about closing up for tonight,” said Damon. “Given how slow it’s been, and having some work that needs to be handled behind the scenes. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t,” muttered Doogle. “Ah. So be it. Tomorrow, then.” 
 
    Damon locked the door as soon as the two men were off the porch. Malon came out from the kitchen with bowls of stew for each of them, and they settled down at one of their tables. Kastet didn’t touch her food, clearly eager to get to the discussion at hand. 
 
    “Damon told me everything,” she said. 
 
    Vel pursed her lips. Malon frowned and gave a small shake of her head. 
 
    “There was no getting around it,” he said. “She needed to know that her brother was still alive, and I couldn’t tell her that without explaining how I knew.” 
 
    “I’ve already spoken with Damon about our options,” said Kastet. “It seems clear to me that Gabriel needs our help.” 
 
    “We should help him!” said Vel. “We have to! I won’t be able to sleep at night knowing he’s locked in a dungeon because of me.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” said Damon.  
 
    “You’re right,” said Kastet. “Even if we did manage to free Gabriel from the castle, his life would be all but forfeit if Anise managed to act before he could gather allies and press his claim. She isn’t going to surrender power to the stepson she imprisoned and hid from the world.” 
 
    “What would you suggest, then?” asked Vel. 
 
    The silence that greeted that question was an answer of its own. Damon brought his hand to his chin, eyes glancing toward his aesta. Malon didn’t meet his gaze. She looked uncertain and didn’t chime in with her thoughts. 
 
    “Through Aldric, I believe that Damon can put an end to this conflict,” said Kastet. “I know the idea of this might not sit well with some of you, but it’s simply an extension of our current conflict. My stepmother has tried to kill all of us numerous times. Do we not deserve this chance to strike back?” 
 
    “So…” Vel set her hands palm down on the table. “You’re asking me to… what?” 
 
    “All you’d need to do is put Damon back in Aldric’s body,” said Kastet. “He would do the rest.” 
 
    The princess shot him a pleading glance. Damon looked away from her, expecting Malon to speak her piece. When she stayed silent, he realized it wasn’t her potential reservations weighing down his decision, but his own uncertainty. 
 
    “Aesta,” he said. “Please. Help me make this decision.” 
 
    She reached over and took hold of his hands. The depth of her expression went beyond simple sadness or regret. It was enough to break his heart, seeing her like that. 
 
    “I can’t make this decision for you, solas,” she whispered. “It isn’t as simple as right and wrong or retaliation against an enemy. I think… regardless of whether Queen Anise or Gabriel or Kastet is on the Merinian throne, the conflict between the Forsaken will still be inevitable.” 
 
    “Maybe, but at the very least, we wouldn’t have to hide under false names,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t deny that.” Malon sighed, caressing his knuckles with her thumb. “I wish I could protect you, here and now. This choice shouldn’t have to fall upon your shoulders.” 
 
    Damon stared down at his bowl. He pulled his hands free of Malon’s and took a bite, exhaling at the simmering heat against his tongue. He ate some more, letting the silence become pointlessly heavy, before finally coming to a decision. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” he said. “If this is what it takes to keep us safe, I’ll do it. But freeing Gabriel comes first. He’s the rightful heir to the Merinian throne.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Kastet grinned and set her spoon down. “Well, then. Shall we get started after dinner?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Damon had a few beers with his food, as much to steel his nerves as to numb his conscience. He went upstairs with the others once he’d finished. They gathered in Vel’s room, sharing in a tense, nervous anticipation as they went over the plan one last time. 
 
    “Remember, you’re going to have to be subtle in your approach to stand any chance at achieving everything you’re setting out to do,” said Kastet. “You have to get Gabriel out of the castle without being seen, first and foremost.” 
 
    “Any ideas on how to go about that?” he asked. 
 
    “You’ll be in Aldric’s body. You should be able to give orders to most of the guards, within reason. I have my doubts about whether ordering them to release the Queen’s most prized prisoner would be a command they’d follow, however.” 
 
    “I suppose it’ll depend on my tone,” he said. 
 
    “After that, dealing with my stepmother will be your next objective,” said Kastet. “I’ll leave the means and method to your discretion. Once the deed is done, if you see the opportunity, confess. Claim it was a crime of passion, or an act of jealousy.  
 
    “There are already rumors within Hearthold’s walls about Anise and Aldric. The idea of him murdering her to keep her from another man’s arms would be lurid enough to take hold in the imagination, regardless of what he might say after the fact, once you’re out of his body.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” Damon looked away from Kastet, flashing Vel a reassuring smile. “How are you feeling about this?” 
 
    “I don’t have to do much,” said Vel. “I will be in Jilou’s body, though. If it comes to it, I suppose I could help, as well. You know where to find me.” 
 
    “You said that you and she were… becoming close again,” said Damon carefully. 
 
    “In some ways, yes,” said Vel. “I wonder if it can really be considered a betrayal of her trust, given all that’s happened between us. She’s hurt me so many times in the past. I’m not doing this out of a desire for revenge… but it is revenge, in a way. She likely even deserves worse.” 
 
    Vel sighed. Malon moved to stand behind her, gently rubbing her shoulders. 
 
    “I want both of you to be careful,” she said. “Above all else, you must keep the truth of your identities secret. Even if it means abandoning parts of the plan.” 
 
    “We will, aesta,” said Damon. 
 
    Vel nodded to him. Malon and Kastet left the room. Together, Damon and Vel stripped down to their underwear and lay next to one another underneath the quilt, dimming the lantern and taking deep, calming breaths. Damon pulled Vel into a gentle, cuddling embrace. 
 
    “Nervous?” he said. 
 
    “How could I not be?” she whispered. “I’ll manage, though. I’m glad that you’re here with me.” 
 
    He hugged her tighter to him, suppressing the impulse to try for more. Malon and Kastet were right outside the door, and the mood wasn’t exactly romantic. 
 
    “Once this is done, we’ll be able to relax,” he said. “We won’t have to worry so much anymore. We can just be a family again. All of us, together.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    He smiled. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon had never harbored all that much respect for Captain Aldric.  
 
    The man’s willingness to be a useful, groveling tool for Queen Anise had soured any fair opinion he might originally have had of the man—which only made it that much more amusing, borderline hilarious really, for him to realize where he was as he blinked his eyes open and took in the scene around him. 
 
    “You didn’t pay me to fall asleep here. Get going already, Aldric. There’s another guest already waiting for me downstairs.”  
 
    The sheets were fine silk, and the courtesan was attractive, with a striking resemblance to Queen Anise that wasn’t lost on Damon. He tried to keep from smiling as he picked up his clothing from next to the bed, dressing slowly as he pulled on the unfamiliar garments. 
 
    “I’m a regular here, no less,” he said, conversationally. “How careful am I about my visits?” 
 
    The woman looked at him strangely. “I haven’t told anyone, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “You’re going to, after today,” said Damon. “I want you to reveal yourself. Be honest and come forward. I want the realm to have a window into my heart.” 
 
    “You’re talking nonsense, and you need to go.” The woman took a step toward the door and held her arm out. 
 
    Damon didn’t object. He hoped she’d take his advice in the wake of what Aldric was about to do. It would add a level of illicit context to Aldric’s eventual confession. Lusting after Queen Anise to the point of hiring a lookalike courtesan was the sort of emotional coping one might expect ahead of a crime of passion. 
 
    He made his way downstairs, considering how best to approach sneaking Gabriel out of the castle. He had a few major advantages, namely knowing where the prince was, along with technically having the authority to demand to see him. It seemed unlikely, however, to think that he could just stroll into the dungeons and walk Gabriel out. 
 
    “Thinking of going another round?” asked a perfumed woman. She set a hand on Damon’s shoulder. Aldric’s shoulder, really. An idea hit him. 
 
    “I’m not, but I have a few friends who could use a surprise.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Aldric’s coin purse had enough gold and silver for Damon to hire a temporary harem as an escort back into Hearthold Keep. It was a bit of a spectacle as he walked the four courtesans through the courtyard, drawing stares and a few whistles from various guardsmen and minor nobles. 
 
    The two guards directly outside the castle’s gate were even more direct with their attention. One of them held up a hand and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Lord Captain, I’m sorry, but you know as well as I do that Queen Anise has barred working women from the castle. No offense, ladies.” 
 
    “Oh, these are friends of mine,” said Damon. “It’s not what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Seems a lot more like it is what I’m thinking.” 
 
    Damon drew closer to the man, leaning in. “How about I send them by after, to convince you themselves? If you would just get to know them a little, you’d understand, right?” 
 
    “I…” The guard’s face flushed as one of the women blew him a kiss. “I suppose I could speak to them myself for… confirmation of their identities. Later tonight, after I get off my shift?” 
 
    Damon clapped him on the shoulder and bid the women to follow him. He led them through Hearthold’s stone hallways, down several flights of stairs, and into the dungeon. The guards on duty stood to salute as he emerged first through the narrow doorway, and then shifted to gaping as the courtesans came into view. 
 
    “I wanted to congratulate all of you for working so hard,” he called in a genial voice. “Then I stopped to think of how much more effective it would be if I had some of my more expressive friends congratulate you for me.” 
 
    “Sir?” said one of the jailors, expression blank. 
 
    Damon waved a hand, and the courtesans played their part. They each strode forward and took one of the guards by the hand, leading him back toward the stairs. One of them had to spirit off two guards, but Damon doubted they’d mind a bit of sharing.  
 
    “Hold on!” said one of the guards. “We can’t all just run off at once!” 
 
    “I’ll cover for you,” said Damon. “Take your time. You deserve this.” 
 
    He waved as the guards disappeared with the flirtatious, giggling courtesans, and then got to work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    There was one more guard within the prison, stationed just outside the door leading to Gabriel’s cell. Unfortunately, Damon was out of courtesans. He walked up to the man, who saluted smartly, and punched him hard in the jaw. 
 
    “Ow!” cried the man. “What was that for?” 
 
    Damon scowled at Aldric’s hand, which was throbbing and apparently not capable of knocking someone out with a decent hit. He quickly fell atop the man, pulling him into a chokehold until he fell unconscious. 
 
    “What’s going on?” came Gabriel’s thin voice. 
 
    “Your rescue,” said Damon. “How do you feel right now? Are you well enough to walk on your own?” 
 
    “I… think so.”  
 
    There was the sound of chains rattling as Gabriel shifted within the cell. Damon cursed as he tried the door, which was obviously locked. He patted down the knocked-out guard down for keys, which he found after a moment. 
 
    “Alright.” He took off the guard’s clothing, as well. “You’re going to put all of this on, and then we’ll simply walk out of the castle.” 
 
    “Aldric,” said Gabriel. “Why are you doing this? Is this a ploy from my stepmother to have an excuse to kill me?” 
 
    “I’m going to explain what’s going on, and you’re going to have trust me and take me at my word,” said Damon. “There simply isn’t time for us to have this conversation any other way.” 
 
    He opened the cell’s door and unshackled Gabriel. The young prince was disheveled, though it was hard to see much more than that in the darkness of the cell. 
 
    “I’m listening,” said Gabriel as he began pulling on the guard’s clothing. 
 
    “I’m not Aldric. It’s me, Damon Al-Kendras. Vel can dreamspell, just like your sister Jilou, and she used her magic to put me into Aldric’s sleeping body. I’m here to rescue you, but we need to move quickly, because it’s not always up to me how long I have like this.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Gabriel let out a stuttering sound. “You’re… Damon? Well, I suppose you must be. As little sense as that makes, Aldric attempting to free me would make even less.” 
 
    “That’s a practical way of looking at it,” said Damon. “Now, you’re going to need to hide once you’re out of the castle. You were betrothed to someone before you were imprisoned. Lady Cassie or some such, right?” 
 
    “Lady Candice,” said Gabriel. “Yes. If you can get me to her, she would surely help me!” 
 
    “Good. It’s going to be on you, at that point. I’m across the ocean now. I won’t even be able to offer advice. If all goes well, you can simply clean yourself up and claim your throne.” 
 
    “That’ll be a challenge, to say the least.” Gabriel pulled on the guard’s shirt, trousers, and cloak. “My stepmother isn’t simply going to step aside and let me have my birthright.” 
 
    “That’s the other thing I’m here to take care of,” said Damon, with a grim smile. 
 
    “Ah. Well. No objections from me on that subject.” 
 
    “We have to move,” said Damon. “Keep your head down and let me do the talking.” 
 
    He led Gabriel out of the dungeon, eyeing him over once they were in the light. Any concern Damon previously had over Gabriel being recognized for who he was vanished in an instant. With that said, he didn’t look much like a guard either, too scrawny within his clothes, too pale and dirty. 
 
    Damon’s heart pounded as he hurriedly guided Gabriel down the hallway. He knew he was in no real danger, given it wasn’t even his own body he was risking. If anything, that fact made the risk to Gabriel feel all the more real. He was gambling with this man’s life to win his freedom. 
 
    The walk through Hearthold Castle went surprisingly smoothly. Few guards gave them more than a glance over as they continued by. Gabriel grabbed Damon’s shoulder at one point, angling him left down a side passage at an intersection. 
 
    “We shouldn’t leave through the front gate,” he muttered. “The servant’s entrance is this way.” 
 
    They continued forward, the various turns and passages leading them through the castle’s dining hall and out the back. The servant’s entrance was within sight when Damon’s plan hit its first snag. 
 
    “Aldric,” boomed a deep, commanding voice. “Hold a moment.” 
 
    Damon froze. He stood with Gabriel in the rear of the castle’s kitchen, in between a large clay oven and hanging stand for cured sausage. A tall man clad in a flowing black robe strode after them, setting a bowl of soup down on the counter. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” snapped Damon dismissively. 
 
    “Who is that with you?” asked the man.  
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. He stepped up to Gabriel and forcefully yanked his hood down before Damon could intervene. 
 
    “It’s none of the Queen’s spymaster’s business why her guard captain is walking around with her disinherited stepson?” shouted the man. 
 
    Damon cursed and pushed Gabriel out of reach as a pair of gleaming daggers appeared in the spymaster’s hands. Gabriel gasped and ran to the door, continuing out of the kitchen’s back exit. Damon reached for his sword, scowling at how different even simply drawing Aldric’s weapon felt from his myrblade. 
 
    The spymaster slashed at his face with one of the daggers. Damon dodged, leaving the attack to catch a bag on the shelf behind him. It tore open, splashing a stream of white flour across the kitchen. 
 
    Damon got Aldric’s sword up, thrusting forward, pushing the spymaster back. They circled each other from opposite sides of a central kitchen island loaded with spices and bags of staple foods. 
 
    “True Divine, Aldric,” muttered the spymaster. “How could you of all people betray Anise? You loved her more than any of us!” 
 
    “She brought this upon herself,” said Damon. “Any claim she once had to the throne vanished when she decided to imprison our rightful King!” 
 
    The spymaster pulled one of his daggers back, prepping for a throw. Damon ducked, only realizing his mistake as he saw the other man leap onto the table instead of releasing his weapon. The spymaster stabbed downward. Damon rolled sideways, coming to his feet, sword at guard. 
 
    He slashed not at his opponent, but at a clump of garlic hanging on a drying rack. The spice fell with a surprising amount of weight, landing on the spymaster’s head with enough momentum to force him to flinch back. 
 
    Damon thrust his sword forward, taking the other man through the abdomen. He twisted his sword once for good measure before pulling it loose. It felt callous to kill a man who didn’t understand the full situation in cold blood, but then again, it was the Queen’s spymaster. He’d no doubt had a hand in directing the scheme which had imprisoned Gabriel and put Damon and his family on the run. 
 
    He rinsed Aldric’s sword off in a wash basin and headed for the door. He wasn’t fast enough to escape before a pair of guards arrived, accompanied by a cook who’d doubtless overheard the fight. The guards saluted Damon, and he saw his chance to direct the narrative. 
 
    “Treason!” he shouted. “The Queen’s spymaster has committed treason! Gather the garrison and begin searching the castle’s lower levels for spies. I will go to our Queen and keep her safe.” 
 
    “Yes sir, Lord Captain!” replied the guards, in unison. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Damon made it through the castle and up to the Queen’s chambers without further interruptions, despite the fervor of the guards now searching the castle. Being Aldric had its perks. He paused outside the door to Anise’s chamber, taking a breath and forcing his hands to steady in the face of what he was about to do. 
 
    He opened the door and immediately hesitated. Anise was clad in her nightgown, sitting on her bed. She wasn’t alone. Jilou — Vel — was with her, accompanied by one of her ladies-in-waiting.  
 
     “Aldric,” said Anise. “What’s going on? I can hear a commotion outside my door.” 
 
    “Your spymaster has betrayed you, my Queen,” said Damon. In truth, he couldn’t say more than that. He didn’t even know the man’s name. 
 
    He walked into the room slowly, stealing a glance toward Vel. She gave a small, pleading shake of her head. He could guess what had happened, or near enough to it. Either Jilou had been asleep in her mother’s room already, or Vel had heard the commotion, assumed Damon had been captured, and come to make a desperate attempt on the Queen’s life herself. 
 
    “Treason,” said Anise. “I suppose I should have expected it. We live in such turbulent times. No doubt there are many who would benefit from seeing the crown on the head of another.” 
 
    “You’re safe now,” said Damon. “I’ll guard your room until we’re sure the castle is secure.” 
 
    Anise rose from her bed, slowly walking toward him. She was a beautiful woman. Had they been different people, in a different place, Damon might have been able to genuinely appreciate her intense beauty and obvious intelligence. 
 
    “I’m lucky to have such a loyal and considerate Guard Captain,” said Anise. She reached out a hand and gently caressed his chest. “We needn’t worry now that you’re here. I expect the situation is already under control.” 
 
    “More or less,” he said. 
 
    “Then let’s relax. Let me pour you a glass of wine. It’s from the Harris-Hopland vintage, the one gifted to me by Duke Montagne during his visit to court last month. I remember how much you enjoyed it.” 
 
    “It was delicious,” said Damon. 
 
    He watched as Anise moved to the table next to her wine rack and began pouring him a glass from an open bottle. He glanced at Vel, letting his eyes flick meaningfully from her, to Jilou’s lady-in-waiting. 
 
    She caught his meaning instantly and made a show of gesturing to the girl, pulling her attention away from him and the Queen. Damon strode forward with silent steps, gathering his resolve as he came up behind the voluptuous Queen. It was now or never. 
 
    He hesitated, feeling a paucity of strength in his hands and fingers, in every muscle he would need to get the job done. He couldn’t do it. Anise perhaps deserved to die for all she’d done, but to kill her in cold blood, in front of Vel, no less. He glanced over his shoulder at her, seeing his own uncertainty reflected in her expression. 
 
    “Aldric?” said Anise. 
 
    “What is it, my Queen?” 
 
    Anise whirled around, striking him across the head with the wine bottle. Damon tripped sideways, feeling his skull pulse with pain as the glass shattered from the impact. The blow had been enough to cut his scalp, and the sensation of the wine dripping into it burned hot. 
 
    “The fair Duke Montagne passed away last year,” said Anise quietly. “His daughter, Duchess Marisa, was the one who visited our court. A fact which you should remember, given how much time you spent flirting with her.” 
 
    “My Queen…” managed Damon. “Wait just a moment. I—” 
 
    “Guards!” screamed Anise. “Imposter! Guards! Arrest Captain Aldric!” 
 
    The sound of pounding footsteps immediately echoed from the hallway, but Damon had a more immediate threat to deal with. Anise was advancing on him with the broken bottle. He reached for his sword, Aldric’s sword, but couldn’t draw it from the awkward, unfamiliar angle of the scabbard. 
 
    Anise was a heartbeat away from stabbing the bottle into his eyes when Vel leapt at her. She grabbed for the makeshift weapon, putting Jilou’s body to as much use as she could as the two women struggled for dominance.  
 
    Anise won. She flung Vel sideways into the table. Vel struck at an odd angle, her head first hitting the corner of the wood, and then slamming backward into the ground. Damon had time only to see the blood pooling around her cracked skull before being unceremoniously yanked out of Aldric’s body. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon thrashed as he came awake, sweaty and breathing hard. He was in Vel’s bed, back at the inn. She was next to him, and sitting in chairs nearby were Malon and Kastet.  
 
    “Did you do it?” asked Kastet. “Is it over?” 
 
    He let out a sigh and gave a small shake of the head. “Your brother is free, though I have no idea if he’ll find the help he needs. Queen Anise is still alive, and she caught Aldric in the act.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, half-expecting to find the wound Anise had inflicted on Aldric with the wine bottle. He glanced at Vel, who was still asleep. She didn’t rise even as he began shaking her shoulder. 
 
    “Vel?” he whispered. “Hey! Vel!” 
 
    “Easy, solas,” said Malon. “Take a breath. Explain to me what happened.” 
 
    “She tried to stop the Queen during the assassination attempt and got knocked down,” he said. “She hit her head, or Jilou, with her still in Jilou’s body. That shouldn’t affect her, though, should it?” 
 
    “I’ll tend to seta,” said Malon. “Events have transpired here in town while you’ve been out. You should see what’s going on.” 
 
    Damon furrowed his brow, quickly climbing out of bed and heading for the stairs. Kastet came with him, and they stood on the porch, staring up the road at Azurecliff in flames. 
 
    “Rovahn’s balls…” muttered Damon. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “We don’t know for certain, but I suspect it’s the doing of the Emperor’s bastard,” said Kastet. “Remember how Arturius came looking for Doogle just before you and Velanor began dreamspelling?” 
 
    Damon rushed back inside, taking the steps upstairs two at a time. He grabbed his myrblade and strapped it on, pausing outside Vel’s door. Malon was sitting next to her on the bed, frowning worriedly as she gently stroked her hair. 
 
    He was tempted to ask her to come with him, given how potent her magic could be in a fight, but Vel needed her, too. He could manage a spoiled noble and some mercenaries on his own. He would have to. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” said Kastet. 
 
    Damon tried to seethe with frustration as he shouldered his way past her. “I’m going to be too busy fighting to stop you following me, in all likelihood. Stay out of the way and don’t let anyone grab you, alright?” 
 
    “You won’t have to worry about me,” she replied. 
 
    He shot one last glance at Vel and Malon, feeling his heart ache with worry for her condition, and then headed back downstairs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Smoked veiled Azurecliff from a distance, rendering its buildings and the archway over the road in a blur, like an unfinished painting. Damon ran with his sword out, fearing on an unshakable level that he was already too late. 
 
    Numerous buildings were already on fire, and as he drew closer, he could hear people screaming for help or mercy. These were people that he recognized, patrons of his bar, not all known to him by name, but familiar faces within the town. 
 
    The heat from the blaze pushed back the late autumn chill, making the night ominous and unseasonably warm. It resonated with the growing rage within Damon, making him feel at home amidst the flames, jaw tensing with anger to the rhythm of crackling wood. 
 
    A figure strode toward, backlit by a house fire. It wasn’t one of the townsfolk. He could tell that much from the loose, relaxed posture, if not the war axe hanging from their belts. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Fuck off!” The man pulled out his axe and made a rude gesture with his free hand. “You’ll turn around and leave if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    “I think I’d rather kill you, instead.” Damon’s voice was low and dark, the words outside of his control. It wasn’t hate that he was feeling, more like broken righteousness, unbounded justice. 
 
    He launched himself at the man before more could be spoken. The war axe came up. It was a pitiful thing against his myrblade. Damon parried a hacking blow, spun, and severed the weapon’s head from the shaft. 
 
    He slashed the man across the stomach, which elicited a horrible, guttural sound, like a breath leaving through a new exit. The man fell to his knees. Damon kicked him in the teeth and watched him flop onto his back. 
 
    “Now,” he said. “Answer my question.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Lord… Blackseed. The Penny Warden was holding back. He didn’t pay everything he owed. Tried to make it sound like this town was p-poorer than it was.” 
 
    Damon ran a hand through his hair. His own lack of payment on behalf of the inn no doubt played into this outcome, if not the way he’d embarrassed Victor Blackseed when he’d rescued Keiza. 
 
    “If you think you can survive that cut I just gave you, it’s in your best interest to get away from here,” said Damon. “I doubt many from your mercenary company will survive the coming minutes.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    Damon brought his sword down on the man’s hand, severing a few of his fingers. It was petty and cruel, but practical. On closer inspection, the wound he’d given the man before wasn’t that bad, and the last thing he needed was him scrambling to find a new weapon. 
 
    He continued forward, not running, not drawing attention, eyes and ears taking in the chaos. Men were looting, which seemed so utterly pointless. What was there to take from Azurecliff? Food? Furniture? Not coin, that was for damn sure. 
 
    Another man came at Damon with a club, laughing with such reckless abandon that it was easy to react to his approach. Damon dodged, slashing at his knee. He cut again as the man staggered, his myrblade biting in deep enough at the wrist to render the hand useless. 
 
    He punched the man in the face, hit him with the pummel of his myrblade, and then kicked him hard in the ribs as he collapsed to his stomach. There was a shout up the road, deeper within the flames. 
 
    Damon followed his anger, heeding its beckoning call as if he’d been guided by Malon’s magical beacons. It led him to a group of men standing together, clustered around a captive whom he instantly recognized. Damon whistled, drawing the group’s attention. 
 
    “Arturius,” he called. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’ve been better,” said Arturius, with a cough. “They surprised me. I wasn’t—” 
 
    “Shut your mouth!” barked one of the men. He punctuated his words with a hard cuff across Arturius’s head. They had him tied up, and his face was swollen and puffy with streaks of dried blood. 
 
    “Touch him again, and I won’t bother trying to be merciful,” said Damon. 
 
    There were four of them, all large and ugly and brutish. They shared an amused look at Damon’s words before breaking out into laughter. Damon joined in with his own mocking chuckle, even going so far as to clap a few times for the sake of the mood. 
 
    “You’re fucked, boy,” said the tallest of the bunch. “Saved us time by coming to us.” 
 
    Damon saw them more in terms of their weapons than their physical features. A great sword, two axes, and a death maul. He let them try to encircle him, shifting the conflict away from Arturius in case the old timer had any tricks up his sleeve. 
 
    One of the men with an axe growled and leapt into the air. Damon parried his overhead strike, but the death maul swung his way before he could counter. The great sword was there, singing through the air to meet him as he spun into a new position. Damon pushed the strike away with his sword, shoulders turning, eyes searching for the next attack. 
 
    He’d done enough fighting to feel the balance of combat at an innate level. Almost from the start of the fight, Damon knew he was technically outmatched in terms of numbers and strength, if not speed and skill. He couldn’t beat them all with simple swordplay. The math wasn’t in his favor. 
 
    “He’ll understand,” whispered Myr. “Saving lives is more important than protecting your identity.” 
 
    Damon agreed more with his heart than his head. He’d never been under the impression that his identity as Anders, the humble innkeeper, would hold indefinitely. Better to take off the mask when it mattered than let it slip off on its own. 
 
    He drew from his myrblade’s enchantment, manifesting ice thorns along the weapon’s silver edge. The hilt was refreshingly cold against Damon’s hands as he shifted how he wielded it, no longer searching and slashing, but bludgeoning and aiming for simple contact. 
 
    The men drew back, but only for an instant. They came at him all at once. Damon spun, slashing his myrblade horizontally and dragging the ice thorns across one of the axes and the great maul. The weapons froze to the thorns instantly, coming loose from the grips of the wielders like proffered gifts.  
 
    Damon shook them loose behind him and continued advancing. One of the unarmed men had the brilliant idea of trying to tackle his legs. The ice thorns crunched as he sank his weapon down against the man’s unprotected back. 
 
    “Rovahn’s balls!” cried the man with the great sword. “Sorcerer!” 
 
    “Not quite.” Damon attacked, knocking the great sword out of the way and slashing the man across the chest. The other mercenary with the war axe took off running, leaving Damon with time to breathe and free their captive. 
 
    “Remind me to ask you what in Leandra’s name that was, once this is all over,” muttered Arturius.  
 
    “I would prefer if you didn’t,” said Damon. “Truly. Pretend you never saw that.” 
 
    The look in Arturius’s eyes told him that the old man already knew far more than he’d been letting on. Arturius nodded, but something about the gesture felt hollow and forced. 
 
    Regardless, they headed deeper into the town as a pair. Arturius scooped up the great sword dropped by one of the men from the last fight, wielding the weapon as though he’d fought with one before. 
 
    Together, they ran into the inferno of burning buildings and fallen bodies. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Damon heard the laughter of men, twisted and perverse, like a vulture’s call amidst the chaos. He gestured to Arturius, leading him around the back of a once familiar building now transformed by the fire’s damage. 
 
    A man was doing his best to shield his companion from a group of approaching men. Damon recognized them both instantly. Mippy and Sam, the two young lovers expecting a child, to whom he’d given a deal on an inn room a few days earlier. 
 
    Arturius was moving even before he was, cutting down two of the men with swift sword strikes. Damon handled the third, feinting to force an opening and slashing him across the chest. 
 
    “Thank you!” cried Mippy. She pulled Damon into a hug made ungainly and awkward by her swollen belly. 
 
    “Get out of here,” said Damon. “It’s not safe.” 
 
    He almost told them to go back to the inn, but it wouldn’t be safe there, either. Malon could perhaps hold off the mercenaries in a fair fight, but from the look of the town, that wasn’t what Victor Blackseed’s tactics consisted of. They’d torch the inn and move on. 
 
    The thought had him feeling anxious and impatient. He started after Arturius, slowing to a stop as he heard a scream coming from his left. A woman frantically yelled up at the window of a burning building. Damon could see a tiny face through the smoke, a young child trapped by the fire, unable to commit to jumping from the second floor to safety. 
 
    He sprinted to the house’s door, knocking through it with his shoulder and only slowing down when he hit the flames on the other side. Unsheathing his myrblade, Damon drew from its freezing enchantment. He swiped the sword through the fire, hearing a small hiss, but not seeing much change. 
 
    “Damn it!” He tried again and then opted to ignore the flame and try to jump past. It was one of those ideas that flipped from feeling plausible one moment, to a huge, obvious blunder the next. 
 
    Damon tried to fall backward out of the patch of inferno into which he’d just leapt. His pant leg was on fire, but so was his back and… True Divine. His hair, burning with that horrible, singed alchemy smell. 
 
    He screamed as pure agony became his reality. What had he been thinking? He hadn’t been thinking. It was the dark side of getting caught up in the moment, in needing to save people at his own expense. He couldn’t even save himself now. The fire was spreading across his clothing like an old, dry log in a blazing hearth. 
 
    He blinked, and was staring into the face of Myr, pale blue and beautiful. He looked around, recognizing his new surroundings as her prison within the ice enchantment. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this right now, Myr!” he shouted. “I’m dying!” 
 
    “You don’t have time for anything but this!” she screamed back. 
 
    She arched her back, presenting her chest to him. Damon stared at her wonderfully plump and exotic breasts for a few blank seconds, wondering if they were somehow enchanted, as well.  
 
    He felt like an idiot as he realized she was offering the chain across her chest to him. 
 
    “Oh!” He grabbed the chain tight in his fingers, knuckles sliding against soft breast flesh. “Right!” 
 
    It only took an instant to snap this particular chain, and then Damon was back in his body. He felt a moment of terror as he realized he was still very much on fire, but it subsided as he recognized, impossibly, that it merely felt like a tickle to him.  
 
    He rose to his feet, sucking in a breath that felt as though it went cold as it entered his lips. The flames sizzled and faded from his skin. His clothing was still in smoldering tatters, and his hair… well, he tried not to think too much about his hair. Aside from that, he was just about fine. 
 
    “I’m fireproof?” he asked. 
 
    “You can absorb fire now, yes,” whispered Myr. “But only to a certain extent! You’re no more immune to it than the ice would be. A hot enough flame, or long enough exposure, and you’ll burn just like anyone else.” 
 
    A child’s cry came from the house’s second floor, drawing Damon’s attention back to where it needed to be. He rushed upstairs, threw the little girl over his shoulder, and deftly jumped down from the window. 
 
    “Thank you!” cried the woman. “Oh, Remy! Oh, True Divine, thank you!” 
 
    She hugged her daughter tight as Damon passed her off. Arturius stood not far away, and he stared at Damon with a look of open awe and mild suspicion. 
 
    “What are you, lad?” he asked. 
 
    “Just an innkeeper.” Damon gave him a serious look. “Come on. There’s no time for this right now.” 
 
    Their path took them back onto the main road, which quickly brought them to the market square. It had fared better than much of the rest of the town, though that seemed in part due to the number of mercenaries still actively looting the buildings for whatever could be had. 
 
    A group of five mingled outside K and K Essentials, joking and laughing with one another. Damon’s anger rose to his throat as he made his way over. The men saw him coming and began grinning and waving. 
 
    “I recognize this fella,” called one of them. “He’s the one who saved her before!” 
 
    “You might as well get in line, while you’re here,” laughed another. “We’re giving her a minute before we start up. Too violent with her claws and teeth for us to have much fun so soon after what we did to her father.” 
 
    Damon glanced at Arturius, whose expression was cold as ice. They moved at the same time, slamming into the men with their weapons before most of them could react. It was a blur of rushing sword strikes, screams, and spilled blood. It was over fast. 
 
    “You should check on Keiza,” said Arturius. “I’ll hold down the street.” 
 
    Damon nodded and hurried into the general store. He didn’t have to search to find her. She was on her knees, head bowed over Kemren’s bloody body. The sight was so heart-wrenching that for a good minute, all Damon could do was stand there, numb and wordless. 
 
    “Keiza…” he finally said. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He wondered if he was apologizing simply to say something, or because he truly felt as though he needed to. He’d instigated this attack, if not through being unable to pay Doogle the inn’s taxes, then by striking a blow against the bastard’s pride when he’d saved Keiza. 
 
    He set a hand on her shoulder. She didn’t react to his touch. Damon waited for another minute before gently taking her by the hand and leading her out the door. It was too dangerous for her to stay where she was with the way the buildings were burning. 
 
    “Arturius,” said Damon. “Can you get her to safety?” 
 
    He tried to pass Keiza’s hand over to the older man, but she wouldn’t let go of him. There was something absent from her expression that made his heart feel as if it was being shredded from the inside out. She wasn’t there, wasn’t seeing or experiencing the moment. 
 
    “Damon!” shouted Kastet. 
 
    He could only glare at her for the name slip as she caught up to him, panting and holding a comically small kitchen knife out in front of her. Damon quickly shifted Keiza onto Kastet, pulling himself free of her tight grip. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be out here, but since you are, keep her safe,” he said. “Get back to the inn if you see an opening.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving!” said Kastet. “I need to be a part of this. This attack will have consequences reaching far beyond Azurecliff.” 
 
    Damon scowled at her, but there wasn’t time to do anything more. Hoofbeats sounded from farther up the road, to the north. He turned to see Victor Blackseed approaching on horseback, flanked by nearly a dozen men on foot. 
 
    The Emperor’s bastard’s face looked gaunt in the firelight, and he flashed an evil smile as he approached their group. The mercenaries with him held their weapons at the ready but made no move to attack. 
 
    “The humble innkeeper finally appears,” called Victor. “I had my men working their way through the town from north to south. We would have reached your establishment eventually, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t appreciate you seeking us out of your own initiative.” 
 
    “If you want me, here I am.” Damon raised the tip of his sword and pointed it at Blackseed’s chest. “Get off your horse and face me like a man, you murderer.” 
 
    Victor barked a laugh and waved a hand through the air. “Hilarious. Do you consider yourself to be a murderer each time you step on an ant, or dispose of a rat? This isn’t the first town I’ve torched as repentance for flaunting its unpaid dues, and I doubt it will be the last.” 
 
    “You are a complete fool!” Kastet was the one who spoke up, surprisingly. “I hope you know that your father will hear of this.” 
 
    “My father?” said Victor. “You’re deluded if you think any of this will ever reach his ears.” 
 
    “You have no idea who I am, do you?” said Kastet. “He’ll not only hear about this, but from someone who I expect he’ll be keen on listening to.” 
 
    It was subtle, but her words seemed to give Blackseed pause. He licked his lips and waved a hand at Damon and Arturius. “Kill them all.” 
 
    Damon was moving before Victor had finished speaking. He cut down the two nearest men with freezing strikes and then pressed the flat of his blade to the horse’s leg. He wasn’t interested in killing the beast, but he didn’t have to. A quick blast of cold was enough to make it rear back and fling the Emperor’s bastard from his saddle. 
 
    The other mercenaries rushed forward to defend their leader. Damon struck at one of them, hearing the clang of metal from his left as Arturius parried one of their blows. The press of so many weapons was a threat, regardless of the skill of the men wielding them, and the danger extended to Kastet, who lingered within range behind them. 
 
    One of the men landed a bludgeoning strike onto Damon’s left shoulder with a heavy cudgel, and the pain was jarring enough to make him afraid to keep moving the arm. He slashed with his myrblade one handed, buying himself enough space to breathe for a moment. 
 
    Arturius grunted as he took a sword slash across the thigh. It wasn’t enough to drop him to one knee, rather, the cut locked him in place, unable to put enough weight on the leg to rush forward or draw back. 
 
    Damon attacked a man moving to hit Arturius from behind. His strike was weaker than it should have been, driven only by one arm. He tried to make up for it with his magic, priming the ice enchantment to freeze as the weapon dinged off the chain armor of the man he struck. 
 
    It slowed him down, at least. Damon spun, hearing movement behind him. He leapt out of range of the slash of a halberd, but the evasion pushed him into Arturius. The two men stood back to back for a desperate moment, both wounded, both fending off multiple opponents. 
 
    Kastet staggered back from a young mercenary with a curved dagger who seemed keener on toying with her than striking a killing blow. Damon gritted his teeth, directing his fury toward his nearest opponents and hoping he could pull off a miracle to make it to her in time. 
 
    As it turned out, he didn’t have to. A slender figure in a hooded cloak grabbed at the man accosting Kastet and pulled him into the shadows. Lilian had come, after all. Damon wasn’t surprised, given how loyal she was to her princess. 
 
    He rolled out his injured shoulder. It was bruised, but still functional. A roar came from his left. Damon ducked on reflex, avoiding another cudgel blow that would have cracked his skull like a walnut shell. 
 
    He swung his sword wildly, taking advantage of openings for awkward strikes and momentary opportunities. It wasn’t a beautiful fight. It was violence at its most instinctual, the snapping jaws of a young wolf, a cornered troll flailing its horn. 
 
    Damon wasn’t aware of all the men he struck down, not during the fight, not even after the fact. He realized they’d fought the men to a draw when he began seeking out a fresh target and found only mercenaries in retreat. 
 
    He spotted Victor Blackseed, sword in hand, sprinting off toward the trees. Arturius set a hand on his shoulder, the wounded one, unfortunately, and squeezed. 
 
    “Catch him,” said Arturius, through gritted teeth. “Alive or dead. You go and make him answer for this, lad.” 
 
    “There’s only one answer I’ll accept,” said Damon. He took off at a run, marking the spot where the Emperor’s bastard had fled into the forest.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Damon’s pursuit took him into the trees, where only slivers of moonlight illuminated the way forward. He followed more by sound than sight, listening for the cracking of branches underfoot, or just as often, Victor’s muffled swearing. 
 
    He had the advantage of following in a partially cleared path, with his quarry doing the work of parting branches and leading the way. Damon gained ground on him quickly, but held back as he neared striking distance, intent on picking his moment. 
 
    It came as Victor attempted to loop back around, no doubt in hopes of meeting up with whichever of his men had managed to escape the battle in town. Damon stepped out from behind a tree just as the other man moved into an open clearing. He punched Victor hard in the face and seized him by the throat before he could recover. 
 
    “You really are a bastard,” muttered Damon. “You killed good people tonight. It doesn’t matter who you are. There are consequences for doing what you did.” 
 
    “Consequences which he’ll no doubt need to repent for.” 
 
    Lilian’s voice sounded from behind him, soft but confident. Damon risked a glance over his shoulder as she emerged from the forest, walking so silently that it rebuked the clamor of his own pursuit. 
 
    “I seem to recall you agreeing to stay away from Azurecliff,” he said. 
 
    “You would have lost against those mercenaries, were it not for my help,” said Lilian. “I killed four of them.” 
 
    The moon was fully visible in the sky above the open grass of the clearing. Lilian pulled back her hood, revealing her pale, inhuman face. A ring of blood coated the edge of her mouth, and the only attempt she made at wiping it away was with the occasional small, licking motion of her tongue. 
 
    “Why are you here?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Kastet was in danger. I’m her humble servant and protector.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” said Damon. “Why did you follow me?” 
 
    “I was following the prize.” Lilian strode closer, flexing the claws of one hand as she pointed to Damon’s captive. “Victor Blackseed. He’s one of the Emperor’s bastards.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “Are you?” asked Lilian. “Kastet asked me to bring him to her alive. She seems to think he could be useful.” 
 
    Damon couldn’t stop a dark chuckle from escaping his lips. He shifted Victor, still holding him by the neck, but now with the edge of his myrblade pressed against vulnerable flesh. 
 
    “It never ends with the two of you, does it?” asked Damon. “Even in the midst of a tragedy, you’re thinking about how to leverage events for your next scheme.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I think about it?” asked Lilian. “He is the son of Emperor Argenstein, legitimate or not. Aside from Kastet, Argenstein is one of the few people who would benefit from replacing Queen Anise and removing Avarice from power.” 
 
    “It’s all just a game to you, to her,” he said. “I wonder if Kastet will even know what to do with her throne once she’s on it.” 
 
    “Damon…” An edge of warning and threat entered Lilian’s voice. “Let him go.” 
 
    “Too many people died today, Lilian.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “So, what then? Will you simply act on impulse and claim it as vengeance? You so often look at me like I’m a monster for being bound to my impulses, only to turn around and do whatever you damn well please. To your friends, your enemies… your family.” 
 
    “If you think taking this conversation in that direction is going to convince me, you’re sorely mistaken.” 
 
    Lilian set her hands on her hips as a gust of wind blew her cloak sideways. “You’re no king, Damon Al-Kendras. You don’t get to mete out judgment.” 
 
    “And Kastet is no queen.” He met Lilian’s gaze, unafraid and unwilling to back down. “The people of Azurecliff have been good to me. This man caused too much pain today to be allowed to walk away. I am impulsive, Lilian. You’re absolutely right about that. But at the end of the day, the choices I make are the ones that let me live with myself.” 
 
    He drew his myrblade back and thrust it through Victor Blackseed’s chest. He didn’t enjoy killing, and the sense of the Emperor’s bastard twitching and bleeding out on his sword brought him closer to retching than anything resembling fulfilment.  
 
    “You’re going to regret what you just did,” said Lilian. 
 
    Damon slowly drew his sword out, wiping each side off on Victor’s tunic. “Is that a threat?” 
 
    Lilian’s beautiful, inhuman lips turned up into a cold smile. She seemed to dissolve as she moved, quick as she was. Damon caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, but couldn’t react in time to keep her claws from digging into his shoulder. 
 
    He staggered backward, feeling hot blood dripping from the wound, staining the fabric of his torn tunic. Lilian appeared in front of him, near enough to kiss him, if she so chose. Damon spun, lifting his elbow and striking with the point of it. 
 
    The blow found only thin air. Lilian was fast, a fact he should have realized after their little bandit-hunting adventure. She took off into the darkness at a speed he hadn’t been able to follow with his feet or his eyes.  
 
    Damon stepped forward into the clearing, taking advantage of the open space, if nothing else. He could fend her off as long as he could see her coming. She was unarmed, but that made little difference. She had weapons in her claws and fangs, and a spell of her own with her bite. 
 
    He turned around, expecting to catch a glimpse of her, but found nothing. He sensed her watching him, even though he couldn’t see her, the weight of her gaze landing on him with a tangible presence. 
 
    Damon felt a disturbance on the air to his left. He spun, slashing with his myrblade. Lilian hissed and drew back, and despite himself, Damon hesitated. He saw Lilian clutching her hand to her wrist, which had a small cut across the skin. 
 
    She lapped up the blood with her long tongue, dark eyes never looking away from Damon’s face. He smiled at her as though they were flirting in a tavern. 
 
    “What else can you do with that tongue?” he asked. 
 
    “If you’d been more reasonable, I might have shown you,” whispered Lilian. 
 
    She lunged for him, leveraging her intense speed in a straightforward surprise attack. Damon had faced off against opponents faster than himself before, however. He let his body react on impulse, throwing a punch with the hand that held his myrblade instead of attempting to swing it. 
 
    The blow caught Lilian hard in the side of her open jaw. Damon felt sharp teeth raking across his knuckles, but still managed to deal the brunt of the damage from the exchange. Lilian screeched in pain as she fell backward. He didn’t let her go far, diving forward to pin her before she could disappear again. 
 
    It was a tradeoff. With her so close, his myrblade became less of a help and more of a hindrance. Lilian’s knee slammed up into his stomach. He twisted, pulling her to the ground and falling atop her. 
 
    “I feel as though we’ve been here before,” he said as he wrestled her arms down. 
 
    Lilian hissed and bared her teeth. “You should have kept your distance.” 
 
    She twisted before he could stop her, slamming her fangs into his neck. Damon gasped, feeling the expected rush of heady, erotic pleasure. He forced himself to think through the haze, tightening the noose of the trap he’d set. 
 
    Drawing from his myrblade’s enchantment and his newest ability, Damon cooled the skin of his neck and his blood to freezing temperatures. He felt Lilian tense with surprise, along with a complete cessation of the seductive effect of her bite. She tried to pull her lips back, pushing against his chest to leverage her frozen lips off his impossibly cold neck. 
 
    “I wish you’d believed me back when I told you that you were in over your head,” he said. He pinned her to the ground with his forearm, lifted his myrblade, and held her gaze for several seconds that seemed to stretch on and on. 
 
    Slowly, Damon pulled away from her. He stood to his feet and sheathed his sword, still watching her, making her aware of the fact that he could have killed her. 
 
    “Do you think this changes anything?” asked Lilian. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to,” he said. “We aren’t enemies, Lilian. You’re loyal to a fault. Kastet isn’t going to hold Victor Blackseed’s death against me.” 
 
    “She wanted him alive.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know what she wants,” said Damon. 
 
    He reached a hand down and pulled Lilian to her feet. She glared at him, and strangely, the expression felt muted, almost childish, even with her dark, inhuman eyes. 
 
    “You aren’t Kastet’s monster, Lilian,” he said. “You’re her friend. Start acting like it. Quit letting her boss you around so much.” 
 
    “I could have her under my spell, if I wanted,” said Lilian. “She craves my bite. She offers herself up for me to feed off.” 
 
    “Because she’s your friend, you dolt,” he said. “She might make bad decisions at times, but she’s as disciplined as they come in terms of her goals.” 
 
    He walked over to Victor Blackseed’s body and patted down the pockets, eventually finding a half-full coin purse. There was probably more money hidden somewhere within the bastard’s campsite, though Damon had little doubt that the mercenaries who escaped Azurecliff would loot it long before he’d have a chance to take it. 
 
     “What is it that you want?” asked Lilian.  
 
    “Do you really have to ask that?” He tucked the coin purse away and rubbed at the scratches on his shoulder. “Shouldn’t it be obvious by now?” 
 
    Lilian was silent for a moment. She turned as though to head back into the forest, glancing back at him at the last second. 
 
    “Your family is lucky to have you,” she said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Azurecliff was still thick with smoke when Damon arrived back, despite the majority of fires having been contained. The town was in ruins, with numerous buildings burned beyond repair, bodies laid out in lines along the street, survivors grouped together around their wounded and lost loved ones. 
 
    Taking in the tragedy, Damon felt as out of place as he had on his first arrival to the area. He wanted to help, but he didn’t know how to start or where he was needed. The fighting was done, and that was the part he was most comfortable with, as damning as it was to admit that about himself. 
 
    “Anders,” called Arturius. “Over here.” 
 
    He waved Damon over to where he and Doogle oversaw a group of men and women carrying the wounded into Melnicka’s bunkhouse. Damon hurried over, feeling conspicuous with his sword at his hip. Arturius had seen him use his myrblade’s enchantment, signs of which were still obvious on him with his burned clothing and hair. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” he asked. 
 
    Doogle and Arturius shared a glance that seemed too guarded on both sides. 
 
    “You’ve done enough already,” said Doogle. 
 
    Arturius cleared his throat. “What he means to say is that you’d be best suited to checking on your own family, as of now. Head back to the inn. I didn’t see any of the bastard’s men heading off that way, but best to check in and be certain.” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. “I’ll do that. Is there anyone in need of a room for the night? There must be at least a few lacking for a bed, given how much damage those fools caused.” 
 
    “We talked about that a bit,” said Arturius. “We’ve already started shuffling folks around. Best if you keep your rooms empty to rent to those who will be coming in the aftermath. We’ll need places for the merchants, healers, and workers to bed down if we’re ever to get back on the path to restoring our town.” 
 
    “True enough.” He waited a moment longer, sensing a distinct tension between himself, Doogle, and Arturius. There wasn’t anything he could do to dispel it, however, and they had a point about him checking on the others. 
 
    He hurried through Azurecliff, all but holding his breath as he left the town along the road to the south and saw The Rosewood Inn come into view. There was no smoke or fire, and as far as he could tell, no other signs of struggle or forced entry. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t keep himself from expecting the worst as he opened the door. Malon and Keiza were seated in the common room, at the table nearest the hearth. Malon stood up and went to him, fast footsteps betraying her worry. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered as she pulled him into a tight hug. 
 
    “The town is safe now,” he said. It was the truth, if a bare one. “The Emperor’s bastard is dead, and his men were driven off.” 
 
    “You did well.” She kissed his cheek and pulled back a bit, holding him by the shoulders. “Your hair… What happened?” 
 
    She touched singed locks where the fire had burned him before he’d broken Myr’s second chain. Damon covered her hand with his, unable to contain his mirth. 
 
    “The fire thought I needed a haircut,” he said. 
 
    “You certainly do now.” Malon smiled, but the expression was fleeting, almost haunted. Damon couldn’t look at her like that, so he glanced around the inn, instead. 
 
    “Where’s Kain?” he asked. 
 
    “He left shortly after dropping Keiza off.” Malon’s gaze turned toward the other woman in the room. Keiza was still seated at the table, head bowed, posture broken. 
 
    “That’s not unexpected,” said Damon. “I had a few words with Lilian. I don’t think we’re seeing eye to eye anymore.” 
 
    He made his way over to Keiza and sat down across from her. Reaching over the table, he gently set one of his hands atop hers. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    She looked up, but her gaze seemed to go through him, off into the distance. 
 
    “She hasn’t said anything yet,” said Malon. “I tried to bring her up to one of the beds, but she wanted to stay down here.” 
 
    “You should rest, Keiza,” said Damon. “Sleep would do you good. You don’t need to deal with all of this tonight.” 
 
    He took her fingers into his and gently led her to her feet. She didn’t resist as he slowly brought her toward the stairs. It was Malon who came around to stand in front of Damon, her expression finally giving in to the flicker of despair he’d seen earlier. 
 
    “Solas,” she said. “Seta… still hasn’t woken up.” 
 
    Vel. His concerns had shifted away from her in his rush to defend the town, but his aesta’s clearly hadn’t. His tired heart pounded with fresh aches as he recognized the redness around the edges of her eyes. 
 
    “She will,” he said. “She’s likely just tired. Using her power as she did must have drained her.” 
 
    Malon didn’t say anything. Damon continued leading Keiza up the stairs, taking his time as she hesitated with each and every step. They found a room for her with a fresh bed, and Damon waited in the hallway while Malon helped her into it. 
 
    “Solas,” said Malon. “Were the men… rough with her?” 
 
    Damon grimaced as he realized that he still hadn’t told her everything. “They didn’t touch her, as far as I can tell. Her father… Kemren… He wasn’t so lucky.” 
 
    Malon nodded slowly. It was all too much, hardship upon hardship. They’d come to know Azurecliff better than some of its own residents in their short time in the area, and they knew as well as anyone what the loss of someone like Kemren would mean for the town’s people. 
 
    He turned and looked toward the door to Vel’s room. It was partially open, and he could see her lying in bed, asleep to the world. He walked in and sat down next to her, confirming her breath as he watched her chest rise and fall. 
 
    “I’m… so sorry,” said Malon, voice cracking. “I’m not yet certain what can be done for her.” 
 
    “She just looks like she’s sleeping.” He reached out and gently smoothed a few strands of hair back from her forehead. “Vel. Wake up. Velanor.” 
 
    He shook her shoulder gently, and then a little harder. He felt emotion thick in his throat, lumpy and painful. He’d been so reckless in going along with Kastet’s idea. 
 
    “Vel!” he said. He shook her more forcefully. “Wake up! Quit playing around!” 
 
    “Solas…” Malon set a hand on his shoulder, gently attempting to draw him back. 
 
    “Come on, Vel!” he shouted. “Please!” 
 
    He shook her harder, almost throttling her against her pillow. Her blonde hair shook out in a messy sprawl. Her eyes stayed closed, and she didn’t so much as groan in her sleep. 
 
    “Enough, solas!” Malon’s fingers dug deep into his shoulder. “It isn’t your fault. It’s… it’s mine.” 
 
    She pulled him out of Vel’s room, taking the lantern with her, and down into the common room. Damon was full of useless energy. He got them each a mug from behind the bar and poured two beers. Malon sat down at one of the stools like a patron come to rest after a trying day. 
 
    “It isn’t anyone’s fault,” he said, replying to her earlier words. 
 
    “No…” said Malon. “You don’t understand. I did this, not just what’s happened to seta, but…” 
 
    She looked out the window. Azurecliff was only visible as a few dots of lantern light and illuminated windows in the distance. Fewer than usual, after all that had happened. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Damon. 
 
    “It was me. I waited too long.” 
 
    Damon pushed one of the mugs toward her and took a sip of his own. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When I first saw the smoke and fires in Azurecliff, the two of you were still immersed in seta’s dreamspelling,” said Malon. “I had the opportunity to wake you then. If I had, you could have helped defend the town, and seta never would have been exposed to any danger. But instead, I waited, in my own selfish hope that you could end Queen Anise’s life and ensure our family’s safety. It was my decision that destroyed Azurecliff and hurt seta.” 
 
    “Aesta, you couldn’t have known,” he said, taking her hand. “You did what you thought best. There’s no guarantee that you even could have woken us up.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear him. Damon waited, not knowing what to do other than be there for her. 
 
    “I so badly wished for this to be the turning point,” she whispered. “For us to have a real chance at making this new life work. I had these ideas of you settling down with a pretty wife, perhaps even Keiza, and Vel and Ria finding happiness and contentment. I gambled on my hopes for you, and I lost, and now—” 
 
    “I need a haircut,” said Damon. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Wasn’t there a pair of cutting shears hanging up in the kitchen?” he asked. 
 
    He went back to find them before she could answer, returning with them in hand. Malon looked at him oddly as he made a show of blindly grabbing a clump of his hair and bringing the sheers up to cut at it. 
 
    “Oh, solas,” she sighed. “Have a seat on one of the stools.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Damon took his beer with him as he came around to the other side of the bar, sitting on a stool that Malon had positioned in an empty section of floor. She’d changed into her nightgown, and Damon inhaled her clean, feminine smell as she circled around him, taking in the damage to his hair. 
 
    “It’s going to be shorter than you usually wear it,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll manage,” he replied.  
 
    “I’m not sure I can get it completely even on the side.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Parts of it are still—” 
 
    “Aesta. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her into a hug. He was still sitting down on the stool, which put him just about at eye level with her bosom. He couldn’t resist burying his face in her breasts, despite the otherwise tender ambience of the moment. 
 
    “Comfortable?” she asked, voice amused. 
 
    “Mmm… very.” 
 
    She ran a hand through his singed hair and kissed him on the forehead. “Hold your head still. It’ll end up being pointless if you move. Your hair will look even worse than it did to start.” 
 
    “I’m holding still,” he said.  
 
    He straightened his back and waited while she made another circle around him, examining the damage. Neither of them said anything, and a deep sense of tranquility filled the silence as she began to carefully slide the sheers into place and cut strands of hair from his head. 
 
    Each touch of the metal and her fingers sent a chill through him. She leaned forward, and her breath tickled his neck and the side of his ear. She made small, thoughtful noises, as though finding the perfect new haircut for him was a puzzle worthy of her attention. 
 
    “You used to have such long hair,” whispered Malon. “You’d go a year without letting me cut it when you were young.” 
 
    “I struggled to sit still for anything back then.” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I claimed that this wasn’t easier than the trims I gave you back then.” Malon came around to his front, leaning forward as she trimmed the locks over his forehead. 
 
    It felt strange to look at her and see the care and concentration she put into her work written so clearly across her face. It was just a haircut, but she made it seem so careful and exact. As though she was putting the finishing touches on a painting, every movement and adjustment was thoughtful and full of purpose. 
 
    “There,” she whispered, with a small, genuine smile. She dusted the hair off his head with a few tender sweeps of her hand and then tried to do the same for his shoulders. The action drew her attention to the scrape Lilian had left on him, and she scrunched her face in concern. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he said. “Just a few small scratches.” 
 
    “All the same, I should clean it for you,” she said. “Take your shirt off.” 
 
    Damon hesitated, not wanting to impose on her any further than he already had. Malon set her hands on her hips and looked at him sternly. 
 
    “Solas. Take off your shirt.” 
 
    He sighed. “Now this truly feels as though I’m back to being a boy.” 
 
    He took his tunic off and tossed it onto the floor. Malon gave him an exasperated shake of the head, picked up the discarded garment, and set it on one of the tables. 
 
    “Bring that down to the basement and throw it in the wash pile, after,” she said.  
 
    She disappeared into the kitchen, returning with a clean bandage and a bowl of water. Damon patiently waited, wincing a few times, as she cleaned and dressed his shoulder. 
 
    “There,” she said. “All better?” 
 
    “All better.” He set his hands on her hips and pulled her into him. “Thank you, aesta.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek. There was an urge within him to do more, but he was so tired, emotionally as much as physically. Malon pulled him into a loving hug, running her hand over his recently cut hair and exhaling softly. 
 
    “We’ll make it through this,” she whispered. 
 
    “We will.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon slept fitfully in his own bed. His dreams were haunted by the memories of his dreamspelling adventure with Vel, reliving both the excitement of bedding a queen and fighting as Aldric, and the horror of watching Jilou’s head hit the floor. 
 
    It was early when he arose, and he didn’t head downstairs. Instead, he went to Vel’s room, first sitting at her side, and then climbing into her bed to lie next to her. He gently caressed her forehead and cheek, trying to take comfort in her steady breathing. She wasn’t dead, she was just sleeping. She would wake up eventually. 
 
    She had to. 
 
    Damon headed downstairs with the expectation of an empty inn. Keiza was in the kitchen, cooking breakfast, which was an encouraging sign. He stood in the doorway of the partition, watching as she silently worked a pot of porridge over the fire. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” he said. 
 
    She looked up at him, and though she didn’t smile, there was more awareness in her expression than there had been the day before. 
 
    “Let me get you some water,” said Damon. 
 
    He left and returned with a cup for each of them. Keiza accepted hers wordlessly, still watching the pot as she took a sip. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through right now. You can stay here at the inn for as long as you need. My aesta and I will help you get back on your feet.” 
 
    Still, she said nothing. Whether it was the lingering shock of what she’d experienced, or a deeper emotional wound, Damon had no idea. He stood where he was, sharing the silence, being there for her, if only to be present. 
 
    He found himself missing Ria fiercely, for reasons he couldn’t quite articulate. She would have been able to make a difference in protecting the town. Her confidence and spirit were something he’d come to take for granted, only obvious in the shadow left by their absence. 
 
    Malon made her way downstairs. She was smiling, but the expression was weary on her face. Damon suspected she’d fared as poorly as he had in getting sleep the previous night. 
 
    “Morning, aesta,” he said.  
 
    “Good morning, solas.” She looked from him to Keiza, a trace of uncertainty stealing onto her face. 
 
    Damon had given up any pretense of hiding his identity to Keiza. She’d all but guessed whom he was even before the action of the previous night. It was a secondary concern after what she’d been through—after what they’d all been through. 
 
    “Keiza is making breakfast,” he said. 
 
    “Why don’t I see if I can help?” suggested Malon. 
 
    Damon stepped back from the kitchen, giving Malon space to step by him. He took a seat at one of the tables, and a few minutes later, they were all settled in with bowls of porridge and cups of tea. 
 
    “I managed to get seta to drink,” said Malon. “Just a few sips of water, but it was still a reassuring sight. I’ll bring some porridge up after and see if she’ll eat a few bites.” 
 
    “That’s good!” said Damon. “They fed Jilou in a similar fashion. She was bedridden. It’s why she was never openly spoken of as a princess. She…” 
 
    He trailed off, fighting a sudden tightness in his throat. 
 
    “She’ll wake up, solas,” whispered Malon. “We’ll be here for her when she does.” 
 
    Damon nodded and cleared his throat. “I thought I’d head into town at first light. See where I can help out. Keiza, you can come along, if you’d like.” 
 
    Keiza didn’t look up from her bowl, but she did give a small, almost imperceptible shake of her head. 
 
    “I could grab anything you need, as well, if you’d prefer to stay,” he said. “Clothes from your house or anything else.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but she did give him a small, seemingly reassuring smile. Damon contented himself with the silence as they continued their meal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Damon set off as soon as they finished eating, taking care to kiss both Malon and Vel goodbye. In the early morning light, Azurecliff looked worse off than it had the night before. Even the buildings which had escaped total destruction had at least some fire damage, lending the town a sense of looming abandonment. 
 
    There was work to take care of everywhere he looked. He spent a few hours helping townsfolk clear their remaining possessions out of destroyed ruins that had once been their homes. Damon was quick to let them know that if they needed food, a place to sleep, anything, they could simply show up at the inn. It said much about how the people of Azurecliff pulled together that near everyone he spoke to was already taken care of. 
 
    Damon didn’t encounter Doogle or Arturius, who both seemed to be in charge of coordinating the overall effort. He joined a few teenagers in chopping firewood as the afternoon drifted on, hearing that there would be a funeral pyre for Azurecliff’s dead. The bodies of Victor Blackseed’s mercenary company were already being tossed over Rovahn’s Falls without ceremony. 
 
    He finally spotted Arturius and jogged into Azurecliff’s market square to see if he needed anything. The old soldier gave him an odd smile and immediately clapped a hand on his shoulder, leading him into one of the alleyways running in between two fire-scorched buildings. 
 
    “Been looking for you, lad,” said Arturius. 
 
    “I’ve been around,” he said. “There’s enough work here to keep anyone busy.” 
 
    “That there is. Your family is alright, I take it?” 
 
    “My mother is fine. Heather is still out of town. Violet… ah, she’s sick right now. It’s not related to the attack on the town. She’ll get well soon.” 
 
    Arturius let out a long sigh. “I’m sorry to hear that. She’s a strong lass, though. Listen, Anders…” 
 
    He stopped walking, turning his gaze down to the ground for a moment before folding his arms and looking at Damon seriously. 
 
    “Lad, if you’ve got somewhere else to be, I think you should go be there,” said Arturius. “As soon as possible, if you catch my meaning.” 
 
    “I’m… not sure I do. It’s as I said, Arturius. My sister is sick. Bedridden sick. We couldn’t travel right now if we wanted to.” 
 
    “I’m not speaking of your whole family,” said Arturius. “Just you. True Divine, this is far from a conversation I would prefer to be having, and not with you, of all people. You fought alongside me to save the town last night.” 
 
    Damon furrowed his brow. He glanced about to make sure they weren’t being overheard before leaning in to speak more quietly. “Give it to me plain, Arturius. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I think you know what I’m talking about. Doogle knows, too. Others, maybe, or they will soon, at least. Not sure how many caught sight of your fighting style last night.” 
 
    Damon’s blood went cold. He ran a hand through his hair, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Doogle,” he said. “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Anders…” Arturius grabbed him by the elbow as he started to walk away. “Please. Don’t do anything rash. You’re a good man. Keep it that way.” 
 
    He let Damon go, and those ominous words echoed in his head as he crossed the ash-strewn grass toward the town office. Doogle was at his desk, and he looked as though he’d been expecting him. Damon took a seat and waited, knowing it was pointless to say anything. 
 
    “Victor Blackseed gave me a sketch of a wanted man before the fighting broke out,” said Doogle.  
 
    He pulled out a piece of parchment from a compartment and slid it across his desk. It was a fairly artful depiction, including not just the general details of Damon’s face, but a surprisingly accurate sketch of his myrblade. 
 
    “One hundred gold for proof of death or capture,” he read, with a whistle. “That’s an insane amount of coin. Was this why Blackseed attacked the town?” 
 
    “One of the reasons,” said Doogle. “But not the only one. All the blather he said about the taxes coming up short was… actually true. Not just from you and the inn, but others, people who simply didn’t have the money to pay.” 
 
    Damon bit his lip near hard enough to draw blood as he considered his options—or his lack of options. “A hundred gold is a lot of money.” 
 
    “It could do a lot for this town right now, yes,” said Doogle. “But if I were going to collect on it, we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now. It’s the fact that someone will show up to collect on it, Andy. And when they do… we can’t be seen as having aided or hidden you.” 
 
    “Doogle.” Damon shook his head slowly. “Look, I’ll go. But my family, at the inn… They can’t run with me! It wouldn’t work. There’s just no way.” 
 
    “They can stay. I’m not looking to ask the obvious questions that arise from you not being who you say you are. Leah and Violet and Kain… They’re all good people, as far as I see it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Damon let out a breath, feeling as though at least he could see a path forward. “I’ll leave later tonight.” 
 
    “Do you have somewhere to go?” asked Doogle.  
 
    “Sure. I figure I’ll go turn myself in and collect the reward.” 
 
    Doogle laughed at that, and Damon spared himself a smile.  
 
    “It’s been good knowing you,” he said.  
 
    “You as well, Anders Rosewood.” 
 
    They shook hands, and Damon left. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    There were a few patrons awaiting Damon back at the inn, though not as many as he would have expected. He took over the bar from Malon, flashing her a smile and kissing her on the cheek.  
 
    The town was in no shape for him to be charging full price for food and ale. Damon took only what he thought each person could afford, making it clear that they should send his way anyone lacking dinner or a warm place to sleep. 
 
    They took in a young teenage girl who’d lost her mother in one of the fires, along with a pair of brothers, the oldest of whom was no more than thirteen or fourteen. Damon waited in the common room long after the last patron had departed, polishing glasses and trying to figure out what do. 
 
    He knew that he had to leave, and he would. How to go about it was an entirely different problem.  
 
    Malon made her way downstairs with slow, soft steps. She’d changed out of her day clothes into her nightgown, though she still had her hair braided. Her feet were bare, a small fact which underlined how safe and homely the inn’s interior had become for them. Damon still remembered when they’d first found it and broken into it in the middle of a storm, dust and cobwebs everywhere. 
 
    “I put our guests to bed,” she said. “Olivia, the girl, seemed happy just to have a warm bed to sleep in. The two brothers, Marcos and Keena, refused to take separate rooms. Keiza’s bringing them extra sheets and pillows in case they decide the bed is too crowded.” 
 
    “No surprise that they don’t want to be split up, after what they’ve been through,” said Damon.  
 
    “Have you eaten already?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, with a quick nod. “I snuck a bowl of soup earlier.” 
 
    Several bowls. He was acutely aware of how much harder leaving would be if he attempted it on a less than full stomach. 
 
    “I was going to head up and say goodnight to Vel,” said Malon. “I think she may be able to hear us, sometimes, even if she is asleep.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you up there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Take your time.” She smiled at him and leaned forward across the bar. Damon cupped her cheek and kissed her gently, chastely, on the lips. 
 
    He waited until he heard her footsteps fade before taking out his traveling pack from underneath the counter and beginning a second round of preparations. He had no interest in taking more food with him than he’d need for three days, at most. 
 
    There was no way to get around the fact that he’d need at least some money, but he left a note detailing the treasure he’d sent by courier while in Aldric’s body. Malon would be capable of finding it, and it was more than enough to keep the inn financially solvent for months, if not a full year. 
 
    He made a quick trip down into the basement to snag a clean change of clothes. Malon had found time to wash his best tunic and leggings, a convenience Damon knew he’d miss dearly on his own. He couldn’t resist bringing the clothing to his nose to steal a smell of her familiar wash soap before stuffing the garments away. 
 
    “It’s going to be alright, you know?” whispered Myr. “You’ll see her again, along with Vel and Ria.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered. 
 
    He filled up his water skin while he was downstairs and headed back up through the common room. Running through the list of essentials in his head, he realized that he had everything he needed. He could leave, walk out the door and into the night, off toward whatever adventure awaited him next. 
 
    Damon stood in the common room for what felt like an hour, simultaneously restless and frozen in place. He set down his traveling pack and sword and slowly made his way back upstairs. 
 
    He found Malon in Vel’s room. The two women were asleep together on the bed, although only one of them was liable to wake up at the sound of his footsteps. He didn’t enter the room, unwilling to risk what he knew would be a confrontation if his aesta discovered his plan. 
 
    “I love you, Vel,” he whispered. “I love you, aesta. I hope you both understand. Someday, I’ll be back. I promise.” 
 
    He knew the inn well enough to avoid the creaky stairs on his way back down to the common room. He poured himself a mug of ale and downed it, as much for the feeling of warmth it would bring against the late autumn chill as to steel his nerves.  
 
    “Solas.” 
 
    He flinched, turning around slowly, and tried to act innocent. “Aesta.” 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked, eyeing his traveling pack. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. 
 
    She shook her head, walking toward the bar slowly, looking so serenely sad. “Why?” 
 
    “Doogle and Arturius know who I am.” 
 
    “Then I’ll speak with them,” she said. 
 
    “It isn’t that simple!” Emotions that Damon had been actively managing all day spilled out in his voice. “You can’t shield me from this, aesta. But maybe, just maybe… I can shield you and Vel.” 
 
    “We’re all in this together, solas,” she said. She leaned over the bar counter, taking one of his hands in between hers. “You and me. Vel and Ria. We’re a family.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that it would be impossible to travel with Vel right now. Until she recovers, you need a place like this. Here at the inn, you can take care of her. With Keiza’s help, you could even keep admitting patrons and have a steady income.” 
 
    “Stop talking like this.” Her fingers dug into his palm and knuckles. “Please.” 
 
    “I have to go.” Damon came around to the other side of the bar, shaking his head as he turned his shoulders toward the door. 
 
    “You don’t,” said Malon. She grabbed him again, this time by the sleeve. “You need to stay.” 
 
    “I’m not a boy anymore, aesta. As simple of a thing as it is to say, it’s what you’ve been missing, on a certain level.” 
 
    “Perhaps you aren’t a boy, but you are still so young. So much younger than you think you are.” 
 
    “I’m old enough to do what’s right,” he said. “Goodbye, aesta. I love you.” 
 
    He pulled his shirt loose of her and started to reach for his traveling pack and sword. Malon’s eyes flashed with red light. Damon gaped at her, turning to look over his shoulder at a freshly created barrier of crimson power blocking off the door. 
 
    “That’s your move, then?” He spun back toward her, narrowing his eyes. “You’re going to use your magic to stop me?” 
 
    “If I must,” she replied. She’d let her hair down while lying next to Vel, and the crimson light emanating from her barrier made it look like red silk against the setting sun. 
 
    “Do you think I want to leave?” He took a step forward, refusing to back down. “Do you really think in the depths of my heart that I want to be anywhere other than here, at your side, and at Vel’s?” 
 
    “You’ve done a considerable job across these past few months of distorting what you want.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, because you’ve been so clear about your own feelings.” 
 
    “Mind yourself, solas.” 
 
    “Is that coming from my aesta, or Lascivious’s crest sorceress?” 
 
    Malon jutted her chin out, drawing closer to him. “Watch your tongue.” 
 
    He didn’t look away, not even for a second. “Or what?” 
 
    “Or…” Malon seemed to search for the right words for a moment. Damon took full advantage. 
 
    He kissed her on the lips, drawn into her by a force greater than either of their separate wills. Malon’s body moved against his as though she’d been expecting it, tongue dancing to greet his even as Damon felt her hands drawing up to press against his chest as a bulwark against further passion. 
 
    It felt so strange to kiss her like this, as though his mind couldn’t decide whether she was a woman or his aesta. His cock was well on its way to a conclusion. He felt it stiffening at a sprint as he pulled her into him by the hips, grinding himself into her soft body. 
 
    He kissed her neck. He moved her, guiding her toward the table. He felt her flinch as her butt banged against it. He cupped her cheek and gave her a deep kiss, his free hand roving over her body, groping her ass. His fingers settled on her thigh from there, probing inward and urging her legs open. 
 
    He felt her body stiffen defensively. Shamefully, Damon didn’t stop right away, his hands and lips still searching for contact even as his tiny aesta gave his chest a firm, resolved push. He took a breath and forced control into his muscles, blood pounding in his head, in his cock. 
 
    “Solas,” she said, breathlessly. “Our emotions are all over the place. This isn’t appropriate.” 
 
    “Kiss me.”  
 
    She did, though only at the insistence of Damon’s lips. He felt the conflict in her body, caught between relaxing into him and curling away. He kissed her neck and cupped her butt again, lifting her up to sit on the table with his strong arms. 
 
    “Mmm… solas.” She turned her head up, trying to hide her flushed cheeks. “I just used my magic. Vel and Keiza and our patrons are upstairs. This… here… right now, it isn’t—” 
 
    “Right now, aesta.” He touched her chin, turning her gaze down to meet his. “Right here, and right now.” 
 
    A tiny, reflexive moan escaped her lips. Damon kissed her aggressively, feeling the beast take over again as he pressed against her. He lifted her up from the table, only to set her down again as his hands continued roving, her butt settling against the wood with a slight creaking noise. 
 
    He was moving too fast, even for himself. He undid the drawstring of his trousers, pulling them down and stepping out of them. He tossed off his shirt. Malon’s hands shot toward his bare chest as though drawn by a spell, but she seemed caught between pushing him away and gently rubbing his pectoral muscles. 
 
    “Oh, solas,” she whispered. 
 
    He kissed her again, leaning over her, bending her back and spreading her legs. His cock was still contained by his undershorts, but his body didn’t seem to acknowledge or care. He probed into her with his lust, his stiff tool driving the outer fabric of their underwear together. Malon’s arm swung out sideways, knocking into his traveling pack, which fell to the floor. 
 
    “Your bag!” she said, with genuine concern. “Are… are you sure you have everything you need?” 
 
    She slid away from him, setting her feet back down on the floor and bending over to put one of the tent stakes that had fallen out back into place. Damon watched her nightgown ride up across her plump buttocks. 
 
    “Just about.” He slid his hands up her legs, took hold of her girlshorts, and firmly pulled them down. Malon stepped out of them with dreamy, unconscious movements, glancing toward the stairs. 
 
    “You made sure to bring an extra towel cloth?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He came up behind her, kissing her neck and sliding his hands up her body to cup her breasts. She wasn’t wearing a half-shirt, and he could feel the points of her nipples through her nightgown. 
 
    “And you… brought the small cookpot?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s in there, aesta,” he whispered, his fingers shifting under the hem of her gown, sliding across her naked thigh.  
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “Always remember to check your campsite. You can’t be sleeping just anywhere.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to bed down appropriately, aesta.”  
 
    Hs fingers dragged over the lips of her womanhood, and then spread it open. Malon’s back arched as he began teasing and exploring. He felt her wetness and couldn’t take it, couldn’t bear it, for even a second longer. He wrapped a firm arm around her stomach, kissed her on the back of the head, and began shifting down to the floor. 
 
    “It’s going to be hard, you know?” she whispered. 
 
    “I know.” Damon pulled his undershorts down. 
 
    “Harder than you realize, I think.” She reached her hand up, absently touching and taking the measure of his thick cock. “Promise me you’ll find your way back?” 
 
    “I promise.” He leaned forward over her, gently easing between her thighs. Malon sighed and reached her hands out, cupping his cheeks from both sides. She pulled him in for a kiss. Damon did the rest. 
 
    He pressed his cock against her womanhood, easing it in, slowly, and then more aggressively. Malon’s reaction was as pronounced as though he’d stabbed her, with pleasure in the place of pain. She ran her hand through his hair, buried her face in his shoulder, body curling and writhing in ecstasy.  
 
    “True Divine,” he muttered. “Aesta…” 
 
    He pulled one of the straps of her nightgown down, lewdly exposing one of her breasts. He palmed it, squeezing his fingers into the wonderful, erotic plumpness of her chest. He pumped his cock into her again, and again. Faster each time. Harder each time. 
 
    He looked at her face and nearly came prematurely from the nature of the expression she showed him. She bit her lip. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes fluttering, and soft, breathy moans continued to leak out, despite her obvious attempts to contain them. 
 
    “Aesta!” he shouted. He pinned one of her arms down in a needless display of dominance. Malon found his fingers and threaded hers through his. Damon pumped into her at a desperate, constant pace, falling into the moment like a boulder tumbling down a hill. 
 
     “Oh, solas!” She lifted her hips higher, legs falling sideways at submissive, forgotten angles. “Oh… oh… oh!” 
 
    “It feels so good,” he muttered. He pulled her into him as he thrust, shifting her body with enough force to mess up her hair across the wooden floorboards. “True Divine, aesta. You’re the best.” 
 
    “Don’t…” Her words were breathy, syllables shaky and erotically pitched. “Don’t say such things, solas.” 
 
    “All the men stare at you,” he said. “You’re more seductive clothed than most women are naked.” 
 
    “Solas, what did I just… oh… what did I say?” 
 
    He pressed his chest down over her and clutched at her hair with one hand, pulling her head back to give himself an opening to kiss and suck on her neck. 
 
    “You’re so tight and hot,” he muttered. “I can barely stand it!” 
 
    Her next complaint came out as a muffled whimper as Damon speared into her with the energy of a young, horny man.  
 
    “Oh!” she finally managed. “It’s… too much!” 
 
    “Take it, aesta!” he growled. “Take it all.” 
 
    “Solas!” 
 
    Her tone had an edge to it this time, the same snap she always used when she meant business. Damon couldn’t have stopped himself if he’d wanted to, but he did hesitate, for an instant. She brought her hand up and gently caressed his cheek with her thumb. 
 
    “You’re being too aggressive,” she said, gently. “You can’t say such things to me.” 
 
    Part of him wanted to argue that point, but her smile was so gentle that he couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed of his own horniness. 
 
    “Take a breath,” she said. “You’ll enjoy yourself more.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m already enjoying myself.”  
 
    He started to thrust again. Malon set her hand on his chest and pulled her thighs together. It was a cruel power play, but he couldn’t bring himself to push past it, not against those loving eyes and that gentle smile. 
 
    Slowly, and with lots of kisses, Malon guided him onto his back. She lay next to him on the hard wooden floorboards, still warm from the hearth’s heat. She traced the muscles of his chest and stomach, fingers dipping low to draw an invisible line across his crotch, just above his hard member. 
 
    “You’ve grown so much,” she whispered. “You have a man’s body, solas.” 
 
    “A man’s body, and a man’s needs.” He rubbed his thumb across her lips and took a possessive hold of the side of her face. She flashed him a teasing smile, ignoring the less than subtle way he urged her mouth toward his prick. 
 
    “Promise me that you’ll keep your guard up while you’re on the road?” she asked. 
 
    “I promise.” He flexed his hips, pushing his cock toward her luscious lips. Malon was quick on the defense, turning to let his member prod into her cheek, instead. 
 
    “I mean around women, as much as men,” she said. “You don’t always think with your head.” 
 
    “I won’t deny that,” he said. “You should help me clear my head before I set out.” 
 
    “Remember to use your new name,” she continued. “You’ve developed a bit of a reputation.” 
 
    “Aesta…” he said, sighing petulantly. 
 
    “And remember to—” 
 
    He gripped a fistful of her hair and interrupted her with his cock, pressing it against and then into her mouth. She glared at him, but shuddered as he tightened his grip and began guiding her head forward and back, lips sliding, cheeks sucking. 
 
    “I won’t forget,” he said. “I have a good memory, aesta. I still remember this… the first time you sucked my cock. The thing you can do with your tongue.” 
 
    She forcefully pulled her head back, face reddening as his cock continued to throb inches away from her lips. She met his gaze, and her eyes took on an interesting gleam. 
 
    “I came up with that for you, solas,” she whispered. “It’s only for you.” 
 
    Her words echoed in his head as she kissed the tip of his member, and then slowly began to suck. The pleasure was wicked, unreal by half. Damon bucked to meet each downward bob of her head at first, but was soon completely overwhelmed by the pleasure. It was all he could do to lie back and let his muscles tense and jerk of their own accord as his aesta sucked him off. 
 
    It was absolute bliss, absolute perfection. And she was doing it because she loved him. She did it all out of such a deep, sincere love, pushing through the shame and wrongness to arrive at where they’d been all along. Devoted to each other. He was her solas, and she was taking care of him.  
 
    He felt her tongue move and do the thing, and he had to bite his lip to keep from roaring out his pleasure. He came so hard that it was almost painful, blasting his seed into her mouth with a rude amount of force. 
 
    She lovingly rubbed his chest and stomach as he came, moving from pleasuring him to simply cleaning up the mess he’d made. A small trickle oozed out down her chin. She wiped it off with a finger and, smirking at him, wiped that finger on her nightgown. 
 
    She cuddled up beside him on the floor, her hand still rubbing his chest, sliding low to briefly caress his manhood. “You’re still hard, solas. Come with me. Come to bed.” 
 
    “If I do, I won’t leave tonight, that’s for sure. I won’t leave at all. Is this why you let me take you like this? So near to having all of you?” 
 
    “No. I let you have me because I love you. Far more than what’s appropriate.” 
 
    “I love you too, aesta,” he said. “So deeply it hurts. If I stayed here, at the inn, I have no doubt that you’d fight to protect me, if it came to it. I can’t have that. We, you, and I, and Vel, and Ria, can’t have that.” 
 
    Malon sighed. She shifted her head onto his shoulder, sliding her hand up to caress the line of his chin and the small patch of stubble underneath his lower lip. 
 
    “What am I ever going to do with you, solas?” she whispered. “It almost makes sense, of a sort, for you to leave now. With all that’s going on, with all that’s happened, both in the world and… between us.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    She sat up, eyes dreamy, but also sad, as she stared at him. “You’ve opened yourself up for so much pain without realizing it or intending to. You’re so strong and courageous and sharp… and so tragically naïve.” 
 
    “Aesta…” He wanted to deny it, but the accusation didn’t sting. Not exactly. Not from her. “I’m not leaving for good. I just can’t be here right now. I can still help. I’ll search for more information about Vel’s condition. Someone must know something. There is a way to wake her up.” 
 
    “That would be a noble objective,” said Malon. “Consider seeking out Ria if you need help. She’ll likely still be with Sharika and may have ideas of her own. And don’t forget to take the amethyst dreamspell amulet with you. I may need to reach out if the situation changes.” 
 
    “I’ll wear it to sleep every night.” 
 
    Malon seemed to fight against a smile at that. She rose to her feet and began picking up his clothing and passing it to him. She helped him with his shirt and put on his sword belt for him, carefully adjusting the fit with loving arms. 
 
    “Take care, solas,” she said. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, just the same.” He brushed her hair back and kissed her once on the cheek and once on the lips. 
 
    Damon took one last look at The Rosewood Inn’s common room before setting a hand on his myrblade’s hilt and disappearing into the night. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Avaricia always lived up to its name. Within half an hour of reentering the city on an unassuming early winter night, Damon witnessed no fewer than three bribes, two muggings, and a rather uncoordinated attempt at purchasing sex from a woman who wasn’t selling. 
 
    He kept his hood up, grateful for the concealment it provided. The weather was cold enough to make those without a face covering the exception, and the guards Damon passed paid him little mind. 
 
    His first impulse upon leaving Azurecliff and The Rosewood Inn hadn’t been to return to the city he hated most, but after some consideration, he’d found it unavoidable. Vel was trapped within a magically induced sleep, a malady from a dreamspelling bout gone wrong. 
 
    If he wanted to find a way to save her, he was going to need help.  
 
    Damon came to a stop outside the unmarked door of a plain building in between a fletcher and a perfumery. He looked both ways, assuring himself that he was alone in the street, and knocked three times. 
 
    It was late, almost midnight, and he was half expecting to receive no answer. After a minute, the distinctive sound of footsteps came from the other side, and the door opened to reveal a tall woman with dark hair, tanned skin, and piercing hazel eyes. 
 
    “Damon Al-Kendras,” she said, without pause. 
 
    “Kassandra, er…” Damon flashed a smile and shrugged. “It’s horrible of me, but I actually forgot your last name.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven.” Sandra looked past him, frowning a bit. “Is your aesta not in attendance?” 
 
    “It’s just me tonight,” he said. “Can I come in?” 
 
    Sandra folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe. “Possibly. Why are you here, Damon? Has something happened?” 
 
    She pulled her nightgown closed against the night’s chill, which drew Damon’s attention toward what it covered. He could see the outlines of her full breasts against the thin, insubstantial fabric. She was an attractive woman, appearing perhaps forty in age, though to his knowledge, she was far, far older.  
 
    “Vel,” he said, dropping his gaze. 
 
    Over the course of the next few minutes, Damon explained as much as he could. He followed Sandra through her cozy little enchantment shop, into a small study in the back of her house, stuffed wall to wall with thick, old books. The room smelled of worn parchment and spilled ink. Sandra set a lantern down on a polished oak table and began pulling down a few specific volumes from the shelves. 
 
    “I can’t promise that any of these will have the answers you’re seeking, but you can take a gander and see.” She wiped the dust off the front of an aged tome and slid it toward him. “I wish I could give you a solution off the top of my head, but your predicament is fairly specific. Dreamspelling is one of the forgotten magics.” 
 
    “It’s more than I currently have to go off,” said Damon. “I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    “It’s yours for the taking,” said Sandra. 
 
    She bent over, struggling to pull another volume out from one of the overstuffed lower shelves. The movement did interesting things to her nightrobe, pulling it open in front and shifting it upward in the back.  
 
    Sandra grinned at him as the book came loose, and Damon waged a war against himself to keep from drinking in the sight of her cleavage as she leaned forward to set the book down on the table. 
 
     “Let me get you some food,” she said. “You’re a good man, Damon.” 
 
    She ruffled his hair and headed out through the door. Studying by lanternlight had never been something Damon had taken much pleasure in, but he set his mind to the task with as much focus as he could muster. 
 
    Sandra came and went with the food. An hour passed without much progress. As far as he could tell, the books simply didn’t have the relevant information he needed. He wasn’t surprised by that. He’d known it was unlikely that he would find much going into the search, but his disappointment was no less demoralizing in the face of the long odds. 
 
    “Any luck?” Sandra came into the room again, sidling up to the back of his chair and setting her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “No,” he said. “At least I tried. I suppose I should be on my way.” 
 
    “Have you already rented a room in the city?” asked Sandra. 
 
    He shook his head. Sandra came around to the other side of the chair, smiling mischievously and hugging her arms across her body. 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay with me for the night,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t want to impose…” 
 
    Her smile twitched. She slid a few fingers deliberately along the hem of her robe, pulling it open slightly. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to stay with me for the night, Damon,” she said. 
 
    He smiled back at her, despite his exhaustion and disappointment. Setting a hand on her hip, he gently pulled her into his lap. She let out a small, girlish squeal as his hands began to rove over her. His lips met hers, and Damon was immediately contented with his decision to come seeking information in Avaricia, despite his lack of results. 
 
    Sandra was naked underneath her nightrobe. Her body was lean, but her breasts were full and supple, with only a hint of sag to them that was erotic in its own way. She was as eager as he was, grinding herself over Damon’s hardening cock so insistently that it felt as though she was trying to rub his pants out of existence. 
 
    He picked her up and carried her to her bedchamber in his strong arms. She’d lit several candles, lending a sensual mood to the comfy space. Damon set her down on her quilt and pulled off his shirt. Sandra undid his belt and pulled down his trousers, blinking in appreciation as his hard cock came into view. 
 
    “Oh my,” she whispered. “I’m reminded again of why you’re such a handful for your aesta.” 
 
    Damon glanced away, feeling his face heat up. “Are you really going to talk about her right now?” 
 
    “If it gets a rise out of you, I will,” she said, smiling. “I want your best, Damon.” 
 
    Her expression seemed like a direct challenge, one he was eager to rise to. He spread her legs open and mounted her, sinking his cock into her wonderfully tight womanhood. Sandra let out a steady stream of moans as he began thrusting, letting out all of the stress and frustration of the past few days on her slender, mature body. 
 
    He hadn’t come to her for this, but she was willing, and he was horny. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, enjoying her body and letting his mind go blank. The bed creaked and groaned underneath them. Sandra urged him on with soft, cooing noises, legs squeezing tight and locking him into the embrace. 
 
    It wasn’t a long encounter, but the intensity of Damon’s release more than made up for it. Sandra sucked on his neck and nibbled his earlobe as he unloaded inside her. She ran her hand through his hair in a gentle, almost loving manner that reminded him far too much of his aesta. 
 
    “Are you planning on setting out early tomorrow?” she whispered. 
 
    “I have to. It’s not going to be easy for me to get around Avaricia during the day. Besides, you were the only lead within the city that I had to go on.” 
 
    Sandra rolled over, setting her chin atop her arm and scrunching her face up in distaste. “There’s only one other place where I suspect you might be able to find the answer you’re searching for.” 
 
    “Which would be?” 
 
    “You aren’t going to like it.” 
 
    Damon made a rolling motion with his hand. “It makes no difference what I like.” 
 
    She gave him a thin-lipped smile and shook her head. “Your aesta would kill me if she caught wind of me setting you on this path.” 
 
    “I don’t see her around,” said Damon, searching the room with exaggerated glances. 
 
    Sandra sighed. “You’ve no doubt already considered it, yourself. The knowledge you seek would have been commonplace in past centuries when magic was less rare. Someone with memories of that time might know more about Vel’s condition.” 
 
    “Someone with memories of that time…” muttered Damon. “One of the Forsaken, in other words.” 
 
    She nodded. “Their help doesn’t come cheap. I know that from experience.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Damon awoke the next morning to the sound of Sandra’s soft, rather girlish snoring. He smiled as he checked the window. The sun was coming up over the horizon, but he’d still have a few minutes before he needed to set out. 
 
    He pulled her into a gentle embrace and kissed her neck. She shifted against him, rolling over and yawning as she came awake. 
 
    “Fancy another round?” she whispered. “I forgot how energetic young men could be.” 
 
    Damon started to answer and then felt his jaw drop open as he actually looked at her. As one of Lascivious’s former crest sorceresses, Sandra had retained several facets of her innate magical affinity, including the ability to refresh her youth through sex. 
 
    “True Divine,” muttered Damon. “I’m…not so sure that I’m still the young one in this equation.” 
 
    He pulled back, feeling an unsettling lurch in his stomach as he realized he’d just been groping a woman who looked no older than a teenager, appearance wise. Sandra frowned as she sat up, peering down at her hands. 
 
    “I think I missed my target age by about a decade,” she sighed. “This is going to make for an interesting few years.” 
 
    “Wow.” Damon slid in closer to her, blatantly checking her out and noting a few of the more pronounced differences. “You must have been popular when you were younger.” 
 
    “Ahem.” Sandra shrugged his hand off her shoulder. “I’m still fairly popular.” 
 
    “I mean, you are, but…” He ran his hands up the front of her body, risking a quick inspection of her breasts with his palms. “Whoa.” 
 
    “You need to be leaving,” she said, standing up. “Every minute you stay here will make it more difficult for you to sneak by the guards and get out of the city.” 
 
    “I’m going. I am, truly, it’s just…”  
 
    He reached for her again. Sandra pulled away, frowning as she turned around in a manner that reminded him all too much of his aesta. 
 
    “I’m serious, Damon,” she said. “You took a brazen risk in coming here. Malon would never forgive me if I exposed you to unnecessary harm just for the sake of an extra early morning romp.” 
 
    He sighed and nodded. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Travel safely,” she said. “I can spare some extra food. I noticed your pack was a little light.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He was out the door within fifteen minutes. The sight of a teenaged Sandra waving him off as he started down the street was both surreal and intriguing, and he made a note to stop by again the next time he came through Avaricia. 
 
    Admittedly, it was anyone’s guess when that would be. 
 
    He pulled up the hood of his cloak and made his way toward the city’s southeast gate. The streets were alive with activity, despite the early hour. Damon weaved through a crowd surrounding a street performance. It was close to Alderman’s Day, or it possibly was Alderman’s Day. His sense of time had drifted a bit with his travels. 
 
    He was approaching the gate, nearly in the clear, when a whistle came from the alleyway directly to his left.  
 
    “Anders.” 
 
    Damon recognized the voice, and for a moment, he considered trying to run. 
 
    “Austine,” he said, stepping into the alley. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You don’t sound all that happy to see me.” Austine stepped forward, pulling the hood of his own cloak down to reveal a blond ponytail, matching diamond earrings, and a silk neck scarf. 
 
    “For good reason,” said Damon. “You tried to kill one of my friends the last time we met.” 
 
    In truth, Damon’s emotions were a storm of contradictions. He was annoyed with Austine. He hated him, even, for both the choices he’d made and the dark path he represented. He was also relieved beyond words to have confirmation that his oldest friend was still alive. 
 
    “I’ve tried to kill a lot of people,” said Austine. “It’s the better part of my job now, in case you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “Oh, I noticed.” 
 
    Damon’s fingers twitched toward his myrblade. He saw Austine’s shoulder give a subtle jerk in unconscious reaction. They both knew the game. Old friends and new enemies. 
 
    “Why are you here in Avaricia?” asked Austine. “I want the truth, Damon.” 
 
    “You can have it,” he said. He let his gaze drop, feeling his throat tighten as he tried to explain. “Vel is… unwell. She’s in a coma. There was an incident. Magic was involved. I came to see if I could find help for her, Aust.” 
 
    “Oh.” Austine relaxed his posture visibly. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” said Damon. “Be helpful.” 
 
    “Damon, I—” 
 
    “Avarice might know something,” he continued, cutting Austine off. “If he has a secret library, or if you could subtly ask him about the situation, or…” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m sorry. I can’t help you, Damon.” 
 
    “You mean you won’t help me.” 
 
    “I mean I can’t!” snapped Austine. He pulled the silk scarf down, flashing the golden crest on his neck. “Do you understand what this means? The power it gives Avarice over me?” 
 
    “You’re scared of him,” said Damon. 
 
    Anger flashed in Austine’s eyes, and he bared his teeth for an instant. “I am. And if you had any sense, you would be too. You would have never come back to Avaricia.” 
 
    “If you can’t help me, then get out of my way. Go back to your money, and your wives, and whatever else it is that convinces you that it’s worth it.” 
 
    Damon had no sympathy for him, not then, not with Vel’s life on the line. He saw Austine’s eyes narrow and knew he’d pushed him too far with his last comment. 
 
    “I came to warn you, Damon,” he said. “Get out of the city. If you stay, I’ll be the one coming after you.” 
 
    “Nice seeing you too, Aust.” 
 
    Damon turned and left the alleyway without looking back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Damon spent the rest of his morning walking and thinking. Avaricia’s outskirts were safer than the area within the city limits, with few travelers giving him more than passing scrutiny as he traveled away from the coast. 
 
    It would all be so much simpler if he could just go back to the inn and be with Malon and Vel during his family’s time of need. He felt adrift on his own, searching for a solution to a problem he didn’t fully understand. Chasing after hope with no sense of direction. 
 
    He wanted to go back to them, but at the same time, he couldn’t go back. Not without a way to help Vel. Malon was counting on him. The responsibility saddled on his shoulders made him anxious, but it also gave him a purpose. 
 
    “What do you think, Myr?” he whispered. “You must have an idea about where we should head next.” 
 
    “Well…” Myr made a pensive, humming noise. “I think it’s time you sought out Ria. She might not have the answer you’re searching for, but she’ll no doubt be willing to help.” 
 
    He nodded. It made sense, and he’d been considering it, regardless. The only reason he hadn’t immediately traveled to Ria, who as far as he knew, was still staying with Sharika, was… because she was still staying with Sharika. Malon’s aesta was not a woman who Damon had found a way to get along with, as of yet. 
 
    The weather was blessedly fair, despite how late into the year it was. Damon had only to contend with a slight chill in the air as he traveled through the farmlands and pasture towns surrounding Avaricia’s outskirts.  
 
    He had all the food and water he needed to continue into the Malagantyan on foot. As much as he would have preferred to be on horseback, or better yet, sharing a wagon or carriage, the risk of being recognized was simply too high. 
 
    Despite having a firm understanding of this fact, when Damon came across a waylaid wagon off to the side of the road at the start of the afternoon, he couldn’t resist approaching to get a closer look. Three blonde women in fancily colored dresses were attempting to change one of the wagon wheels, with mixed success. 
 
    The oldest one, a busty woman in her late thirties or early forties, locked her eyes onto his. She smiled and waved him over. Damon felt himself walking their way, despite his better judgment. 
 
    “Need some help?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, do we ever!” said the woman. “Our wagon wheel broke as we went over a bump, and we’ve been stuck here for most of the day. My name is Tessa. These are my daughters, Kay and Lolo.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet all of you,” he said. “My name is Anders.” 
 
    The two younger women shot Damon disinterested glances. Tessa moved closer to him, setting a hand atop his bicep. 
 
    “Well, Anders, you look to be rather strong and capable,” said Tessa. “We’re headed northeast, toward Silke. If you could help us get our wagon on the road again, we’d be nothing if not grateful. You’d be welcome to travel with us if it suits you.” 
 
    Damon was already opening his mouth to reply when a chiding whisper came from his sword. 
 
    “Remember what Malon said about your tendency to trust women simply because they’re pretty?” Myr asked. 
 
    He remembered, though his mind seemed ready with endless reasons as to why this situation was an exception.  
 
    “We just need a set of willing hands to help us get the new wheel on,” said Tessa. “Surely, you could do that much? We would be overflowing with gratitude.” 
 
    She batted her eyelashes at him. Damon heard one of her daughters groan from behind her and got a sense of what kind of woman she was. 
 
    In the end, he gave them the help they needed and politely refused Tessa’s offers to give him a ride in return. The risk was too obvious and real for him to ignore. There were sketches of him floating around all across Veridan’s Curve, and with the bounty on his head as high as it was, he simply couldn’t place his trust in strangers, regardless of how flirtatious they were. 
 
    He waved to them as they rode off in the distance. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Damon watched a group of a dozen or so men on horseback riding toward him with far too much confidence for his liking. A rather familiar looking blonde woman sat on the back of one of the men’s horses. Tessa. She pointed to him as the group drew to a stop. 
 
    “See!” shouted Tessa. “I told you! That’s him, isn’t it? Damon Al-Kendras, the infamous outlaw!” 
 
    “That’s him,” said the gruff-looking man at the group’s head. 
 
    “Infamous outlaw, you say?” called Damon. “Are you sure that’s really the type of person you’d want to harass on an otherwise empty road?” 
 
    “For one hundred and fifty gold, I certainly would!” barked the man. 
 
    Damon couldn’t resist whistling at the number. His head had only been worth a hundred gold when he’d left Azurecliff. Avarice and Queen Anise were probably getting impatient. 
 
    He drew his myrblade, but it became immediately clear as the group of horsemen began to charge him down that there was little he’d be able to do with it that would be to his advantage.  
 
    The only way to strike out at the horses reliably would be to come to a stop, and several of the men carried spears or, in some cases, bows. He would be presenting himself as a target if he tried to stand his ground and fight.  
 
    He wasn’t too proud to be above running for his life and took off across the grass, heading straight for a disparate grouping of trees in the distance. The first volley of arrows struck the ground to his right and just behind him, near enough to suggest that they wouldn’t continue missing forever. 
 
    He risked a glance over his shoulder to see if the men were giving straightforward pursuit or perhaps attempting to round him off on the sides. The glare of the setting sun was in his eyes, rendering it a wasted effort. Another arrow hissed by his neck, coming close enough for him to feel the flutter it seared through the air. He ducked his head, barreling toward the trees at full speed. 
 
    More arrows rained down around him as he broke through the branches in search of safety, and Damon staggered as he tried to set a foot down into open air. The ground sloped downward at an angle just steep enough to be dangerous. He fell into a roll and not by choice, stirring up leaves and crushing a rotten tree stump as he descended the unexpected hill. 
 
    He was sure that the horses would be hard pressed to follow, which was all that really mattered. Rising to his feet as he came to a stop, he surveyed the area, listening to his pursuers and considering his next move. 
 
    They would still follow him. For one hundred and fifty gold, they would doubtlessly continue their pursuit, which would mean that at least a few of them would be leaving their horses at the edge of the trees. 
 
    He resisted the temptation to immediately rush back up the hill and try to take the fight head on. Instead, Damon slowly wound his way over to the right, back around, covering his tracks as he went. The men were anything but subtle, and he was able to get a sense of their movements by listening from a distance. 
 
    “We can split the money, but we can’t split the sword,” shouted one of them. “Rovahn’s balls. It’s only fair that if you want his weapon, you take that as your share.” 
 
    “How is that supposed to be fair?” asked another. “You can’t seriously believe that nonsense about it being a magical relic?” 
 
    “One of my friends has a brother who said he saw him use it in person. Froze a river clean over in the middle of the summer.” 
 
    Damon appreciated the apparent size of his growing legend. He took a few more quiet steps through the forest, taking care not to rustle the leaves, and poked his head back out through the trees. 
 
    Sure enough, most of the men had dismounted and given pursuit. There were still two waiting with the horses, along with Tessa, who paced the grass nervously. Damon drew his myrblade and got as close as he could before stepping out into the open. 
 
    “Is that wagon ride still on the table?” he called. 
 
    Tessa let out a high-pitched gasp. The two men drew their weapons, but in the time it took them, the fight had already been decided. Damon stabbed one of them in the shoulder and slashed the other on the withdrawal. 
 
    The woman screamed. Damon ignored her, hurrying to sabotage the saddles of every horse but one and sending them running by slapping them on the flanks. 
 
    “You…” Tessa whimpered and backed away from him slowly. “Please… Don’t kill me!” 
 
    “I was never going to, you ungrateful harlot!” he snapped. 
 
    It was petty, but he couldn’t resist running her down into a patch of fresh mud as he departed on his faithful new mount. She fell a second time, trying to find her feet. Damon howled with laughter as he took off into the evening’s fading light. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    In a perfect world, Damon would have continued his journey without interruption, without pause, and without looking back. As he’d learned time and time over, the world was far from perfect. 
 
    His stolen horse obliged his commands well enough, and after riding through the evening and into the dark of night, Damon found a relatively remote spot to make camp. He decided to risk a fire after making sure the nearby trees would effectively hide the light, and he set up his tent. 
 
    It was as he’d begun cooking a simple dinner of warmed bread and dried beans that he sensed eyes on him. It was the sort of feeling that set the hairs on the back of his neck to prickling up straight. He was being watched, though he had no idea from where. 
 
    He did his best to keep from revealing that he was aware of that fact. Pulling the cookpot off the fire, Damon gave the beans a slow stir with his spoon, then covered the pot and set the bread to warm on a clean rock alongside the flames. 
 
    His fingers settled casually on the hilt of his sword as he caught sight of a tiny movement on the periphery of his vision. He took a breath, waiting, shifting his legs underneath him with small, unassuming movements, picking his moment. 
 
    He drew his myrblade and attacked in the same motion, aiming for his opponent’s center of mass. The sword found only empty air, which should have been impossible given the speed of Damon’s strike. He blinked, eyes refocusing against the dark, and making out a familiar, feminine silhouette. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Damon,” whispered Lilian. 
 
    She strode forward into the light of the campfire, holding his gaze and smiling cordially. She wore a long cloak, skintight leather leggings, and a white wool tunic belted with silk. Such a normal outfit struck a jarring contrast against the woman, the zanyadai, wearing it. 
 
    Lilian’s hair was dark, glossy, and purple. Her skin was pale to the point of looking cold even against the warmth of the firelight. Her eyes… True Divine, looking into her eyes was like staring into an abyss of black, save for the way they would occasionally catch the right angle to reflect what they saw. 
 
    Despite her inhuman, monsterish appearance, she was still a woman. She was still attractive, perhaps even more so than before her transformation, with firm, full breasts, and a hip-to-waist ratio so alluring that it made Damon wonder if it was a side effect of her demonic diet. 
 
    “Lilian,” he said. “You have five seconds to explain what you’re doing here.” 
 
    It wasn’t an empty threat. She was dangerous. They’d fought before, and he’d only won by the grace of pulling a new trick out of the magic of his myrblade. 
 
    “Kastet sent me to look after you, her loyal retainer,” she said. 
 
    “To spy on me and report back to her, you mean.” 
 
    “Phrase it however you wish,” said Lilian. “I’m here. Isn’t that all that really matters?” 
 
    It would have been a lie for Damon to say he didn’t give serious consideration to attacking her. His trust in Kastet was at an all-time low.  
 
    In some of his more frustrated moments during the search to find a way to help Vel, he’d found himself blaming Kastet for her condition. She’d been the one to push forward the idea of assassinating Queen Anise. Ultimately, they’d taken the risk to forward her agenda. 
 
    “Smells good,” said Lilian, crouching down by the fire. 
 
    “Do you even eat regular food anymore?” he asked. 
 
    “Occasionally. When I’m in the mood.” 
 
    Damon waved a hand at her dismissively and returned to stirring his beans. If she wasn’t there to start trouble, so be it. He would humor her and get on with his night. 
 
    “Where did you get the horse?” asked Lilian.  
 
    “I stole it.” 
 
    Lilian furrowed her brow. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “What? You think I bought it? With what money, exactly?” 
 
    “Would your aesta approve of such recklessness?” asked Lilian. 
 
    “She isn’t here.” 
 
    “I noticed.” Lilian smirked, letting the moment grow full and pregnant before lowering herself to sit next to him. “Am I allowed to share your campsite, or will the noble swordsman see fit to drive the evil monster off?” 
 
    She let her leg fall sideways, knocking into his with incidental mischief. Damon didn’t turn to look at her, but he had to make an effort to refrain from scratching a certain itch on his neck that always seemed to crop up when she was around. 
 
    “Will you let me eat my dinner in peace?” he asked. 
 
    “Will you let me eat mine?” She drew closer to him as she spoke, whispering the question into his ear, against his neck. 
 
    He swung his arm out on reflex, trying to elbow her in the face. Lilian dodged with a movement so perfect and uncanny that it almost stole Damon’s focus of thought. 
 
    “That was a joke,” she said, gently rubbing his shoulder. “Unless you are willing to let me feed?” 
 
    “Not happening.” 
 
    He took his beans off the fire. It was hardly a meal worth savoring, but hunger was the best spice. He hadn’t eaten since the previous night. 
 
    Lilian continued to sit with him as he took his supper. As he ate the first few bites of the beans, he felt the mood shift a bit, or perhaps just his perception and assumptions about her, then and there. She really didn’t seem to want anything from him. 
 
    “Did you stop by Azurecliff on your way here?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “In passing. More of a quick foray into The Rosewood Inn than a real visit.” 
 
    She let the implication hang, forcing him to ask his question if wanted his answer. 
 
    “How are they doing?”  
 
    Lilian gave him a small smile, worth its weight in hope. “Malon is a strong woman. She’s set her mind to running the inn and taking care of Vel. She’s managing, Damon. She still has the merchant girl, Keiza, helping her, and Kastet visits almost every day.” 
 
    “And Vel?” he asked, forcing the words out. 
 
    “She’s hanging in there.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Lilian put her hand back on his shoulder. “She’s lost some weight. Not a huge amount, but enough to be noticeable. Aside from that and her condition, she’s been in good health.” 
 
    “Right,” he muttered. “Well. That’s about what I expected.” 
 
    “Have you found any new leads on—” 
 
    “No,” he said tersely. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “She’s still my friend, Damon,” said Lilian. “I care about her, too.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything more to her as he finished eating. After washing the pot out with a few drops of water, he set it back inside his pack and crouched in front of his tent.  
 
    “I’m going to sleep,” he said. “You should take your leave now.” 
 
    Lilian let out a mock hurt gasp. “Are you serious? You’re going to make me sleep out in the cold?” 
 
    “You’re nocturnal,” he said. “It’s not as though you planned on staying the night at my campsite, regardless.” 
 
    He took off his shirt and pants and slipped into his bedroll. The nights had been chilly as of late, but his quilt was warm and the lack of bugs a welcome change from the summer. 
 
    Lilian poked her head through the tent flap. “You aren’t wrong. I do plan on leaving before the night’s end, but I could spare a few hours, if you’d allow it.” 
 
    “Well, you’re welcome to sleep wherever you can find the space,” he said. “As long as you’re not in the way.” 
 
    He knew what her game was. What he didn’t know was why he was inviting her to play it with him. Damon wondered if he chafed at being lonely more than he let himself admit. 
 
    “Trust me, Damon,” cooed Lilian. “I won’t be in the way.” 
 
    She entered his tent on all fours, body naked, barely visible in the light of the dying fire. 
 
    “True Divine, you’re worse than Vel and Ria can sometimes be,” he said. “Get out of my tent.” 
 
    “Make me.” 
 
    He’d known she’d say that, or something like it. This was the only way he could let his guard down around Lilian. By pretending as though he was keeping it up, going through the motions of due diligence and just happening into a horny mistake. 
 
    He lunged at her, trying to wrestle her toward the tent flap. Lilian let out mocking giggles and began pulling at his undershorts. He acted as though he was annoyed by that, but found it strangely hot to have her tugging at his waistband and caressing the muscles of his abdomen with such brazen confidence. 
 
    It would have been a lie for him to claim that he hadn’t thought about Lilian in a sexual way in the time since her transformation. He was intrigued by the change she’d undergone, even setting aside the effect of her bite. 
 
    She could still bite him. Just because she hadn’t forced her fangs into his neck over the course of their interaction didn’t mean she was harmless. He thought of how Malon would react to the situation he’d put himself in and could all but hear her chiding tone. 
 
    Mind yourself, solas. She’s dangerous, and she knows where you’re weak. 
 
    “Oh,” said Lilian, in a throaty voice. “What’s this?” 
 
    She’d gotten his undershorts down and worked his cock out into the open. Her hand ran up and down his length as it eagerly grew to full size under her tender, insistent touch. Damon felt the tip of one of her claws gently press against the underside of his shaft and clenched various muscles in surprise. 
 
    “Be careful with those,” he growled. 
 
    “Do I still scare you, Damon?” 
 
    There was a waver in her voice as she spoke the question. She actually cared about his answer, he realized. 
 
    He stopped wrestling against her with aggressive movements and instead took her firmly and dominantly in his arms. He kissed her on the lips, the first time he could remember doing so since she’d undergone her change, and then lowered her down to his bedroll. 
 
    She was still naked. He’d known this, but knowing that a woman was naked and suddenly having her spread out and accessible on the ground were two different things. His cock probed into the sweetness between her thighs. She was either careful and diligent at shaving, or naturally smooth.  
 
    She buried her face into his shoulder as he sank his cock into her. Coming from any other woman, it would have been an innocuously intimate gesture. From Lilian, it was like having a knife pressed against his throat. A set of fangs, more accurately. 
 
    He didn’t trust her, not unconditionally, but he understood. In a way, sex had always been a way for Damon to understand the essence of each woman he’d been with on a deeper level. He saw Lilian as she was now. Her fangs, her skin… Her identity as a zanyadai was both a sword and a shield. The only way for her to hold his respect, from her point of view, was to keep those fangs bared, even now. 
 
    He thrust into her faster, marveling at the strange, almost active sensation of her womanhood. It squeezed and shifted, almost twisting itself in the sort of shapes a girl might roll her tongue into, to get a laugh out of her friends. 
 
    Well, she was going to get more than a laugh tonight. 
 
    He could feel the tension and pleasure coursing through Lilian’s body more directly. She was more sensitive than she’d been as a woman. It was a realization that made Damon smile on the inside to notice, the sort of thing he would once have boasted about to Austine. He slid a hand down and gently teased her womanhood with a finger as he slowed his pace, letting his cock spread her open with deliberate slowness. 
 
    “Where… do you think you’re touching?” she whispered. 
 
    “Right here.” He pressed down as though feeling a fruit’s firmness. Lilian’s back arched, and she wrapped her arms around him. He felt her claws dig into his back, not deep enough to cut or even scratch, but enough to make their presence known. 
 
    “You wonderful bastard,” she said, through pleasured breaths. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell Kastet about this,” whispered Damon. “You’ll tell her that you found me. You’ll tell her about the conversation we had. You’ll keep this…” He emphasized the pause with a rough thrust from his cock. “…between the two of us.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” she moaned. “Alright.” 
 
    He kissed her and felt her strange tongue uncurl to meet his. Lilian wrapped her legs tight around him as they fell into a horny, sweaty rhythm, and then seemed to think better of it. 
 
    She began to take control in a way he could do nothing about. She moved with hot, lithe movements, easily as fast as she’d been during their last fight. The grace and flexibility of it left him awestruck. She slipped out from under him, pinning him on his back and remounting with a motion that put him back inside her with perfect aim. 
 
    He tried to roll back on top only to have her shift out of his grasp, like wrestling and fucking a sexy snake. The thought was unsettling, almost gross, but fed into his lust, pushing him to get the better of her. 
 
    Damon shifted again, finally managing to get a grip on her from behind. He sank his cock back into her womanhood and took hold of her arms at the elbows, putting her in a spot from which she wasn’t going to escape so easily. He thrust into her hard, savoring the soft padding of her butt, delighting in the way her moans matched the rhythm of his motions. 
 
    “Damon…” she moaned. “Oh, fuck! Oh!” 
 
    “That’s it, Lilian,” he said. “Remember this!” 
 
    She gasped and convulsed with pleasure. Damon pushed her head down against his bedroll, thrusting out the rest of his lust before pulling out at the last second. He came on the small of her back, noticing the way Lilian seemed to writhe as his hot seed dripped onto her bare skin. 
 
    A calm, empty moment followed, both of them working to catch their breath. Damon stretched out next to her. He was surprised, though not displeased, as Lilian shifted to cuddle against him. He was still wary of her intentions. She wouldn’t have sex with him just for the sake of pleasure. There was always an objective with her… wasn’t there? 
 
    “Thank you,” whispered Lilian. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Seeing me as a woman, instead of a monster.” 
 
    Damon cleared his throat. “Lilian. You do realize that I’ve had sex with monsters before, right?” 
 
    She let out a growl and pinched his shoulder with her claws. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that.” 
 
    “I’m teasing you,” he said, ruffling her hair. “I see you for who you are. Remember, I saw how dangerous you were even before your transformation.” 
 
    “I remember,” she whispered. “Damon. Would you do this again? With me?” 
 
    “Do you mean tonight or just in general?” 
 
    “Either or both.” 
 
    He laughed, took her by the hips, and pulled her back onto his crotch.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    “We’re almost there, solas,” whispered Malon. “Just up ahead.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand, and Damon smiled at her. They were walking down the street, though he couldn’t say in which city or town. Malon wore one of her flirty summer dresses, and the wind kept playing with her braid, tossing it about with each pass. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he said. “Aesta?” 
 
    He blinked and realized his hand was now empty. He’d been separated from her by the flow of the crowd, and spun around, searching for her face in the midst of hundreds, thousands of others. 
 
    “Aesta?” he called. “Where did you go?” 
 
    The wind blew again, and he heard her voice in it, faint, but audible. 
 
    “Solas…” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon kicked one of his legs as he came awake, breathing heavily. He was alone on his bedroll, though that was no surprise. Lilian found the sun intolerable, and she’d told him she’d need to leave after their extended lovemaking session the previous night. 
 
    He felt for the amethyst dreamspell amulet around his neck and slowly turned it over in his fingers. He’d worn it nearly every night, just in case. So far, Malon hadn’t made an attempt to reach out to him. 
 
    He considered his dream and decided it was more likely a product of his own mind, rather than an aborted attempt of his aesta to send him a message. He could still feel the warmth of her hand, however, and the anxiety of losing her to the crowd had stirred within him.  
 
    Damon shook the feeling off as he dressed and struck down his camp. His breakfast was a meager handful of dried fruit, but he wasn’t often hungry in the morning on days when he set his own traveling pace. 
 
    The fact that he still had his stolen horse raised his spirits by an immeasurable amount. He spent a few minutes petting the animal’s neck and mane before climbing onto its back and setting off. It obeyed his commands without complaint, and he didn’t press it hard, maintaining an even canter as they set off down the road. 
 
    The next few days passed in a similar rhythm. Damon traveled across the countryside, stopping only to make camp, forage, and refill his waterskin. He eventually reached the end of the cleared grasslands, and lacking any other real option, was forced to let his horse go its own way. 
 
    He traveled through the trees for the better part of another day before finally arriving at an area he recognized. He continued through the forest, finding a partially trodden path which he followed to a familiar clearing. 
 
    Sharika’s longhouse was much as it had been on Damon’s last visit. Several of her young wards were at play on the grass outside, chasing each other around, or in the case of two little Remenai boys, knocking sticks together like swords. 
 
    They took notice of him immediately as he stepped out of the brush. Damon smiled and held his hands up. He recognized several of them, and it wasn’t long before the entire group whispered in their own language as they cautiously approached him. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, smiling and waving. “Remember me?” 
 
    A few of them began chanting his name, their accents making it sound more like demon, though their tones were cheery and welcoming. One of the little boys got his hands on the hilt of Damon’s myrblade, hanging from the weapon like a tree branch, rather than trying to pull it loose from the scabbard. 
 
    The door to the longhouse opened, and Sharika stepped out. She didn’t share in the children’s easy reactions to him, keeping her face stern and her eyes full of discernment. She looked much as she had the last time he’d seen her, green-haired, old but ageless, stiff and matronly. 
 
    It was the face Damon saw behind her which he cared more about. Ria stepped out of the longhouse and immediately broke into a sprint upon noticing him. She looked good, healthy and tanned, with a small strip of silver where she’d begun to let her medium-length black hair show its distinctive Rem heritage. 
 
    She wore a spiral tunic which did a fantastic job of cupping her breasts in an interesting manner, strips of green fabric crisscrossing to cover her torso and arms. It hung long at the waist like a skirt or longer tunic, and the gray leggings she had on underneath seemed almost optional. 
 
    “Damon!” she said, pulling him into a tight hug. 
 
    He hugged her back with matching ferocity. “Ria…” 
 
    She was taller than him by an inch or two, a fact which he often forgot about when they spent most of their time together. He felt her stooping forward a bit into the embrace, as though regardless of the extra inches and years she had on him, she still wanted to be the one being held by his arms. 
 
    He ran a hand through her hair, finger briefly touching the point of her left ear, and went for a kiss. His lips sought out hers and found her cheek instead. She cleared her throat, blushing a bit and looking as though she was trying to avoid glancing back at Sharika, who was obviously watching them. 
 
    So that’s how it was going to be. 
 
    “Has something happened?” asked Ria. “Are Malon and Velanor with you, or…?” 
 
    He winced. As much as he’d missed her, he wasn’t looking forward to this part. 
 
    “Azurecliff was attacked,” he said. 
 
    He told her everything over the course of the next few minutes, unconcerned about being overheard. The children didn’t speak Merinian. Damon saw Arylla standing next to Sharika, but she was out of earshot, and it wasn’t as though he worried for the two of them keeping his secrets. Ria listened with a thoughtful, stoic expression, though he could sense how hard she was taking the news. 
 
    “Velanor…” said Ria, shaking her head. “There must be more to this, no? She cannot wake up? How is she not…?” 
 
    “Malon has still managed to get her to drink water and eat porridge,” he said. He decided against mentioning what Lilian had said about Vel having lost weight. “It’s not unprecedented. Jilou, Kastet’s younger sister, was beset by a similar condition.” 
 
    “You said Jilou came awake in your presence when you told us of your encounter with her in Hearthold,” said Ria. “The same could happen for Velanor?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” he said. “But… I’m not sure how likely it is. Vel fell into her sleep after our mission in Hearthold failed. She was injured while within Jilou’s body.” 
 
    Damon could still see that moment in his mind’s eye, still hear the sickening thud of Jilou’s softer head against hard floor. He swallowed and took Ria’s hand, squeezing it reassuringly. 
 
    “I’m searching for a way to help her, Ria,” he said. “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “We must return to Azurecliff!” said Ria. “I cannot simply ignore Vel’s plight. Not without seeing her. And aesta… I am sure she would welcome my support.” 
 
    Damon winced. “That’s your choice to make, but I can’t go back. Doogle and Arturius know who I am. They’d run all of us out of town if they caught wind of me hiding at the inn.” 
 
    She let go of his hand, folding her arms as her expression grew pensive and serious. “Have you any clear ideas about where we might seek out aid for her?” 
 
    “Only one,” he said. “The Forsaken. Malon’s enchantress friend, Sandra, mentioned that one of them may have the knowledge we seek, given how many lives they’ve lived.” 
 
    “That is… less than ideal. No doubt whoever we ask would seek something from us in return. Perhaps there is another way? We could speak with Sharika, or even seek the wisdom of my people farther east.” 
 
    They didn’t have time to delve deeper into their discussion. Sharika and Arylla made their way over, both looking intent on receiving Damon with a proper welcome. He didn’t necessarily mind including them in the conversation, but wanted to make sure Ria was on the same page as him before opening the door to second opinions. 
 
    “It is good to see you well, Damon,” said Arylla. “Sharika wishes you to know that she is happy to see you, and you are welcome to rest and take dinner with us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “Tell her that I would be more than happy to accept such an offer.” 
 
    “It is past time that you learned to tell her such things yourself,” said Ria, somewhat haughtily. “Repeat after me, young Damon. Shasai, mona con lona.” 
 
    “Is now really the best time for—” 
 
    She didn’t let him finish his objection. “Shasai, mona con lona. Say it, Damon.” 
 
    He resigned himself to the impromptu language lesson and repeated the phrase as best as he could. In truth, he’d become increasingly aware of what a disadvantage it was to not speak and understand at least a few words in Konokai. Sharika seemed to appreciate his attempt, and Damon followed her and the others back into the longhouse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    The longhouse’s common room was warm and lively, in both a literal sense and in the mood of its occupants. The family seemed eager to have Damon as a guest. It was obvious in the little ones, the way the children fought over his attention and treated him like a wonderful novelty. 
 
    The older wards, Arylla and Saxil, had questions about his journey and the inn, questions which he could only go into so deeply. Even Sharika seemed to welcome his presence, though there was a subtle undercurrent of sadness in the appraising glances she gave him. 
 
    Damon was seated at the massive dining table in the longhouse’s central room. He noticed how careful Sharika and Arylla were about picking his place, leaving room for Saxil to sit in between him and Ria. He could almost imagine the conversation Ria had doubtless shared with Sharika about her time as Malon’s seta, how much it must have had in common with the judgmental manner in which he and Vel had also been questioned. 
 
    Arylla and Ria were keen on teaching him more Remenai words as they waited for Sharika to prepare a late lunch. By the time the food was ready. Damon could say hello, thank you, and my name is, though he had some doubts about his ability to recall the lesson past the day. 
 
    Sharika set a bowl of venison and leek soup down in front of him. Damon bowed his head slightly and, drawing from his newfound knowledge, said thank you. She blinked, hesitating for a moment, before moving on to serve Arylla to Damon’s left. 
 
    The stew was hearty and delicious, doubly so after so many long days on the road. The children were clearly amused by Damon’s immense hunger and Merinian table manners. He winked at one of the little girls who kept covering her mouth each time she laughed and had her nearly falling out of her chair with giggles. 
 
    Sharika served a spicy tea that prompted Damon’s awareness with each sip after they’d finished the main course. He eventually drifted outside to play with the children, rather than sitting at the table and feeling like the odd man out in a conversation between the adults, one which he couldn’t understand. 
 
    He found a long branch and took to swinging it in wide arcs, letting the little wards jump over it as a game. They continued on like that until the sun began to set, and Arylla stepped in to grab his attention. 
 
    “I am afraid that we have a lack of beds within our house,” she said. “There is still room for you to set up your tent on the grass to sleep, however.” 
 
    “That works fine for me,” he said. 
 
    She led him to an open, flat spot perfect for camping. With the help of a few diligent Remenai children, Damon got his tent set up in record time. He made a quick trip to the nearby waterfalls to bathe and scrub his spare set of clothing toward something resembling cleanliness before returning to the clearing. 
 
    Sharika was putting the children to bed, but Ria and Arylla were waiting outside the longhouse. Arylla smiled and, after giving them both a significant glance back and forth, left them alone to talk. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “It’s busy around here.” 
 
    Ria gave him a smile and a nod. “It is. Between the typical chores and mentoring the children, it in some ways resembles the work around the inn.” 
 
    “An inn full of nothing but children with no money,” he said. “I suppose that would have its ups and downs.” 
 
    He started walking toward his tent. She followed him but stayed a step or two behind. It seemed to represent a deeper distance between them that hadn’t been there before. He considered the flow of their relationship, how it had flourished when he’d first reconnected with her, how it had stagnated after their match in the Honorshade Tournament. Where were they now? 
 
    “I suppose I’ll be setting out tomorrow,” he said. 
 
    “With me,” said Ria. “I will be by your side. We will find a way to save Velanor together, Damon.” 
 
    “You could go back to the inn, if you wanted to.” 
 
    “Is that where I would be needed most?” She shook her head. “I think not.” 
 
    She reached out a hand, setting it on his shoulder, squeezing encouragingly. He wanted to draw her into an embrace, but he was acutely aware of where they were. The last thing Ria needed was for him to raise Sharika’s ire toward them both. 
 
    “I don’t have a plan,” he said. “I have nothing, really. I’ve just been… wandering around. Searching for a solution without ever finding one.” 
 
    “What you told me earlier would seem to be enough, no?” she said. “We seek out one of the Forsaken. It seems reasonable to approach Wrath, if we are able, given your established acquaintance with her.” 
 
    “Wrath…” Damon let out a complicated sigh. “I still don’t trust her.” 
 
    “You trust her enough not to kill you on sight. Given how near we are to being completely of desperation, it is at least a starting point.” 
 
    It felt strange to have someone to bounce ideas off. He didn’t trust Wrath, but trusted Ria. Hearing her say that she thought it was a reasonable approach gave him as much certainty as though he’d come to the conclusion himself. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “We’ll set out tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do you know where to find her, or… do you have a means of contacting her?” 
 
    “I don’t, but I suspect Kastet and Lilian do,” he said. “Lilian’s still nearby, I think. I doubt we’ll even need to journey the way back to Hexadonia to make contact with her.” 
 
    “You have seen Lilian recently?” asked Ria. She quirked her mouth sideways, looking a bit suspicious and annoyed. 
 
    Damon cleared his throat. “She stopped by my campsite the other night.” 
 
    Ria waited, as though expecting an explanation or possibly a disclosure. Damon would tell her about bedding Lilian if she pressed the point or asked him directly, but he decided that could wait until he’d gotten a better sense of where they currently stood. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. He set a hand on her hip and tried to draw her into an embrace. Ria didn’t stop him, at least not until he began kissing her cheek and letting his kisses drift downward toward her neck. 
 
    “No,” she said, pushing him back. “Damon… Things are different among my people. The nature of our intimacy is… much harder for me to ignore or justify.” 
 
     “Why should we have to justify ourselves?”  
 
    “Because we are not on an island.” Ria sighed and took a step farther away. “It felt like a game, almost, back at the tower. The thrill of breaking Malon’s rules and flaunting our love. She was right about so much more than I ever realized. There are always consequences.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” he asked. 
 
    “The children you were playing with, Damon,” whispered Ria. “Each one is a little seta or solas. Each one looks up to me as a role model, some to you, as well. They look to us for clues as to what is acceptable. Do you understand this?” 
 
    Damon didn’t answer her. He didn’t want to understand it, not in the way she did, not in the way that would keep them apart. At the same time, he loved her enough to accept her decision. 
 
    “So be it,” he said. “I’ll still welcome your company if you’ll help in the search for a way to save Vel.” 
 
    “Then you shall have it,” she said. “Thank you, Damon. I love you so much.” 
 
    “And I love you.” 
 
    He felt like pulling her close, embracing her and kissing her. It took a force of will to keep from doing just that, and somehow, the space left between them in that empty, expectant moment only made him more aware of her and how dangerous it now was for them to be alone together. He could stop himself kissing her for a time, but the tension seemed to contradict any chance of that restraint lasting forever, on both sides. 
 
    “Goodnight, Damon.” 
 
    “Goodnight, wife.” 
 
    She glowered at him, but a betraying smile snuck through at the edges of her mouth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Damon wore his dreamspell amulet to bed again, eager to hear from his aesta, if she had a message for him. He woke up disappointed and cold. The ground had frozen overnight, though the early morning sun was already working to melt the frosted dew. 
 
    He overheard a slight commotion from the direction of the longhouse. Sharika and Ria were outside, both speaking in tones that alternated between hushed and offended as they spoke with a young man whom Damon didn’t recognize. 
 
    He made his way over slowly, all too aware of how the sudden appearance of a Merinian into Remenai affairs might be perceived. Their attention wasn’t on him, however, and Ria was clearly at the center of the discussion. 
 
    Damon waited patiently until the man bowed to Sharika and Ria and departed into the woods before giving voice to his question. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    Ria hesitated for a moment before answering. “I have been summoned to meet with the Athlatak.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Damon. “What, or who, exactly is the Athlatak?” 
 
    Sharika began speaking in a serious voice, her words coming out so quickly that Damon doubted he would have been able to understand her even if he’d spoken Konokai. The older Remenai woman took hold of Ria’s shoulders and shook her for emphasis, not hard, but not softly, either. 
 
    Damon glanced past both of them toward the longhouse, where Arylla was making her way over. He moved to join her in hopes of getting a more straightforward answer. 
 
    “What is an Athlatak, Arylla?” he asked. 
 
    She winced slightly and ran a hand along her chin. “It is… difficult to translate. Sort of a ruler, like emperor or king, but only in passing. The word is closer to mapper or even painter in your people’s language.” 
 
    “He’s powerful, then?” 
 
    “Very much so,” said Arylla. “An Athlatak only rises among our people once every decade or so. Most serve for less than a year before accomplishing their mythosai, ah, stated purpose.” 
 
    “Sort of like a royal agenda?” He folded his arms. “Do you know what this Athlatak’s stated purpose is?” 
 
    Arylla shook her head. “I do not.” 
 
    Damon flicked his eyes toward Ria and Sharika, still in the middle of their intense discussion. “What are they arguing about?” 
 
    “Sharika…” Arylla hesitated, letting her expression take on a conflicted frown. “She says that there are few good reasons why that Athlatak would summon Ria, young and clanless as she is.” 
 
    “She’s a tempester,” Damon pointed out. “She’s also developed a bit of a reputation in Veridan’s Curve.” 
 
    “It is possible that the Athlatak wishes her to become his ally,” said Arylla. “It is, unfortunately, just as likely that he wishes her imprisoned or executed.” 
 
    He tensed his jaw and looked at Ria again. She was shaking her head, refusing to acknowledge some point that Sharika seemed adamant about making. The conversation between the two Remenai women ended in a huff, with Ria stomping off in the direction of the clearing’s edge. 
 
    “Hold up,” called Damon as he jogged after her. “Hey. Talk to me.” 
 
    “This… I am not certain whether your advice would be helpful in this matter.” 
 
    “I have more to offer than just my advice,” he said. “I’m with you, Ria. Whatever you decide.” 
 
    He pulled her into a hug from behind, heedless of being seen by Sharika and the others. Ria sighed, briefly melting into the embrace before pulling away and taking his hands into hers. 
 
    “The Athlatak has summoned me to Yvvestrosai, the City of Flowers,” she said. “If I heed his command, I will be walking into his domain and placing myself in his power. If I refuse it… I risk being made umasutten, word-exiled. It is nearly the same as having banishment marks placed on my face. I would be stripped of basic rights and reviled by my people.” 
 
    “Then let’s go talk with the Athlatak,” said Damon. 
 
    Ria was already shaking her head. “Damon, you are of Merinian birth. It is not as though you can just—” 
 
    “Ria. I’m going with you. You can either accept my help openly or accustom yourself to me following you for the length of the journey. Your choice.” 
 
    She let out an annoyed hiss through her teeth. “You do not even speak ten words of Konokai…” 
 
    “So teach me more.” 
 
    “…Or have any understanding of the local laws and customs!” 
 
    “Ria, I’m an outlaw, in case you’d forgotten,” he said. “If your help and advice isn’t sufficient to keep me in line once we enter the Remenai lands, it’s not as though dodging the authorities will be a new experience for me.” 
 
    “You are impossible!” 
 
    “No,” he said, quietly. “I just care about you.” 
 
    “What about Velanor?” asked Ria. “You already established your plan to help her. What of seeking out Wrath and plying her for advice?” 
 
    “Plying her for advice,” he said teasingly. “You certainly have a way with euphemisms.” 
 
    “I am being serious, young Damon!” 
 
    He made a show of looking around and scanning the trees. “I expect that if I start journeying east, out of the colonized regions, Wrath will catch wind of it. It might even be faster to get an audience with her through this approach. She seems awfully interested in what I’m up to.” 
 
    “You would be placing yourself in needless danger…” she said. She shook her head, her eyes pleading with him, but at the same time, he could see her warming to the idea. 
 
    “Not for the first time,” he said. “This isn’t just about me, Ria. Aesta would never forgive me if I let you go alone. Neither would Vel. I’m not interested in facing her ire straight away once she’s recovered.”  
 
    “Nor am I,” Ria said. She drew in a breath and held it a few moments. “Perhaps you are correct. I am being of narrow thinking in taking this upon myself alone. I could use your help." 
 
    “Then you'll have it,” said Damon. "Let's not dally for longer than we need to. We'll set out east and see what awaits." 
 
    "You have never traveled the Remenai lands beyond the Malagantyan before, have you?" Ria flashed a surprisingly eager smirk. "This will all be new to you, no?"  
 
    "I'm looking forward to it," Damon said. "Let's make for the forest." 
 
    "Not just yet. We should spend the morning and perhaps the afternoon saying our goodbyes to Sharika and the others." 
 
    Damon could have said his goodbyes with a few mere words and a wave or two, but he understood how meaningful it was for Ria. He followed her back to the longhouse, shouldering the look of disapproval with which Sharika favored them both.  
 
    Much of the conversation Ria shared with the other woman, her aesta's aesta, was lost on him in words, but perfectly clear in emotions. Sharika was clearly against them leaving, and from the way her eyes kept pulling toward Damon, he had a suspicion about the source of her anxiety. 
 
    “What’s she saying?” he whispered to Ria during a pause. 
 
    “She is expressing the concerns she harbors over us proceeding with this journey,” said Ria. “Some of them are… how do you say… tangential to the danger we will be exposing ourselves to.” 
 
    Sharika had always taken issue with their closeness as a family, to put it politely. Damon hadn’t cared about her opinion much from the start, but he knew that Ria did. She wasn’t capable of shrugging off that sort of judgment, not after putting so much effort into knowing her nearest relatives. 
 
    “Tell her that it wouldn’t make sense for you to go alone,” said Damon. 
 
    “I already have.” 
 
    “Then tell her we’re adults, and she has no place lording over our lives.” 
 
    “I already… Damon, would you please let me handle this?” 
 
    She shot him a look that left little room for objection. Damon headed into the longhouse, where he received a surprising amount of help refilling his food pack from Arylla, Saxil, and a few of the Remenai children. 
 
    “Bring her back to us, Damon,” said Arylla. “The children love her. They would be crushed if anything happened to her.” 
 
    “That’s a sentiment I share,” he said. “I don’t intend letting her come to harm.” 
 
    Arylla nodded and surprised him with a quick hug. Saxil made a show of shaking his hand, a gesture most Remenai dismissed as Merinian nonsense.  
 
    He rejoined Ria outside just as her conversation with Sharika was coming to an end. She looked deeply affected by the encounter, and Damon had the sense not to probe into what had transpired any more than he already had. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said to Sharika in Konokai.  
 
    She blinked and slowly, respectfully, offered him a nod in reply. 
 
    “I need to gather a few things,” said Ria. “But once I have… You are ready?” 
 
    “Ready and waiting,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8  
 
      
 
    Damon genuinely enjoyed traveling with Ria again. Even before she’d left, their time at The Rosewood Inn had been a static routine, days of chores and small talk with lots to do and nothing to see. 
 
    He let her lead, in no small part due to how much he enjoyed watching her navigate the trees. She carried one of her carefully crafted wooden spears alongside the throwing knife he’d given her as a gift in the early part of the year. The leggings she wore clung tight to her thighs and butt, adding a pleasantly jiggly slice of wonder to his already magnificent view. 
 
    The late morning sunshine trickled through the immense forest canopy, dazzling splinters of light and sky. The ground cover—bracken, mosses, ferns, and a species of low-lying vine with bright red flowers that clung to anything it could reach—crackled and popped underfoot. 
 
    “How well do you know the route we’ll be traveling?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Well enough.” She shot a confident smile over her shoulder. “It will be a long journey. We still have two days to go within the Malagantyan before we reach Amaryssan, the Eastern Desert. Once we cross that, we shall need to continue through the Vinaland, or the Old Wilds.” 
 
    “Have you been this way before?” 
 
    “Much of it, yes. I have never come near to our destination, however. Yvvestrosai is not the type of city that a clanless such as myself could easily enter without danger.” 
 
    She seemed to draw in a bit in the wake of her words. Damon pulled forward, letting his shoulder brush alongside hers.  
 
    “You may be clanless, but you aren’t alone,” he said. “Any danger we’re heading into will be split between us.” 
 
    “That is sweet of you to say, Damon, but it may not be the case in practice,” she replied. “We shall see what fate has in store for us.” 
 
    A few hours later, fate threw a monster at them. They were still within the forest and received various warnings ahead of time, from the anxious bird calls to the sound of snapping branches, and even the smell carried by the shifting wind. 
 
    A lidaragi feasted on a fresh kill, a young boar who’d apparently stumbled into the troll’s territory. It was an ugly brute, close to five hundred pounds if Damon were to take a guess, and several heads taller than him. 
 
    He motioned for Ria to stand back as she raised her throwing knife. The weapon might be effective if she managed to take the lidaragi in one of the eyes or the front of the throat, but it was turned away from them, busy devouring the guts of its prey. 
 
    Damon crept forward, silently drawing his myrblade and picking his approach angle. He was a step away from being near enough to take the monster through the back with a sword stab when it tensed and reared up, swiveling its head around to face them. 
 
    He half expected Ria to let loose her throwing knife, or even her spear, but nothing came. She must have thought it too dangerous, given how easily a ranged attack could run astray of its intended target.  
 
    Damon hopped back a pace as the lidaragi swung a hulking arm at him. He slashed it across the chest in a quick counter and then dodged again, rolling past a mixture of snapping jaws and grappling claws. 
 
    He leapt upward with a flourish, jumping first onto an old stump and then at the troll’s back. With both hands on his myrblade’s hilt, he sank the weapon deep into the lidaragi’s back. His tongue went cold as he drew from his sword’s magic, freezing both the blade and the monster through which it was now impaled. 
 
    The moisture within the troll crystalized from the inside out, flesh bulging against its green skin as it died across the span of several painless instants. It took a bit of effort for Damon to pull his sword free, watching the monster fall forward like an intricately painted statue. 
 
    “I thought you were past the point of showcasing your combat prowess for me,” said Ria. 
 
    “Just figured I’d reveal one of my new tricks,” he said. “It’s effective against larger opponents who might survive a single stab.” 
 
    “A single misaimed stab,” said Ria. “Few creatures can withstand a blow to the heart.” 
 
    Damon wiped a few beads of sweat from his forehead and caught his breath. “Few, indeed.” 
 
    He had been trying to impress her, and from the smile she gave him as she continued walking, hips swaying with an extra ounce of allure, it had worked. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The lidaragi’s kill had been fresh. Damon saw no reason to waste the meat and cut a haunch off the boar after carefully cleaning his myrblade. They traveled for another hour before the setting sun and thick tree canopy colluded to shadow their way. 
 
    Ria chose their campsite, and Damon built the fire. A fallen tree gave them a natural bench to sit on, and a few minutes of cutting at the brush with his sword was all it took to clear space for their tents. 
 
    “You don’t have to set up your tent,” said Damon. “If you don’t want to, I mean. It’s up to you.” 
 
    He smiled at his own awkwardness. Ria smiled back, but it was one of a challenging variety that he hadn’t seen before. 
 
    “It is up to me,” said Ria. “I would like to have a tent for myself.” 
 
    He didn’t question her choice, though the urge to was near overpowering. Instead, he took to skinning the meat he’d taken off the boar and spitting it over the fire. It was a choice cut, fresh and fatty, better than the quality Malon would often buy in the Azurecliff market. 
 
    He listened to it sizzle over the flames and savored the smell of cooking meat. It was almost winter, and though that carried the upside of the forest being purged of flies and mosquitoes, it also meant that the predators would be hungry. He kept his sword unsheathed and within reach, ready if another lidaragi or goliath snake or—True Divine—a pack of wandering tau decided to try them. 
 
    “I wish to know more of what happened with you and Velanor during your dreamspell excursion,” said Ria. 
 
    “There’s not much more to tell.” He gave her a shrug, considering the events. “It was a limited window into the intrigue of Hearthold’s court.” 
 
    “Through the eyes of this Captain Aldric,” said Ria. “I never met him, myself. What was that like?”  
 
    “I suppose it was… informational,” he said. “Scandalous, even. He is, or at least was, in love with Queen Anise. There’s no way he could ever have been with her openly.” 
 
    “Do you think, perhaps, that is part of why he loved her?” asked Ria. “Because she was forbidden to him?” 
 
    A glob of fat dripped off the meat and into the flames, eliciting a hiss from the fire. Ria sat on the log, while Damon stooped forward on one knee, overseeing the cooking of their dinner. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s that simple,” said Damon. 
 
    “People often want what they cannot have.” 
 
    “But it isn’t fair to assume that the only reason they want it is because they can’t have it,” said Damon. “Love isn’t that simple.” 
 
    “Desire often is, however.” 
 
    She stared at him, her violet eyes perfect and piercing. Her gaze seemed to flaunt the difference in age between them, but that also served to remind Damon that she wasn’t so much older than him. Half a decade, a sprinkling of years, no more than that. 
 
    “Were these considerations on your mind when you chose to set up your own tent?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Very much so.” 
 
    He considered that as he slowly turned the boar haunch over, exposing its underdone side to the flames. “Did you learn much from Sharika in your time with her?” 
 
    “Much of what she taught me was what I already should have known.” 
 
    She looked so beautiful, sitting on a log, in the middle of the woods. It annoyed Damon to see her like that, though he knew it was a petty emotion to feel. Ria was coming into the woman she was always meant to be.  
 
    She was more attractive to him now than ever before, with a newfound sense of propriety and social consideration taking the place of her impulsivity and recklessness, a change that their aesta would have celebrated. 
 
    Damon picked up a tiny, smooth rock and flicked it at her. Her nose wrinkled as the harmless projectile bounced off her cheek, followed by a distinct narrowing of the eyes. 
 
    “You are such a child,” she said. 
 
    “You are such a child,” he repeated in a mocking tone. 
 
    She picked up the rock and flung it back at him. Damon caught it on reflex. He saw Ria trying to suppress a smile as she continued to glare at him from across the fire. 
 
    Damon pulled the cooked meat off the spit, and for a time, eating took priority over conversation. The meat had no salt or seasoning, and the bread he warmed alongside it was a bit stale, but neither of them complained. It was good food with good company. It was enough. 
 
    The snap of a branch came from within the darkness of the trees, and they went still. They came to a decision without words, carefully standing up and reaching for their weapons. Damon set the meat to one edge of the fire, not interested in burning their dinner while they investigated the threat. 
 
    It took his eyes a long span of seconds to adjust to the night, but once they had, it wasn’t hard to see what had drawn his attention. A woman stood leaning against a tree no more than fifty feet away from their campsite, and Damon recognized her from her posture even before he and Ria drew near enough to make out her features. 
 
    “Lilian,” he said. “It’s about time you showed up.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    “Damon,” said Ria. “What in Jad’s grace is she doing here?” 
 
    “Stalking me,” he said. 
 
    Lilian let out a snort and shifted position, raising her arms above her head to hang partially from a branch. “There’s no need to be so dramatic. I’m here to help as much as I am to watch… or to stalk, if you must.” 
 
    “Your timing isn’t bad,” he said. “There is something you could help us with.” 
 
    Lilian leaned forward, letting her body language mirror her interest. Damon exchanged a look with Ria, who gave him a hesitant nod. 
 
    “I have a few questions for Wrath,” he continued. “Could you or Kastet let her know that I need a word with her?” 
 
    “You’d co-opt me as your courier?” asked Lilian. “You do realize my skillset extends far beyond the simple delivery of messages?” 
 
    “Then it shouldn’t trouble you to handle this,” he said. 
 
    Lilian took a step toward him, letting her arms slide up the length of her body. She wore a cloak that fluttered open to reveal the skintight clothing she had on underneath. Every curve, recess, and angle was accentuated in its alluring, feminine glory. 
 
    “I don’t mind helping you, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Lilian. “I can seek out Wrath and ask her to meet with you. I can even lead her back to you for the sake of expediency. The two of you could be face to face by tomorrow, perhaps.” 
 
    “How would you lead her back to us?” asked Damon. “We won’t be staying in one place.” 
 
    Lilian circled him, leaning her face in to sniff his neck. “I know your smell.” 
 
    He felt two conflicting emotions, the urge to cringe, and a hunger closer to what had possessed him to bed her during their last encounter. He didn’t let himself respond to either. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “That’s all we need as of now. Tell Kastet to look after Vel and my aesta. Ria and I won’t be back to Azurecliff for some time.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m afraid it will cost you extra if you want two messages delivered.” 
 
    “Enough of this, zanyadai!” snapped Ria. “Either speak plainly or move on!” 
 
    Damon held up a hand, signaling Ria to silence. “What is it you want, Lilian?” 
 
    “It would be more prudent for us to discuss this… in private,” she whispered. “Come with me. We might be talking for a while. You should tell your sister not to wait up.” 
 
    Lilian pulled Damon into an embrace from the side. She turned her head sideways, somehow managing to seem as though she was both searching for a kiss and chastely holding her lips back. Her body felt hot, and it was as though the layers of clothing between them were nonexistent. 
 
    “I need to speak with you!” snapped Ria. She grabbed his shoulder and tried to yank him away from Lilian. 
 
    “After,” he said. 
 
    “Perhaps in the morning?” said Lilian. “Fear not. I’ll return him to you in one piece.” 
 
    “Get away from him!” snapped Ria. “You have overstayed your welcome.” 
 
    Lilian sighed and reluctantly stepped back. She ran her hand down Damon’s chest and across his stomach, letting her fingers draw a suggestive line across his waist before breaking contact. 
 
    Ria didn’t let go of him, not even as Lilian disappeared into the night, and not even as she led Damon into her tiny tent next to the fire. 
 
    “Were you being serious?” she asked. “Would you truly have gone with her, young Damon? To have her feed off you and… use you to her own ends?” 
 
    “She can’t feed off me anymore, not if I don’t want her to,” he said. “My blood is too cold for her.” 
 
    “You seemed willing enough a few minutes ago,” she pointed out. “Are you really lacking in sense to such a degree that you would play her game?” 
 
    “We’re all playing someone’s game. I’m going to hear her out.” 
 
    He made to slip out through the tent flap. Ria growled and wrapped her arms around him, pulling him down onto her bedroll. Damon suppressed a chuckle at how similar his current situation was to when he and Lilian had wrestled in his tent a few nights earlier. 
 
    “It’s going to take more than an aggressive hug to keep me in this tent, Ria,” he said. 
 
    “You are such a pain!” she said. “I will sit on you and hold you down if I have to.” 
 
    She pushed him hard in the chest, dropping him flat onto his back, and then dropped her butt onto his crotch. Damon bucked his hips a few times, making her work to straddle him and keep herself in place. He started running his hands up her body, caressing along her sides before outright groping her breasts. 
 
    “Mmm… I’ve missed these.” He gave them an obvious squeeze. 
 
    “Mind your hands!” she hissed. 
 
    He gave each of her nipples a small caress with his index fingers before slowly sliding his hands elsewhere. He didn’t push his luck. He didn’t need to. It was enough to have her as close as this after the distance she’d kept the past few days. 
 
    “I could knock you off if I wanted to and still catch up to Lilian,” he said. 
 
    “Try it and see what happens.” 
 
    He was glad his grin was hidden by the darkness of the tent as he made an exaggerated attempt at rolling sideways. Ria pinned his shoulders, plopping her crotch down on his stomach and squeezing her glorious thighs inward. She had such thick, strong legs. 
 
    “True Divine,” he muttered. “Remember when we used to spar with one another, Ria?” 
 
    “This is not a joke or a game!” 
 
    “Neither was our training,” he said. “Remember how I used to put you through your paces?” 
 
    “I won as often as you did, if not more.” She leaned forward, getting in his face. “I know what you are doing.” 
 
    “Tell me,” he whispered, lifting his head upward. 
 
    “You are so immature. You never grew beyond your fifteenth year, always thinking with your… your…” 
 
    Damon flexed a certain, rapidly stiffening part of his body. His cock found the cleft of her buttocks and briefly nestled there, until Ria let out an annoyed gasp and slid farther forward. 
 
    “My most humble apologies, mighty queen Ria!” he said. “You’re so right! I’m just a horny little boy! It was me, all this time. You’ve always been an innocent Remenai maiden, beset by lewd harassment.” 
 
    “Enough with your mocking!” She pressed down on him, trying to go for a more aggressive pin as though it might leave him chastened.  
 
    Damon leaned backward, rocking them both off balance. They fell into the side of the tent’s canvas. Ria twisted, body undulating against his as she fought to maintain control. He gripped her shoulder and pulled her closer, stealing a quick kiss which reverberated through the moment like a well-struck bell. 
 
    She let out a huff as their kiss broke and pushed him flat. “You are impossible.” 
 
    “You can always give up if I’m too much for you to handle.” 
 
    Ria made a noise bordering on a snarl and fell forward against him, using her chest to pin him in a manner that was an incredible turn-on for Damon, if not an effective tactic. He started kissing her neck and letting his hands run over her butt, caressing soft flesh, fingers sneaking into the waistband of her leggings. 
 
    She didn’t stop him. The time for words seemed to be coming to an end as their lips met again. She seemed to spend her aggression on the kiss, sucking and biting at his lip. Damon got a hand into her pants and let his fingers trace across the slit of her womanhood, drawing a shudder out of her. 
 
    She started to pull at his shirt, lifting it up and over his head. He was tempted, briefly, to tease her about wanting sex as badly as he did. The idea faded into the background as they continued to kiss and undress one another, pretenses forgotten, boundaries demolished.  
 
    They were in a tent in the middle of the woods, horny and slightly irritated with one another. It was complicated, and simple. It was hard, in Damon’s case, achingly so, but it was easy, inevitable, even. 
 
    The movements flowed together as their clothes came off. Ria surprised him with aggressive movements, still seeking supremacy regardless of the nature of what they were doing. She straddled him and Damon found that all he could do, that all he wanted to do, was watch. 
 
    Neither of them said anything, but Ria glared while he smiled. She gently rocked forward and back against his cock, pinning it against Damon’s body rather than having it seek a tighter target. He reached his arms up, not to flip her underneath him or play with her breasts, but to pull her into a simple, naked hug. 
 
    He held her against him like that for what felt like an eternity, but could only have been a dozen seconds at most. Then he shifted his hips upward, searching through her thighs and letting his shaft eventually prod into her wonderful warmth. 
 
    She shivered atop him as he sank his cock into her womanhood. For good reason – it was cold outside. The pleasure of being inside Ria again was entirely secondary to the fact of it, the proof of their relationship. It made so much of what Damon felt on the inside—emotions for which the world always seemed ready to shame him—feel valid and sacred. 
 
    “Damon,” she whispered. Her forehead bumped against his, and he gave her a clumsy kiss in the dark. The fire outside was down to its embers, but it hardly mattered. 
 
    They began moving together in perfect, illicit harmony. Ria rose to straddle him properly, undulating with movements that sent tiny bursts of pleasure through Damon’s hard cock. He ran his hands up her body, cupping her breasts, letting them fall, watching them jiggle, silhouetted by the night. 
 
    Ria sped up, shifting from rocking and teasing her crotch against his to bouncing with girlish little movements. She had such grace and control over the way she did it that it would have seemed elegant if not for the horny little noises which continuously escaped her lips. 
 
    Damon was just as horny as she was, letting his fingers dig into her buttocks, taking a grip and making as though to guide her. She was strong, however, and made it clear from the way she pressed her hands down on his chest that the only way he would be allowed to lead was if he got on top. 
 
    He was about to do just that, or at least make an attempt at it, when Ria sped her pace up. She leaned forward again, falling into his embrace. Damon squeezed his arms around her and let his body flow with hers. He heard Ria’s breath quickening, pitching upward, and couldn’t resist teasing her in the moment. 
 
    He gave her ass a squeeze, followed by a soft slap, followed by a decent one. Ria gasped and let out a warning growl. Damon took a fistful of hair and pulled, not hard, but enough to shift her head and expose her neck, on which he immediately began sucking. 
 
    “Damon!” she moaned. “…Husband!” 
 
    She let out a pleasured, squeaking noise, collapsing forward atop him. Damon held her in his arms as he continued rocking his hips, feeding his cock into her womanhood with slow, stroking pumps. It took him longer to reach his release, nearly a minute, but he reached it. 
 
    He pulled out and rolled sideways, still holding Ria in a lover’s embrace, but angling his cock to blow his seed away from her womanhood and away from the bedroll. He gasped at the familiar, insanely intense pleasure and hugged her tighter against him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    For a while, neither Damon nor Ria said anything. They’d been here before—many, many times before. Ria had never subscribed to the innate sense of shame that Malon and Vel had always harbored. Or at least, if she had, she’d long ago decided it was secondary to her own needs and judgment. 
 
    “You are such a foolishly challenging man,” Ria finally whispered. 
 
    “Only with those who know me,” said Damon. “You know me, Ria. You must have known this would happen.” 
 
    “Who are you to tell me what I must have known?” she said, poking him in the cheek with a finger. 
 
    Damon caught her hand and kissed the back of her knuckles. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes… and no.” She ran a hand through his hair, staring past his eyes, into the distance. “Words cannot capture how much you being here, husband, means to me. It lends me confidence. It frees me of anxieties that would keep me from clear thinking and smart action. But it also… Jad’s blood. It makes all of this so much more complicated.” 
 
    “Just tell me what you need from me.” 
 
    “I have already told you. The Remenai world is different. The fact that we were raised under the same aesta and yet love each other as we do can never be known by my people. I am unsure how widespread the knowledge may be. I am not even certain of my own standing, whether I am respected or reviled or nobody in particular.” 
 
    She paused and shook her head, eyes thoughtful, but clouded. Damon smoothed a few strands of hair back from her face, catching locks of silver and black between his fingers. 
 
    “If you want me to be your brother while we’re among your people, then that’s what I’ll be,” he said. 
 
    “Is that what I said I wanted?” she snapped. 
 
    “Hey, don’t get grumpy with me just because the situation is complicated.” 
 
    “I am not grumpy with you, I just…” She let out a long sigh. “Even the fact that you are a Merinian might become a snag in the brush. I know not how my people will react to one of the colonizers stepping into Yvvestrosai, even if you are traveling with me, even if you are respectful.” 
 
    “Well,” he began. “Just because you don’t know for sure doesn’t mean you need to worry about what could happen with such needless stress. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “We will,” she whispered. “You will need to follow my lead starting tomorrow, as there is no way to know when we will begin encountering my brethren. Young Damon… you must control your flirtation. No kissing, no open affection, not even when it seems as though we are alone. Never during the day.” 
 
    “I thought aesta had the mandate when it came to ruining my fun.” 
 
    Ria’s eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. 
 
    “That was a joke,” he said. “I’ll be on my best behavior. I love you, Ria.” 
 
    “I love you so much. Thank you.” 
 
    He kissed her, but his own words stuck in his head, prickling his thoughts in a way he couldn’t ignore. It had been a while since he’d heard from Malon. 
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Ria as he stood up. 
 
    “To get something from my tent,” he said. 
 
    “Come back after,” she replied. “We aren’t finished… talking for tonight.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    After a few more hours of talking with Ria, Damon pulled on the dreamspell amulet and fell asleep entwined in her embrace. He woke up alone on Ria’s bedroll the next morning, memory absent of anything resembling a dream. 
 
    He tamped his initial impulse to worry about Malon and Vel. He hadn’t been gone from the inn for long enough to forget how busy the nights could be, and how endless the work often was. She was also caring for Vel, which brought along its own special challenge. 
 
    On top of that, Malon was no doubt still processing how far they’d gone during their last encounter, on the floor of the common room, possessed by love and lust. Damon could imagine her worrying what might happen between them in a dream, perhaps to the point of only considering the possibility of using her dreamspelling if it were absolutely necessary. 
 
    He dressed and slid out from the tent. Ria had already packed his away for him, empty as it was, so he returned the favor by breaking down hers. The two of them shared a small breakfast of leftovers from the night before and then set off into the forest. 
 
    “The eastern Malagantyan is split by a range of mountains,” said Ria. “We will be traveling across steeper terrain over the coming days.” 
 
    “Sounds as though we might have to do some climbing,” said Damon. 
 
    “Let us hope not. If we are where I think we are, we should be able to transit through one of the lower passes.” 
 
    Damon nodded, following after Ria as they ducked under the stiff branches of an old oak tree. The forest on the other side was slightly thinner, and the sky above peeked through as a patch of clear blue. It was cold, and the warmth promised by the sun seemed lacking in comparison to the late season's ambient chill.  
 
    The wind was surprisingly strong, blowing against them from the front with enough force to slow their steps. Ria had her cloak on and tied the hood tighter as the gusts blew at her face, whipping against the fabric of her clothes. Her teeth chattered as she glanced over her shoulder at him, furrowing her brow. 
 
    “Are you not cold, in just that?” she asked. 
 
    The question caught Damon off guard. He wasn’t wearing his cloak, and his shirt wasn’t one of his warmer ones. He felt the chill but didn’t feel beset upon by it. 
 
    “I suppose I have a higher tolerance for cold weather than most,” he replied. 
 
    “It’s me,” whispered Myr. 
 
    He started slightly, surprised by her voice. Ria was already pushing forward, and Damon set a hand on his myrblade as he followed in her wake. 
 
    “You’ll never freeze to death,” whispered Myr. “You still might feel uncomfortable from intense cold, given how it can slow your muscles and body, but it’s no threat to your life as long as you’re wielding me.” 
 
    “Good to know,” he said. 
 
    Good… and a little unsettling. Damon couldn’t dispel the thought of what might happen to him if he were trapped in an avalanche, or frozen in ice. He would still die without breath, of course, but there were scenarios in which a normal person might die at certain temperatures which he could apparently survive. He’d rather give them consideration now than wait until they were at hand. 
 
    True to Ria’s prediction, the forest shifted into a series of woodsy hills. He could see the mountain range she’d spoken of in the distance. The mountains weren’t that high, but snow crested their peaks, and the craggy, rocky nature of their slopes didn’t look welcoming to travelers. 
 
    They pushed up a particularly steep slope that had them both climbing with their hands in places. Ria was ahead of Damon as they crested the top, and he saw her posture shift, head leaning sideways, fists clenching in frustration. 
 
    “Jad’s blood…” she muttered. “I thought we were somewhere else.” 
 
    He came alongside her and saw what she meant. They were atop a cliff, a ridge, really, that ran for a solid mile in either direction. Ahead of them, Damon could see the valley pass of which Ria had spoken in between the mountains ahead of them, but reaching it would either require several hours of backtracking or traversing a dangerous drop. 
 
    “Looks like we have to backtrack,” he said. “Come on. No sense in lingering here.” 
 
    Ria hissed through her teeth and folded her arms, her frustration written all over her expression. 
 
    “I believe we can make this climb,” she said. “It looks high, but if we go slow...” 
 
    “It doesn’t look high. It looks deadly,” he said. “A single fall, and that’s it.” 
 
    “Have more faith in yourself. You are capable, Damon. This is not as dangerous as it seems.” 
 
    He’d stopped listening to her and started peering down at the rocky terrain of the cliff wall. It was craggy with a fair number of handholds, but steep to the point where a few sections were hard to imagine as a route across. Descending would be far more of a challenge than an upward climb would have been. 
 
    “Ria…” he said uncertainly. 
 
    “I will be right there with you. We can even use this.” 
 
    She reached into her pack and pulled out a rope made from woven vines. It wasn’t long enough to get them all the way down, and trying to use it for such a descent would, of course, mean leaving the rope behind. 
 
    What Ria did instead was tie one end of it around her chest as a harness. She tossed the other end to Damon, who looked at it skeptically. 
 
    “I’m not in love with this idea,” he said. 
 
    “But you are in love with me,” said Ria. “And you trust me. This may even be fun for us, perhaps.” 
 
    She gave him a smile that he recognized from their childhood. As Damon thought about it, they’d essentially been in this exact same position once while exploring an area to the south of the farmstead they’d called the Sand Cliffs. Ria had convinced him to attempt a stupid climb, leading to him missing a handhold and a terrifying, though not life-threatening fall. 
 
    She’d made him promise not to tell aesta what they’d been doing afterward, and Damon had held to his word, though they’d still gotten a few stern words about the state of their dirty clothing. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But we go slow and do this as carefully as we possibly can.” 
 
    “That goes without saying, no?” Ria had a wild grin on her face. She helped him tie his harness, touching him freely with her hands in a manner that promised friskiness later if they managed the climb without any surprises. 
 
    “You go first,” said Damon. “You’re lighter than I am, so if you fall, chances are better I’ll be able to absorb your weight.” 
 
    “I am also a better climber than you,” she said, still smirking. “And husband?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him to her for an aggressive kiss. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Damon watched Ria get into position for their descent, sliding down on her stomach and slowly lowering herself onto the cliff. She still had her pack on, which on top of burdening her with extra weight, would also throw off the balance of her body. It was unavoidable, however. They couldn’t risk throwing their belongings down and potentially breaking valuable supplies. 
 
    The air was cold, and the wind’s strength seemed amplified by how high up they were. It blew constantly, shifting directions with no rhyme or reason in a manner which made it even harder to compensate for. 
 
    Damon watched Ria find the first few handholds along the rockface and start making progress downward. He put off following after her until he’d almost used up all the slack on their rope. If she did fall, he didn’t want to leave her with enough slack on the rope to build up speed before her harness pulled taut. 
 
    All the reservations he’d had about the climb immediately seemed justified. The rock was smoother than it had initially looked, and despite the availability of solid handholds, none felt secure against Damon’s fingers. 
 
    He had never been afraid of heights, but the act of descending a cliff face required him to look down constantly. He had to steel his nerves each time and focus on his breathing in the face of burgeoning vertigo. Ria seemed to be enjoying herself, which was more worrying to him than comforting. 
 
    “The handhold you are reaching for is not sturdy,” Ria called up to him, voice matter of fact. 
 
    “Alright. Where do I grab instead?” 
 
    “Shift sideways and—" 
 
    He heard a gasp and the sound of crumbling rock, and then felt the rope yank downward in nearly the same instant. Damon only had the fingers of his left hand in a grip against the cliff, but it was a solid grip. 
 
    Almost too solid, in fact. The pain that tore through his knuckles and hand as he tried to kick back into his previous footholds was enough to promise broken, if not severed, fingers. Ria shouted up at him, a mixture of words and terrified cries. 
 
    He set his right foot back against the cliff, letting out a deep, primal shout. If he slipped, they both would die, without question. His and Ria’s lives were both hanging on by the strength of his fingertips.  
 
    He grabbed the spot Ria had warned him about with his right hand. It immediately began to crumble, but it bought him a few invaluable seconds. He felt the rope slacken as Ria managed to find purchase on the cliff again and realized, sickeningly, that it was now his turn to fall. 
 
    The loose handhold gave away, and Damon’s foot slipped free of the crack he’d jammed it in. He was hanging by his fingers again for a terrifying instant, and then he was dropping like stone. 
 
    “Damon!” screamed Ria. 
 
    His harness snapped against his shoulders after a second of freefall, his head slamming into the side of the rock wall hard enough to make him feel confused and vacant for a moment. He heard Ria grunting with exertion above him and scraped his palms along the cliff, clinging on for dear life. 
 
    He found a handhold and a spot to set his feet, regaining his balance and shifting his weight off the rope. Ria was saying something he could hardly hear through the pounding in his skull. A trickle of blood ran from his forehead into his eye, and he winced as he tried to blink it away. 
 
    Compared to how it had begun, the rest of their descent was fairly straightforward. When Damon’s feet touched the ground, he made it three steps before his knees trembled and gave out beneath him. He fell down on all fours and vomited into the grass, not from fear, but from the lingering vertigo that had nothing to do with heights and everything to do with his head injury. 
 
    “Sorry,” whispered Ria. 
 
    His head was in her lap. When had she caught up with him? She also had her waterskin out and brought it to his lips. Damon took a small sip, clearing his mouth of the foul taste. 
 
    “How about next time we just go around?” he asked. 
 
    “We saved a lot of time,” she said. “Hours, if not an entire day.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. Ria glanced away. She had a cloth in her hand which she dampened with water and used to gently clean the cut on his forehead. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said again. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” he said. “There’s still at least an hour of daylight left.” 
 
    “You are not fit to travel right now.” Ria set a hand on his chest and shook her head. “The cliff offers a bit of protection from the wind, and the ground is flat here. We can rest for tonight and continue tomorrow.” 
 
    “What was the point of us attempting that climb if not to speed our journey forward?” he asked. 
 
    “I do not think it would be wise.” Ria held him in a protective embrace, still dabbing at the cut on his forehead. 
 
    “You should listen to her, Damon” 
 
    The new voice was unexpected, but instantly familiar. Damon groaned and looked toward the top of the cliff. A flash of azure blue light came from the tree line ahead of them, and he let his eyes settle on the woman with dark blue hair. 
 
    Wrath looked good, almost unchanged from his last encounter with her. She wore her impressive obsidian plate armor, curved wrathblade hanging from the scabbard at her waist. Her dark blue hair was twisted up into a warrior’s bun, though the masculine style did little to detract from the intense femininity of her eyes and lips. 
 
    She looked like one of the Forsaken, but there was more to her presence than that simple fact. Wrath managed to stride the line between dangerous and desirable, practically oozing seduction while simultaneously seeming to threaten the entire world with the weight of her gaze. 
 
    Damon could feel Ria tensing, caught between continuing to cradle his head in her lap and rising to ready herself for a potential threat. He gave her hand a squeeze. He could handle Wrath. He had before, in more ways than most. 
 
    “Clara,” he called to her. “It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    Wrath’s eyes narrowed, azure blue light flickering within her pupils. “I see you’re still keen on pushing your luck as far as it will go, Damon Al-Kendras.” 
 
    He let out a small groan as he rose to his feet, ignoring the pounding in his head. He still had on his myrblade but resisted the urge to set a hand atop the hilt.  
 
    “I have quite a bit of luck, it seems,” he said. “Do you not care for your birth name?” 
 
    “It isn’t my name anymore,” said Wrath. 
 
    “That’s not what I asked,” he said. “I think it’s pretty, by the way.” 
 
    “Damon,” whispered Ria. “I think it would be wise to avoid antagonizing her.” 
 
    “You should listen to her,” said Wrath. “I’m not in the best mood right now.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry about that, Clara,” said Damon. “If there’s anything I can do to help you feel better, just—" 
 
    Wrath seemed to blink out of existence as she moved, drawing from her incredible speed. She was faster than anyone or anything Damon had ever encountered, but she was also predictable. Not to most people, but certainly to him.  
 
    He’d served her. He’d bedded her. He’d seen her cry. 
 
    Damon drew his myrblade and blocked in a single, practiced motion. He wasn’t as fast as Wrath, yet was faster than nearly any other swordsman alive. He blocked her strike, a simple overhead slash, with no margin for error. He took no satisfaction in it. She’d allowed him the parry. If she’d wanted him dead, she never would have revealed herself to begin with. 
 
    “You’ve kept your skills sharp, I see,” said Wrath. “I notice you still carry my standard as your weapon.” 
 
    “Hey!” hissed Myr. 
 
    “You know as well as I do that my sword is no wrathblade,” said Damon. “Not anymore. It’s far more powerful.” 
 
    Wrath scoffed. She drew back and sheathed her own weapon, holding Damon’s gaze with intense, unnerving eyes. 
 
    “See, that’s what I like most about you,” she said. “It’s often hard to tell whether you’re justifiably confident, or an arrogant fool.” 
 
    “I’m still alive. That should tell you all you need to know.” 
 
    The wind whipped through the cliffs above, creating a distinct whistling noise against the crevices in the rocks. Ria drew close to Damon, never taking her eyes off Wrath. 
 
    “Remember why we are here,” she whispered. “You must ask her about Velanor.” 
 
    “My hearing is far better than I think you realize,” said Wrath. “What happened to your sister?” 
 
    He scratched his chin for a second. He’d been hoping to get Wrath to tell him what she wanted, first. She did, of course, want something. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d spoken without coming to terms of some sort. 
 
    “Vel is unwell,” he said. “She suffered an injury while dreamspelling, and we haven’t been able to wake her.” 
 
    Wrath furrowed her brow. “Is that all?” 
 
    Damon and Ria both nodded. 
 
    “No doubt, Famine would have some means of pulling her from her sleep,” said Wrath. “A potion or perhaps a smelling smoke that could satisfy your needs. I could ask her about it during our next encounter.” 
 
    “You could,” said Damon, waiting for what he knew was next. 
 
    “Of course, I would require a small favor from you in return,” said Wrath. “A reasonable favor. Nothing outlandish.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said. 
 
    Wrath smiled and paused, letting the brief silence lend weight to her words. “The Remenai Quorum of Clans has chosen a new Athlatak.” 
 
    Damon flicked his gaze toward Ria, who kept her mouth shut and all but shouted with her eyes for him to do the same. 
 
    “Go on,” he said. 
 
    “I wish for you to seek an audience with him,” said Wrath. “As luck would have it, I’ve heard he’s taken an interest in Ria. I’m half inclined to assume that’s already what you were on your way to do.” 
 
    She was sharp, which Damon should have expected. He nodded slowly, seeing no real chance of attempting to bluff her about their objective. 
 
    “You want an alliance with the Remenai for your war, then?” asked Damon. “Wasn’t this always a part of the plan?” 
 
    “Not quite,” said Wrath. “The Athlatak… Famine and I suspect that he may be one of us.” 
 
    Damon stared at her, knowing that she was serious, but half expecting it to be some kind of mocking joke or qualifier that it was a miniscule possibility. Nothing of the sort came. Famine let her words sink in over the span of a few silent, meaningful seconds. 
 
    “That cannot be possible,” said Ria, shaking her head. “My people loathe the Venmalani. They would never—" 
 
    “They don’t know,” interrupted Famine. “We’ve heard only a few reports of disconcerting behavior that would mark the Athlatak as one of us. Claims that he can best any man in combat, survive wounds that would have killed his rivals. Your people might assume he’s simply a warrior of rare prowess as long as they never see him use his magic in person.” 
 
    “Have the Forsaken always been able to reincarnate as the Remenai?” asked Damon. 
 
    “That’s a telling question,” said Wrath. “There is no actual difference, no true line between the Remenai and the Merinians. You could remark on ear shape, or hair and eye color, but the two peoples can breed without mishap. I have, in fact, been reborn among the Remenai, far in the past.” 
 
    “You have?” he asked. “I… assume it turned out poorly?” 
 
    “Put to death before my tenth birthday,” said Wrath. “It is as your sister says. The Remenai loathe my brethren. Famine and I must know the truth of this situation if we are to plan for the future of Veridan’s Curve with certainty.” 
 
    “You want us to figure it out for you?” asked Damon. “How are we supposed to do that?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve no doubt you’ll think of something,” said Wrath. “Do this for me, and I will find a way to awaken your sleeping sister. Unless… there’s something else you’d prefer from me as a reward?” 
 
    Wrath’s crest. Damon was ashamed by how much her words tempted him. Not to disregard Vel’s needs, of course, but he briefly thought about trying to argue that he deserved both as a reward. The power available to him with both a crest and his myrblade would lift him to a new level. He’d be able to keep his family safe against almost anything. 
 
    Ria reached over to him and gave his arm a deliberate squeeze. “Velanor comes first.” 
 
    “I know that!” He pulled his arm away and nodded at Wrath. “I accept your terms. We’ll continue onward to Yvvestrosai and attempt to discover the Athlatak’s true identity.” 
 
    Wrath smirked at him, and in a flash of azure light, disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Did you really think I’d choose a crest over Vel?” Damon asked Ria. 
 
    “Not of your own accord,” she replied. “But Wrath… She is maneuvering you, husband. She is a creature of duplicity and plotting.” 
 
    “Not unlike a few other women in my life,” he muttered. 
 
    Ria glared at him and punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Relax,” he said. “I was talking about Kastet.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Damon and Ria continued their journey without interruption for the next few days. Traveling through the mountain pass was relatively smooth, with only the wind and the chill of the late season posing minor obstacles. 
 
    It was a time that Damon cherished in his heart. He and Ria joked and flirted and made love, picking beautiful campsites overlooking scenic valley views. Their pace was swift, but almost leisurely in comparison to some of their other journeys, and they grew as close to one another as they’d ever been. 
 
    The terrain shifted abruptly as they left the mountains. The ground sloped downward into a flat basin that might once have been a lake or inland sea. It was a desert now, a barren expanse of sand and dunes extending for at least a few dozen miles. Probably farther. It was hard to judge distance with so little to use for scale. 
 
    “Amaryssan,” said Ria. “The Eastern Desert. We will cut a line across its center, the area directly in front of us. It will not be an easy trek, but it represents the last unforgiving stretch of terrain between us and Yvvestrosai.” 
 
    “What’s so unforgiving about it?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Aside from the usual trappings posed by such harsh terrain – lack of available water, food, or shelter – there are quite a few monsters that make their home within this region.” 
 
    Damon let a smile sneak onto his face as he set a hand on his myrblade. “Sounds like fun.” 
 
    Amaryssan was beautiful in its own barren, unforgiving way. The wind was the only constant presence, gusting and making waves flow through the yellow scrub grass poking out of sections of dirt and clay intermingling the sand. 
 
    Massive dunes cast deep shadows that stretched and shifted depending on the sun’s position overhead. Desert or not, the weather was still cold. After Damon and Ria set up their campsite after the first day of slogging through the sand, the sky clouded over, and it began to snow. It was no more than a pitiful dusting that quickly melted into the sand, but it felt strange, regardless. 
 
    They were deep within the desert on the third day when everything changed. Damon was half walking, half sliding down a dune when he felt the ground underneath them begin to shake with a subtle quiver. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” he asked Ria. 
 
    She’d been using her spear as a walking stick and took a moment to stick its butt into the ground and lean against it. “Feel what? 
 
    “The ground,” he said. “For a moment, it felt as though it was…” 
 
    Another rumble came, this one powerful enough to send a few burrowed beetles skittering from their hiding spots. Damon exchanged a worried glance with Ria, and then immediately set about searching the nearby area for anything resembling cover. 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to look that hard. The rumbling grew to the strength of a full-on earthquake, one centered on a point not far from where they stood. Damon pulled Ria into a run, but it was hard to move swiftly through the desert. 
 
    A sudden burst of dust and sand came from Damon’s left, and he felt a shadow falling across him even before he’d seen what they were dealing with. He turned and felt his breath catch in his throat, fingers twitching as he fumbled to get his sword out. 
 
    A massive sand snake was midway through berthing from within the desert, creating a living arch of monsterish, scaly flesh overhead. It was as wide as Damon was tall, and at least a hundred feet long. It was, in a word, terrifying. 
 
    He’d faced off against a variety of monsters over the course of his life, from lidaragi to tau, even the moderately sizable colossus snakes of the Malagantyan. He’d never seen anything like this, never even dreamed of it in his most disturbing nightmares. It could crush them simply by falling over at the right angle, burying them in sand, even swallowing them whole. What could they possibly do against it? 
 
    “Run!” shouted Ria. 
 
    Damon was on board with that idea with every fiber of his being. They took off through the desert, their direction lost in their haste to simply get away. The speed with which they ran was one unlocked by the intensity of their desperation. Run or die. Run or be consumed. It was a simple, inescapable truth. 
 
    Time seemed to slow into fractured seconds as the sand snake came down in front of them, mouth open wide enough to expose several hideous rings of teeth. Damon seized Ria, who was a step in front of him, by the back of her tunic and yanked with all his strength as the monster dove into the sand within mere feet of swallowing her whole. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the hole the creature left in its wake began expanding. Damon felt himself suddenly scrambling uphill in his rush to put distance between himself and the monster. The sand crumbled underneath his hands and feet, slipping away, pulling him downward faster than he could pull himself up. 
 
    He shouted as the abyss opened and drew him in. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Damon,” whispered Myr. “Damon! Wake up! Hey!” 
 
    Damon let out a groan and tried to pull himself up into a sitting position. He blinked, which was a mistake. His eyelids were coated with a layer of sand and dirt that threatened to force its way into sensitive places as his vision adjusted to the dark. 
 
    “What happened…” he muttered. “Am I… inside the snake?” 
 
    “Um…” Myr sounded caught between worry and amusement. “Do you want me to answer that or just give you another second to recover yourself?” 
 
    “I’m good, thanks.” 
 
    He was somewhere dark, but also somewhere spacious, judging from the way his voice echoed through the emptiness. A tiny dot of light was visible far above, too far to be a realistic means of escape. He was underground, in some kind of subterranean sand cavern.  
 
    “Rovahn’s balls,” he muttered. “This is where that monster lives, isn’t it? 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Myr. 
 
    He slowly pulled himself to his feet and began taking stock of his situation. He wasn’t injured beyond a few scratches and bruises. He still had his traveling pack, though a quick inspection of its interior revealed that he’d shattered his lantern at some point during the fall. His food and waterskin were still intact, which was a massive relief. 
 
    Ria was nowhere to be seen. Damon only barely resisted the urge to start shouting for her, aware of the likelihood of it being more than just the two of them in the sprawling cavern. His eyes were beginning to adjust, despite the fact that the hole through which he’d fallen seemed to be refilling and closing itself off with a fresh slide of sand. 
 
    There was more ambient light than he’d realized at first. Luminescent moss grew on both the cavern’s walls and the massive rock spires hanging from the ceiling and extending upward from the ground. The illumination it gave off was faint and reminiscent of the sickly green of the ghost moon, but it was enough for him to see a bare outline of the area. 
 
    “I need to find Ria,” he whispered. “If I’m down here, she must be, too.” 
 
    Myr didn’t say anything. He took her silence for affirmation and picked a direction at random in which to set off. 
 
    The simple act of walking across the cavern’s floor was made needlessly challenging by the nature of the terrain. It was filled with trenches and sloping ledges, as though centuries if not millennia of erosion had found certain types of rock easier to move than others.  
 
    The sound of dripping water in the distance was a constant distraction, and the air also surprisingly dank and humid, warmer than it had been on the surface. Damon resisted the temptation to consider how he might find a way back up when it was time, as the question threatened to feed into his ambient sense of claustrophobia. 
 
    A shout came from ahead of him and to his left, too distorted by the echo for him to make out specific words. He headed toward it, slowing as the sandy rock underneath his feet began to slope downward in a circular bowl shape. 
 
    “Daaa… mon,” called a familiar, though far distant voice. 
 
    “Ria!” he shouted. “Where are you?” 
 
    He had to wait a few seconds before the answer came. 
 
    “Down here!” she shouted.  
 
    The echo made the words lap over one another, emphasizing just how far down she was. He could see a dark pit at the center of the bowl-shaped depression in front of him, feeling his stomach twist as he considered how deep she might be. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he called. The question felt naïve and overly hopeful. He had to ask it, regardless. 
 
    “I am uninjured,” called Ria. “There was water where I landed. It is over my head. I… have not found a place with footing.” 
 
    Damon furiously considered his options. There was the rope, but it was still in Ria’s pack. If she could throw it up to him, maybe he could pull her up? He looked at the hole again, considering how horribly pitched her shouts were by the echo. Was she fifty feet down? A hundred feet? More than that? 
 
    “I’m going to drop a rock to try to get a sense of how deep down you are,” he said. “It’s just a small one. Apologies in advance if it lands on you.” 
 
    “Damon!” called Ria. 
 
    He gave it a shot, letting a coin-sized rock fall and listening for the splash. The time that went by before he heard it plunk into the water was disconcerting, if not outright heartbreaking.  
 
    “It is too far for the rope,” said Ria. “I know it is.” 
 
    “There’s another way,” he said.  
 
    “There is no other way. Damon… Husband… you must continue on. I will not have you wasting your only chance of survival on holding out on an empty hope.” 
 
    “Move toward the wall,” called Damon. “I’m coming down.” 
 
    “What?” Ria’s voice was panicked, and he heard the sound of water splashing from below. “No! Stay where you are! Damon, hold for a moment and think about this…” 
 
    He did, long enough to decide to shrug off his traveling pack so his food wasn’t ruined by the water. He slid down to the center of the bowl-shaped depression and eyed the imposing darkness of the pit. It wasn’t a simple thing to just jump and hope for the best, not according to his tense nerves and accelerating heart. 
 
    “Are you out of the way?” he asked. 
 
    “Damon, you foolish ass! Please! Spend some time thinking of another—" 
 
    He stepped forward before she could finish, letting himself drop into the mouth of the abyss. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Damon was silent as he plummeted into the pit, though various internal screams reverberated through the core of his marrow. It wasn’t so much that he was terrified by the fall or even the potential for the danger, more the simple, innate way that the anticipation of his landing combined with the inability to see the water below. 
 
    He had no idea how long he’d been in the air or how much farther he had to go. It was more than unsettling and shook something deep in his core, a need for certainty, even if it came as certain death.  
 
    When he finally splashed down into the water, it was mid-breath. The force of his impact stung his feet through the soles of his boots, and he was left flailing to swim, not entirely certain of which way was up.  
 
    He let out a gasp that echoed weirdly off the walls of the pit as he surfaced. Ria was shouting at him in an annoyed voice, and he reached toward her, grabbing something that felt suspiciously soft against his hand. 
 
    “Ahem,” said Ria. “That is my breast.” 
 
    “It’s a nice breast.” 
 
    “You are a child,” she said. “You are a fool! What purpose is there in you subjecting yourself to the same hopeless fate I stumbled into?” 
 
    “It’s far from hopeless, now that I’m here,” he said. “Give me some space.” 
 
    She must have heard the confidence in his voice and trusted it. She splashed backward, giving Damon room to draw his myrblade and prepare for what came next. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Now wrap your arms around my shoulders and hang on tight.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Lift us out of here. Now grab on.” 
 
    She did. Her teeth were chattering, and he could feel how cold she was through the contact of their skin. If he’d arrived an hour later, it was anyone’s guess whether she would still have been afloat, drained of energy and body heat. 
 
    Damon let out a breath of frozen condensation that passed near enough to Ria’s neck to send a wave of shivers through her. Carefully, still treading water, he took his sword and slid it down alongside his feet, focusing on picturing what he wanted to do as he drew from the myrblade’s magic. 
 
    A pillar of ice rose underneath them, lifting them up and onto solid, albeit frozen, ground. Water dripped from their bodies and clothing, freezing to the ice on contact. Ria clung tighter to him as he continued channeling his magic, driving the pillar upward and toward the pit’s mouth. 
 
    It wasn’t a simple act of magical prowess. The pit was deep enough to require him to think about how best to utilize the water to cross the distance between them and safety. He kept the pillar as thin as possible, barely a steppingstone for them both to stand on, embracing one another. 
 
    Higher and higher they rose, until the top of the pit was in sight and Ria shivered wildly against him. Damon didn’t feel cold, but was numbly aware of the fact that he was freezing, hardly any warmer than the ice. 
 
    “There,” he gasped, jaw clenching from the exertion of will. “That’s the top. We can pull ourselves up from here.” 
 
    “Husband,” whispered Ria. “I… think I am frozen to you.” 
 
    “Ah.” Damon shifted his focus, trying to let his own body temperature stabilize. “Any better?” 
 
    Ria pulled her cheek away from his, and Damon felt a small pinch as the skin separated. 
 
    “That was not all that pleasant,” she said. 
 
    “We’re alive and out of the pit. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    He let Ria go first, watching her pull herself up to the moderate safety of the cavern. To step off the platform without letting go of his myrblade, he had to time his own departure just so.  He let the pillar dissolve as he jumped, pulling his sword with him and scrambling over the rock ledge onto solid ground. 
 
    They were out of the pit, but far from out of danger, the darkness of the cavern feeling endless and all-consuming. Damon watched Ria taking stock of her traveling pack, which had fallen into the water along with her, ruining much of her food and leaving her without a change of dry clothes. She shivered and swore a few times under her breath as she wrung water out of a tunic and stuffed it away. 
 
    “We could rest here,” he suggested. “Set off once we’ve had time to dry and recover a bit.” 
 
    “I have no intention of staying in this cave a moment longer than I must,” said Ria. 
 
    Damon looked around. There wasn’t much to see, even with his eyes adjusted to the dim light. 
 
    “In that case, let’s start exploring,” he said. “There must be a place where it connects to the surface. We’ll keep an eye on the ground and watch for areas where it starts to slope upward.” 
 
    Ria nodded, and they both set off. Their progress was slow and directionless, with obstacles ranging from similar pits to the one they’d fallen into, to steep underground cliffs, and even just treacherous footing. Lichen and slime covered much of the rock, forcing them to take each step as though walking across ice. 
 
    Eventually, Damon found a tunnel which had a promising upward incline. He made sure to keep Ria close to him as he started along it but didn’t trust the darkness, even after more than an hour spent within it.  
 
    The tunnel shifted along wide, meandering turns, as though a river had carved through the stone. It narrowed in places, forcing them to commit to squeezing through tight gaps in single file. After one such chokepoint, it began to widen, opening up into a second large cavern that, by Damon’s reckoning, was at least a few dozen feet higher than where they’d started. 
 
    “Why are there so many rocks?” asked Ria, gesturing to the open chamber in front of them. “They seem oddly placed.” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. Several dozen boulders, each smooth and oblong, sat in a messy, but not completely random pattern across the floor. A thin layer of strange fog occluded much of the chamber, lending a stale and bitter scent to the air, and in the distance, a soft rattling noise was audible. 
 
     “I don’t think those are rocks,” said Damon. 
 
    “No?” Ria strode over to the closest one. “What would you assume them to be, in that…” 
 
    She touched one with her hand and immediately drew it back in disgust. The rock, the egg, shuddered slightly, and a crack formed across where her fingers had been an instant previous. 
 
    “Jad’s blood…” she swore. “Disgusting.” 
 
    “We have to keep going,” he whispered. “This is a sure sign that we’re on the right path. The sand snakes feed in the desert. There has to be a tunnel leading out from here.” 
 
    “You would have us walk through the nest of the monster that nearly ate us before we fell down here?” 
 
    She was already stepping backward, moving toward where they’d arrived from. Damon took her hand and squeezed it reassuringly, feigning confidence more than feeling it. 
 
    “Eggs are harmless,” he said. “Juvenile sand snakes are also probably harmless. If we encounter a larger one, I’ll handle it with my myrblade.” 
 
    “I’m not in love with snakes either, you know,” whispered Myr. 
 
    “We’re in more danger of starving in this cavern than we are of being overwhelmed by a bunch of eggs.” He gave the nearest one a nudge with his foot to illustrate his point. 
 
    “Fine,” said Ria. “But let us move quickly.” 
 
    “No objections to that.” 
 
    They weaved through rows upon rows of eggs, taking care not to draw too near any of them whenever possible. Damon paid attention to the slope, making sure they always continued in a direction that would take them nearer the surface. Unfortunately, it kept moving in the direction of the rustling noise he’d heard before, until the source of it drew into view against the darkness. 
 
    A ball of mating sand snakes sat near the back of the chamber, next to an opening that potentially would lead them to their escape. The snakes were entwined, almost knotted together, and the collective pile was twice Damon’s height and similarly wide. 
 
    “I feel sick,” muttered Ria. 
 
    The snakes abruptly stopped hissing. Damon gripped Ria’s shoulder, preparing to pull her into a sprint back the way they’d come, but after a moment or two of heightened interest, the creatures returned to their business. 
 
    He slowly nodded to the tunnel next to the mating pile and started walking in that direction, taking Ria’s hand again and making sure she stayed close. He never turned his back completely to the snake ball, just in case. It was a layer of caution which, as he soon realized, was justified.  
 
    The ground shook, and a shower of sand fell from the tunnel’s ceiling. Damon had just enough time to pull Ria with him as he leapt backward, narrowly avoiding the giant sand snake as it burst through the wall to their left.  
 
    It opened and closed its mouth, revealing rows of teeth and a tongue that looked quite a bit like a smaller snake in the way it curled and moved through the air. Damon could hear the rustling of more snakes moving to investigate from behind them. There was no turning back, no retreating. 
 
    He drew his myrblade, lunging forward without a second of hesitation. Ria shouted something, a warning which was probably justified, but impossible for him to heed. The giant sand snake’s tongue lashed out at him, and he struck it in the same moment. 
 
    Driving his myrblade deep into the flesh of the roof of the sand snake’s mouth, Damon channeled the weapon’s ice enchantment. He forced magic into the monster in much the same way he’d dealt with the lidaragi days earlier, freezing it from the inside out. 
 
    The snake thrashed against the tunnel from which it had emerged, shaking the ground so fiercely that Damon couldn’t see through the falling sand. He could feel the effect of his attack, however, as the monster’s movements slowed, and then stopped entirely. 
 
    He blinked, staring at what was undoubtedly the most impressive feat he’d ever managed with his weapon. Ria pulled him forward by the shirt sleeve. He snapped back to the moment, realizing he could see light far down the tunnel ahead of them. 
 
    They ran, quite literally, for their lives. The tunnel was collapsing into a mess of crumbling rock and sand even as they sprinted up it. Damon could hear the hissing of more sand snakes coming after them, eager for revenge. 
 
    He pushed forward as they reached the end, helping her up over a small barrier of sand in between them and freedom. She spun around, seizing him by the arms and pulling him the last distance to the surface. 
 
    It was nighttime, with a full ghost moon overhead, which surprised Damon. He rolled away from the crumbling hole leading to the tunnel, coughing sand out of his throat. Ria insisted on pushing him forward, and they continued their retreat for another few hundred feet before stopping to catch their breaths. 
 
    “We’re safe,” said Damon. “Now all we need to do is finish crossing the desert.” 
 
    Ria let out a long, tired sigh. “For now, perhaps finding a place to camp for tonight can take priority.” 
 
    “Most definitely.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Two grueling days later, Damon and Ria emerged from the desert. Their journey after leaving the underground caverns had been stressful, though uneventful. They traveled from dawn till dusk, rationing food and water and pushing themselves to their limit. 
 
    The region in between Amaryssan and the Old Wilds was a barren wasteland. The ground was hard, sunbaked mud with sparse patches of scrub grass, though the trees in the distance held the promise of more fertile land to come. 
 
    “Yvvestrosai is not far from here,” said Ria.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” asked Damon. “We were thrown off course by our misadventure through the caverns.” 
 
    “I have heard descriptions of this area,” said Ria. “If we travel east, we should arrive no later than tomorrow night.” 
 
    They made camp for the evening, wary of the black and gray clouds which had been gathering overhead since earlier that afternoon. Dinner was a cold, humble mixture of dried fruit and soon-to-be stale bread. 
 
    It started raining as they finished their meal, and for once, the weather presented more opportunity than inconvenience. Ria gave Damon an ambitious smile from the edge of her tent as the downpour began in earnest. She wiggled out of her tunic and leggings, underwear soon following, and went to stand in the rain. 
 
    Damon watched her for a moment as she began running her hands through her hair, letting the water do what it could to remove days of dirt and desert from her body. He joined her in a similar state, blinking as he felt droplets of precipitation pattering off his skin. 
 
    It was cold, which again surprised him given the terrain. It still felt incredible, refreshing to a transcendental degree. He combed his fingers through his hair as it began to drip with water, only then turning his attention to Ria. 
 
    She was soaking wet and shivering, but not uncomfortably so. The lines of her tan looked so intriguing, like a hidden, erotic pattern for Damon’s eyes only. He watched her bend forward to run her hands up her defined calves and strong, womanly thighs and found it hard to focus on taking his own rain bath. 
 
    Ria began smirking as she saw the effect she had on him. She stood up, arching her back and rising up on her toes to her complete height before striding over to him, hips swaying, breasts moving with subtle jiggles. 
 
    “You must clean yourself up, young Damon,” said Ria. “Did you never learn to bathe yourself?” 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” he said. “I think you missed a few spots.” 
 
    “Did I?” She made a face and reached an arm over her shoulder as though trying to wipe at her back. The movement pushed her breasts toward Damon. He felt his cock throb and pulled her close. 
 
    “Not there,” he said. “Over here.” 
 
    He pulled her so her butt was pressed snugly against his cock. He ran his hands over her body, letting one rest possessively on her hip, while the other cupped her breast. Slowly, he began rocking into her. 
 
    “You are still dirty,” she whispered. 
 
    “Am I?” He kissed her neck, letting his teeth gently drag across bare skin.  
 
    Ria turned around, slowing the movement to let her butt slide over the entire length of his manhood. She brought her lips in close to his as though to lock into a passionate kiss, only to turn at the last second to tease him. 
 
    “I would prefer not to share my tent with such a dirty man,” she said, running her hands over his shoulders and down his arms to wipe away spots he’d missed. 
 
    “Your tent?” He let out a scoff. “I seem to recall that we agreed to share it.” 
 
    “I agreed to share my tent with you,” she said, kneeling down and rubbing at his stomach. “I have always been charitable. You should know this.” 
 
    She shifted, cleaning his inner thighs, doing an impressive job of pretending as though Damon’s cock wasn’t aimed in her face like the point of a dagger.  
 
    “There,” she said, finally letting her gaze settle on his member. “Finished. Unless you think I should focus my attention somewhere else?” 
 
    Damon took her by the shoulder and aggressively, but not roughly, pulled her up. “I think you should get in the tent.” 
 
    “Ha!” said Ria. “You are adorable when you think you can boss me around, husband.” 
 
    He slapped her butt. Ria stomped a foot and spun around, eyes narrowed to a degree that was a little overdone. He gave her a teasing push on the shoulder and then ran by her, pulling her by the hand toward their humble abode for the night. 
 
    They fell upon one another as soon as they were out of the rain, kissing and caressing with the horny urgency of young lovers. They rolled around, both pushing to be the one in control, the leader, and butting heads as they often did elsewhere in life. 
 
    Damon seized Ria by the hips after flipping her facedown underneath him. She rose up, letting her butt grind into him as she had outside. He squeezed her breasts and kissed her on the cheek, easing her forward, lining it up. 
 
    He slid his cock into her, running a hand across her back as he did as though soothing a spooked animal. But Ria was anything but spooked. She wiggled her ass for him with horny movements, teasing his length even before he began to move on his own.   
 
    He took her hard, but not punishingly so. Sex with Ria was so often about more than just pleasure. They were both in their prime, lovers and warriors, fit and aggressive. Sex with Ria was like fighting with Ria, fighting against her. 
 
    He watched her butt jiggling with each of his hard thrusts. Ria moaned, occasionally making a sexy, deeper noise, so horny it bordered on feral. He squeezed her breasts hard enough to leave marks with his fingertips. She arched her back and set a hand on his hip, clawing him as a powerful orgasm reverberated through her. 
 
    Damon wasn’t thinking as he came. It felt so natural to simply finish inside her that it wasn’t until the pleasure had him floating within his own body that he realized what he’d done. He pulled back, breathing hard, in time to keep the last few blasts of his seed from filling her up. 
 
    Neither of them said anything about it as they cuddled together on the bedroll. It hung over them like a hidden promise, like a new secret, a freshly uncovered fact that neither of them quite knew how to handle. They were too close now to truly care, in the moment, if he got her pregnant. They loved each other too much for that sort of hesitation to exist. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he eventually whispered. 
 
    “Mmm…” answered Ria. She snuggled closer into him.  
 
    Damon kissed her on the top of her head and then, remembering his loved ones across the desert, fumbled his amethyst dreamspell amulet out of his pack. 
 
    Ria lifted her head from his shoulder as he pulled the cord over his neck. It was dark within the tent, but he could sense the character of her gaze. 
 
    “I haven’t heard from aesta in a while,” he said. “I’m starting to get a little concerned.” 
 
    “Does she normally visit your dreams on a schedule?” asked Ria. 
 
    “Not exactly.” He shrugged, fingers toying with the amulet’s gemstone. “I suppose I’m just worried about whether something might have happened.” 
 
    “She is more equipped to handle herself than we are, husband.” 
 
    Damon nodded, but he couldn’t banish the tension from his posture. 
 
    “That is your main concern?” she said, reading him. “Or is there more?” 
 
    “I mean…” He winced, considering his words carefully. “There was… a small thing that happened, before I left.” 
 
    “A small thing,” teased Ria. “You have a way of phrasing your deeds that does you no credit.” 
 
    “Aesta and I… We took things further than we usually do.” 
 
    “You bedded her?” asked Ria. Her voice was curious, but also slightly jealous. Not in a cruel or insecure way, but a more familiar shade of emotion. Jealousy among family. 
 
    “Sort of,” he said. “I did, or started to, but she has a way of pulling control back. Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring this up.” 
 
    Ria started laughing. Damon felt his face heat up. 
 
    “Young Damon,” she said softly. “You finally coaxed Malon into playing with you as a man, and now you fret over her not seeking you out in your dreams? Do you realize how that sounds?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “You should think on whether your feelings are truly from a justified sense of worry for her and Velanor, or perhaps a different genesis.” 
 
    “That’s… fair, I suppose.” 
 
    “You should also remember that you are currently in a tent, with another woman whom you love and cherish.” Ria let out an amused sigh. “We will all need to sit down and have… a rather blunt conversation next we meet.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Damon awoke to the sound of voices the next morning, ones of a not so friendly tonality. He grunted, shifting into Ria, who was still naked against him, and reaching for his myrblade. It was raining outside the tent, a soft patter against the canvas shielding them from the elements. 
 
    “Wait,” whispered Ria. “These are Rem.” 
 
    “Your point being?” Damon glanced out of the tent through the flap. “They’re armed, and I count at least five.” 
 
    “I shall handle this,” said Ria. “Pass me my tunic.” 
 
    Damon furrowed his brow, but figured he could always step in if needed. He passed Ria her shirt, and she pulled it on before slipping out of the tent, foregoing girlshorts or pants. Her spiral tunic was long enough to cover the interesting parts of her body… if only barely. 
 
    Damon found his own undershorts and pulled them on. He could hear Ria conversing with the men, her voice icy against what sounded like mocking and derisive questioning on their end. He readied himself to attack at the first sign of aggression—but never got the chance. 
 
    One of the men drew a curved short sword from his belt. Ria waved an arm through the air absently. Thunder boomed overhead as a bolt of lightning struck the man who’d drawn his weapon, knocking him to the ground so abruptly that it felt separate from the rest of the encounter. 
 
    She shouted something, her voice simultaneously confident and threatening. Damon caught one of the words he’d learned, thank you, and felt himself growing curious. Another one of the men stepped forward, not drawing a weapon, but glaring and jabbing a finger at Ria. 
 
    Again, she struck with her tempesting, and again, it was over before it had even begun. Lightning struck the man in the chest, wrenching him off his feet and into a wild seizure across the mud. The remaining Remenai hurried to help their injured brethren to their feet, and the five of them retreated to the south at a speed that left no doubt to the degree of their terror. 
 
    “You’re a monster in a downpour,” said Damon. 
 
    She grinned at him. “So it seems. They knew who I was.” 
 
    “As they should,” said Damon. “You’ve developed quite the reputation.” 
 
    “Vaista Aestairius,” said Ria. “Queen of Storms.” 
 
    “That’s what they’re calling you?” Damon fought to keep a teasing smile off his face. “Well, I’m sure it won’t go to your head or anything.” 
 
    “You should be more respectful when addressing a queen,” she said, jutting her chin. 
 
    “Right. Well, honored Queen Ria, we still have an hour or so until we need to pack up our camp, and I just noticed that you’re bottomless.” 
 
    She let out a squeal as he pulled her into the tent and onto his lap. It would have been a lie for Damon to claim that his arousal was solely due to what she was wearing. Power was a turn-on. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They set out again later that morning as the rain petered off into a damp drizzle and wispy fog. The muddy wastelands along the desert’s edge quickly gave way to a dense forest, the Old Wilds, as Ria had called them. 
 
    The trees were healthy, but the underbrush next to non-existent. Signs of the area being heavily traveled were everywhere, which left Damon perplexed by how little of the land was cleared. 
 
    Even as they began passing small wooden huts with thatched roofs, and occasionally small Rem villages, the forest still held dominion over the land. The region felt peaceful and calm, but occupied in a way that left Damon feeling as though he was being watched by hidden eyes. 
 
    “We are almost there,” said Ria. “Yvvestrosai is just ahead.” 
 
    “Where?” Damon furrowed his brow as she pointed at the tree line against the slope before them. 
 
    It wasn’t until they stood atop the hill that he received his first glimpse of the aptly named City of Flowers. Yvvestrosai stood at the center of a partially cleared valley, a sprawling cluster of buildings and bright, beautiful vegetation. 
 
    It looked nothing like a Merinian city, so much so that it seemed to war against the very definition of the word. Flowers and trees grew everywhere they could, flourishing under what Damon assumed was active cultivation among the local Remenai. 
 
    There were no roads or streets, at least not any matching the typical definition. Instead, thin paths weaved through the huts and buildings in patterns determined by an uncountable number of footfalls across years, if not decades.  
 
    Yvvestrosai looked as though it had grown in the same manner as the forest, a simple offshoot of the natural order. Damon stared at it for several long minutes beside Ria, wondering if the sight stirred her to the same degree it had him. 
 
    “There’s no wall,” he noted. “I don’t see any watch towers, either.” 
 
    “Do not assume that means the city is undefended,” said Ria. “You should wear your cloak as we travel into it. Keep your head covered, and avoid showing your face.” 
 
    “Is the fact that I’m a Merinian going to put me in danger here?” 
 
    He didn’t ask the question bitterly. He’d seen the way Ria had been treated in Avaricia and felt as though it would be petty to complain about shouldering similar prejudice to what she’d endured in the past. 
 
    “In all likelihood, yes, though I am not of certainty,” she said. “I have not spent time in Yvvestrosai, myself. The situation may also be different now that the clans are allied under the Athlatak.” 
 
    “Will he be eager to have us in his city?” asked Damon. “The men we encountered outside the Old Wilds seemed to act as though your reputation was widespread.” 
 
    “I do not know,” said Ria. “It would simplify our business if he were willing to treat us as honored guests, but… it is impossible to say for sure.” 
 
    Damon took her advice and pulled on his cloak before they started down into the city. Aside from the obvious aesthetic differences, Yvvestrosai also smelled different from Avaricia and the other port cities. The ambient stink of humanity at its worst was replaced with a scent that was ripe in a positive sense, flowers and pollen and the musk of damp leaves. 
 
    He did his best not to stare at the people. As exotic as the Remenai of Veridan’s Curve had seemed to him, witnessing them here, in the heart of their homeland, fascinated him on a new level. 
 
    Many of the women wore the matridai on their faces, while the faces of the men and younger children had similar, though more understated markings denoting their clans. It made Damon uncomfortably aware of how much not only he must stand out, but also Ria, who’d been orphaned before receiving her own clan tattoos. 
 
    He saw a young man seemingly bartering with an older woman over a bushel of fruit in a basket of woven reeds. No coin was exchanged during the transaction, but Damon still sensed a passage of debt, or favor, between them. 
 
    The simple act of traversing the thin footpaths cutting in between the buildings felt like a coordinated, communal dance. People carefully slipped by one another in single file on some paths, while others seemed to lock travel in a single direction. Intersections oftentimes joined more than four separate paths, eight or nine in some cases, with people moving by one another in unspoken, casual grace. 
 
    “Do you know where we’re going?” asked Damon. 
 
    Ria shook her head. “I have heard that the Athla Agualai is where the Athlatak resides. It roughly translates to the Water Palace.” 
 
    “Let’s keep our eyes peeled for a river.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes panning across the area in front of them. “There. That is ton-ton, a local community hall. I have no doubt I can ask for the directions we need or even send a message to the Athlatak from there.” 
 
    A large building with a curved roof and several doors seemed to be a hub of the nearby section of the city, with a constant stream of people in and out. Ria held up a hand as he made to follow her toward it. 
 
    “You should wait here,” she said. “It would not end well if you were recognized as a Merinian face to face.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Stay close, Damon. I am serious.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. “Relax.” 
 
    He smiled at her, resisting the urge to kiss her. They were already conspicuous enough and drawing a fair amount of attention. He went around to the side of a nearby building as Ria headed into the ton-ton, finding a spot out of direct view of the crowd. 
 
    A young Remenai girl with only wispy traces of her clan tattoos along the edges of her face approached him slowly. Damon smiled and held a hand up, deciding that if he were to be recognized as a Merinian, he might as well make a friendly impression. 
 
    “Hello,” he said in Konokai. 
 
    The girl blinked in surprise and then smiled, grabbing his hand and pointing. Damon chuckled and tried to draw back, remembering what Ria had said. The girl was insistent, however, and he decided that it couldn’t hurt to follow her if she wasn’t going far. 
 
    She led him into a small alleyway that followed a slope downward into a tiny grove of trees and then let go of his hand, sprinting off. Damon turned to make his way back toward Ria only to find himself staring into the face of a wooden mask with demonic features painted black and red. 
 
    He flinched backward and reached for his myrblade, cursing himself for being such an idiot. He opted not to draw his sword, remembering where he was and how it would come across. It hardly mattered in the end, as a heavy cudgel took him in the back of the head. He heard it connect, but was unconscious before the pain set in. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Damon was shivering from the cold when he woke up. He was in a cage, but that seemed secondary to the more important fact that the cage was hanging high in the air, at least a hundred feet up. He rubbed his hands together and then lightly touched the back of his head, groaning as his fingers touched a wound matted with hair and blood. 
 
    His myrblade was gone. No surprise there. He’d been strung up in one of the massive trees he’d seen in the distance during his initial glimpse of Yvvestrosai. Few people walked directly below him, though it was hard to tell exactly what was going on through the thick curtain of branches between himself and the ground. 
 
    His cage was made of solid wood and was neither high enough for him to stand up in, nor wide enough for him to lay down. It was snowing, a fact which he disregarded, until stopping to consider that he didn’t have his myrblade. The cold was back to being a threat. 
 
    A few hours must have passed since he’d been imprisoned, at the least. It was the middle of the night, with the ghost moon casting its teal glow across the city. Damon was struck by how few lights he saw, most of which came from the interior of buildings.  
 
    People weren’t walking with torches or lanterns, and few of the streets and courtyards had dedicated sources of illumination. It made Yvvestrosai feel sleepy and abandoned, like an empty ruin amidst the trees. 
 
    He tried to reel himself in, turning his attention back to his own circumstances. Ria might still be nearby, and he could call out to her and hope his voice carried. It wasn’t much of a plan, but he didn’t exactly have a range of options. 
 
    “Ria,” he called. “Ria.” 
 
    The wind blew through the tree from which he hung, overpowering his voice and swaying his cage in a manner that was incredibly disconcerting. He didn’t try again, even as his cage slowed to a stop.  
 
    If Ria were near enough to lend aid, what was he expecting from her? It wasn’t as though she could take on the Remenai warriors of an entire city. Damon pulled his knees into his chest, feeling increasingly desperate to preserve any amount of warmth, and looked up. 
 
    Several ropes attached to the cage’s top half, coming together into a thick knot above him. It wasn’t a static arrangement, as he noted the addition of a pulley and a long, wooden cylinder from which the extra rope seemingly unwound or into which it wrapped, allowing for ascent or descent.  
 
    With numb fingers, he tried to reach across to the mechanism. It was just out of reach, and he considered whether he could rock the cage to make it sway near enough. There would be little he could effectively do with just his fingers, however.  
 
    The cold was distracting, pitilessly effective at stealing and holding his attention. Damon brushed snowflakes out of his hair and tried to slide his arms inward along his tunic. He leaned his head back against the bars of the wooden cage. He’d think more about his options after taking a second or two to warm up. He was just… too cold. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Damon… Hey! Damon! Wake up!” 
 
    He recognized that voice and knew where he was even before he opened his eyes. 
 
    “Myr…” he muttered. “Am I dreaming?” 
 
    He blinked, recognizing the austere surroundings of her ice prison within the myrblade’s enchantment. He didn’t have the sword with him. As far as he knew, he couldn’t enter Myr’s realm without close contact with the myrblade. 
 
    “You’re not dreaming,” said Myr. “You’re dying.” 
 
    “Ah. Well. That’s no good.” 
 
    “That’s extremely no good!” snapped Myr. “You need to summon me!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He saw her scowl. She was beautiful, even chained as she was. Blue skin, blue hair, bright blue eyes, and the sort of body that would have earned her the enmity of all the working women at a tavern. 
 
    “Since you’re a wielder, our bond still exists even when the sword is out of your hand,” said Myr. “It’s why no one else can tap into my enchantment, even if they hold me. Under certain circumstances, you can call me to your hand. Now would be a good time to give it a try.” 
 
    “Certain circumstances?” he muttered. “It would be easier if you explained what you meant by that.” 
 
    “I’m in a warm hut right now. Warm enough to melt ice. You’re outside, in the cold, cold enough for the air to freeze. Imagine the myrblade is simply like the ice you create with the enchantment.” 
 
    She spoke quickly, her voice sounding far-off, like a whisper from outside a window. He nodded slowly, though was still unsure whether he completely understood. 
 
    “Do it now!” snapped Myr. “Damon… you might die if you don’t.” 
 
    He chuckled despite how sobering he found her words. Myr’s realm dissolved, and he felt snowflakes fall away from his eyelashes as he blinked them back open. 
 
    Her description of the process of summoning the myrblade had been so straightforward that he couldn’t help but assume there must be more to it. Wouldn’t he have figured the technique out through his own razor-sharp intuition if it could be done so easily? 
 
    He splayed his sensationless fingers and tried to focus his will in the same way he did while manifesting Myr’s enchantment. He wanted his sword. He needed his sword. He exhaled and pictured it forming in front of him. 
 
    Strangely, it was as though he could feel his myrblade melting from wherever it currently was, locked away in a guard hut, perhaps, and reforming within his hand. Scabbard and all, his sword appeared, passing through space in response to his summon. The instant it finished forming, Damon felt his body readjusting to the cold, treating the weather like a newly saddled horse, a beast at his beck and call. 
 
    “Better?” whispered Myr. 
 
    “Immeasurably,” he sighed. “Now. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Seeing the winding rope mechanism before had given him the basis for an idea. With deliberate motions, Damon rocked the cage back and forth, until he was within striking distance of the pulley’s extra slack. 
 
    His idea was not to simply cut the rope. That would lead to a much more dramatic and deadly descent than his body would find agreeable. He was inspired by the new application of Myr’s ice enchantment and had a thought about how it might serve him now. 
 
    He lashed out with his sword, but didn’t aim to cut the rope, not yet. Instead, he froze the entire mechanism in solid ice, taking several strikes to make sure the entire cylinder was completely covered, aside from a tiny section he’d need to sever. 
 
    With that done, Damon finally did cut the rope. The cage barely reacted, given that the tension was frozen in place farther up the line. He braced himself against the sides of his tiny compartment and focused intensely on the ice. He exhaled, letting it melt, but only just enough for a portion of rope to slip through before reversing his will and freezing it again, letting the cage descend in small, stopping spurts. 
 
    He clenched his teeth in concentration, and his head throbbed from the intensity of focus, but the scheme worked perfectly. It took him a few minutes to descend all the way to the ground, but the process was silent, and no guards awaited him at his final stop. 
 
    Damon hacked through the bars of his cage with a single rough chop, picked up his myrblade’s scabbard, and silently began creeping through the City of Flowers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Damon had barely made it ten strides before a figure collided with him from behind. He almost spun and slashed on reflex, but a familiar voice stayed his hand. 
 
    “Damon!” hissed Ria. “Oh, Jad’s mercy! How did you do that?” 
 
    “I managed to use my myrblade to…” He frowned, turning into Ria’s embrace and an onslaught of kisses. “Wait, you were down here?” 
 
    “I was watching you,” she said. “It was hard for me to contain my worry.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you try to find a way to help me?” 
 
    “I did.” She took his hands into hers and squeezed them softly. “I spoke with the Athlatak’s mother, and she recognized the situation as a misunderstanding. She ordered you released, but only a few within Yvvestrosai are allowed to operate the tree cages. I was waiting for your jailor to arrive, in essence.” 
 
    “I was to be released?” he said, shaking his head. “So I escaped for nothing?” 
 
    “In essence, yes.” 
 
    He found it hard to be too aggrieved by that, given how the situation had led to him discovering a new ability. Ria attempted to rub some warmth into his hands. She made to take her own cloak off and give it to him, as his had been confiscated with the rest of his equipment. Damon waved the gesture off. 
 
    “The cold doesn’t bother me when I have my myrblade,” he said. 
 
    “If you insist. We need to make our way to the Water Palace without delay. The Athlatak will be expecting us.” 
 
    She took his hand and began leading him forward through the city. 
 
    “You said you met his mother?” he asked. “Did she seem agreeable?” 
 
    “She seemed… complicated,” said Ria. “This entire situation is not what I had expected.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Best if you see for yourself.” 
 
    Yvvestrosai’s night life was different than Avaricia’s and other major cities in which Damon had spent time. The web of paths through the trees and flowers felt sleepy and muted with the few people out traveling with purpose. 
 
    There were no drunkards sitting in alleyways or arguing outside of taverns, no wandering groups of young ruffians looking to stir up trouble. Damon saw a pair of women walking while holding hands, neither dressed for the weather nor concerned with their surroundings. They would have been a target in Avaricia, or more likely, not on the street to begin with. 
 
    Ria led him through a wall of trees of suspiciously similar height. Their destination stood on the other side of it. The Water Palace was aptly named, with a thick moat encircling it, fed by several channels that ended in breathtaking, multilevel waterfalls.  
 
    The palace itself was elegant, with a fragile air about it. The walls were made of white stone, and numerous windows of stained glass stood out, serving less of a practical purpose and more of an artistic one. Each level’s windows were a different color: blue, red, a deep, glorious purple. 
 
    A simple drawbridge which looked to have been left down for long enough to set into the ground extended across the moat, connecting to a walkway of smooth gray stone bordered by flowing water on either side. A single guard stood in front of the palace’s main entrance. He stepped aside as Damon and Ria approached. They were expected, apparently. 
 
    “I suspect this hardly bears stating, but allow me to do the talking,” said Ria. 
 
    “I’m not a child,” he said. 
 
    “You would speak like one if you attempted to answer in Konokai.” 
 
    Damon bumped his hips into hers, and Ria planted a quick kiss on his cheek. They were led through the palace’s foyer by an attendant who bowed deeply to them, until they were left outside a door with two more guards standing either side of it. 
 
    Ria exchanged a few quick words with the men. They slid the polished wooden door open and gestured for Damon and Ria to step through. 
 
    The chamber they found themselves in was far stranger than Damon had been expecting. He assumed it to be the Remenai equivalent of a throne room or audience chamber, but he didn’t know enough about the culture surrounding the Athlatak to know for sure. 
 
    A wooden platform hung from ropes in the center of the room, suspended no more than two or three feet off the ground, but clean and resplendent—and uniquely strange. A Remenai boy of perhaps fourteen sat lounging atop it, clad in a black and gold mask painted with a face that reminded Damon of an owl’s head. He suspected that it would still look like a face even flipped upside down. 
 
    A beautiful Remenai woman with silver-streaked black hair stood next to the platform, gently rocking it back and forth with small pushes of one foot. She was tall and elegant, with beautiful, almost severe facial features. She wore a plain white gown belted around the waist with a silver sash. 
 
    Ria bowed toward the boy, shooting Damon a glance that compelled him to do the same. She then exchanged a few words with the woman, who smiled and offered her own, far more restrained bow. 
 
    “I will speak the Merinian language, in that case,” said the woman. “It is to everyone’s benefit for us to understand each other.” 
 
    She smiled at Damon. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “I have already spoken some with Vaista Aestairius, the honored Queen of Storms,” said the woman. “I understand that the two of you were raised under the same aesta. Can I assume that you are both comfortable sharing this audience?” 
 
    “We are close,” said Ria, nodding. “There are no secrets between us.” 
 
    “I apologize for the manner in which you were apprehended upon entering Yvvestrosai,” said the woman, looking toward Damon. “We accepted another Merinian into our boundaries who has left us with a certain wariness of strangers.” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. “I can understand that. There are no hard feelings on my part.” 
 
    “Good,” said the woman. “Allow me to formally introduce myself and my son. I am Ayisa Restador of Clan Ironblood. This is my son, Lassus, the Athlatak of the Assembled Clans.” 
 
    Ria bowed, and again, Damon followed her lead. The Athlatak lounged on the hanging platform, lying on his back with his hands folded into a pillow underneath his head. 
 
    “It is nice to meet you both,” said Ria. “I am Ria Zakur. This is Damon Al-Kendras.” 
 
    “You both have reputations which proceed you,” said Ayisa. “Vaista Aestairius herself, here in Yvvestrosai at long last. And Damon Al-Kendras, one of the most wanted men in Veridan’s Curve. No doubt it is Jad’s chosen fate for the two of you to share yourselves with one another.” 
 
    There was a knowing edge to her statement. Damon resisted the urge to glance toward Ria to see if she’d noticed it, too. 
 
    “Lassus,” said Ayisa. “Would you care to introduce yourself to our guests?” 
 
    The Athlatak let out an exaggerated groan and rolled onto his side. He propped his head up on one hand, watching them with the lazy familiarity of a tired old friend. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. “Vaista Aestairius. You are beautiful.” 
 
    His Merinian was accented to the point of being barely comprehensible, but Ria still bowed in response to the compliment. She said something to the teenage boy in Konokai which made him flinch back. Damon suspected he was either blushing or cringing underneath the mask. 
 
    “As I mentioned earlier, we have a great deal of respect for you, honored Ria,” said Ayisa. “My son had no ulterior motive in presenting you with a summons, beyond the chance to know you better and earn your friendship. He is young and presumptuous, but not duplicitous.” 
 
    “Our purpose in accepting is much of the same reason,” said Ria. “Many events are in motion within Veridan’s Curve, developments which are not as isolated as they may seem to you here in Yvvestrosai.” 
 
    “You speak of more than just the colonizers, I suspect,” said Ayisa. “The Venmalani.” 
 
    Damon kept his own reaction contained as he searched Ayisa’s expressions, and what little he could see of the Athlatak’s, for clues. It wasn’t as hard for him to imagine one of the Forsaken being as young as Lassus was after his encounter with Lascivious, Seffi, the shy teenager who still lived in her hometown with her parents. 
 
    The situation was balanced on a knife’s edge. Damon didn’t dare take the obvious approach of simply asking Lassus directly if he was one of the Forsaken. He also suspected that admitting his own association to Wrath would be dangerous, perhaps to the degree of ending up back in a cage or even executed on the spot. 
 
    “The Venmalani are a factor, yes,” said Ria carefully. “Many have been sighted along Veridan’s Curve in recent months. Damon and I were even present for an encounter between Avarice and Wrath during the Honorshade Tournament in Avaricia. We witnessed their power firsthand, the destruction of Avarice’s own keep, no less.” 
 
    Ayisa and Lassus gave no hint as to their feelings or agenda in the silence that followed. Ayisa clapped her hands together, and a young servant girl appeared from behind a curtain in the corner of the room. She leaned in near enough for Ayisa to whisper something into her ear and then disappeared out the chamber’s entrance. 
 
    “We have no wish to muddle our purpose in having you within the City of Flowers, Vaista Aestairius,” said Ayisa. “We will actively be courting your friendship in the coming days, as you will see. With that said, you should know that the warning you bring in regard to the Venmalani is both justified and timely.” 
 
    The door to the chamber opened. The servant Ayisa had sent from the room earlier strode in, leading a familiar blond-haired man behind her. 
 
    Damon was caught between smiling and scowling as he watched Austine fall forward into a sweeping bow. Damon met his eyes as he rose, feeling a prickling tension, combined with a rising potential for violence. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce Austine Treymore,” said Ayisa. “He is an ambassador in service to the self-proclaimed Godking Avarice.” 
 
    Austine wore a cloak with a wide neck clasp, effectively covering his crest. Damon doubted that he’d been open about his identity as a crest sorcerer, judging from Ayisa’s introduction. He had a choice to make, though he suspected if he outed his former friend as one of the Venmalese, a sworn servant of the Venmalani, the consequences might splash back upon him and Ria. 
 
    “Well met, Austine,” said Damon. “I am Damon Al-Kendras. This is Ria Zakur.” 
 
    Austine hesitated before smiling slightly and nodding. “Well met.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Damon and Ria’s audience with the Athlatak ended soon after Austine’s arrival. A servant led them out of the palace, speaking quietly with Ria in Konokai as they walked single file down one of the flower trails. 
 
    “Ayisa and the Athlatak have provided us with a flaqayai,” she said. “It is a small domicile intended for guests and attended by servants.” 
 
    “Sounds comfortable,” said Damon. 
 
    The flaqayai was a simple, spacious A-frame hut. The bottom floor was an open common room, with two ladders on either side leading to bedrooms upstairs. A platter of food was already set out on the table, laden with a variety of bread, fruit, and cheese. Damon caught sight of his traveling pack and cloak, which had apparently been brought in at some point once the misunderstanding of his capture had been sorted out. 
 
    The servant bowed to Ria, and the two of them spoke a few more words. Damon waited until the servant’s departure before turning toward Ria and furrowing his brow. 
 
    “She says that we are also welcome to enjoy ourselves in the hot baths not far from here,” she explained. “The service attendants there will see to us if we so choose.” 
 
    “A bath would be welcome,” said Damon. “I think my joints are still partially frozen from my time in that cage.” 
 
    He folded his arms, trying to think through the situation. Austine’s presence wasn’t entirely unexpected. Avarice likely shared Wrath and Famine’s interest in the Athlatak, their potential sibling. Had Austine made progress already? Damon wondered if perhaps the most available initial lead might simply be plying his former friend for information. 
 
    “Wrath has been wrong before,” said Ria, guessing at his thoughts. “It is hard for me to imagine one of the Forsaken as a hormonal teenage boy.” 
 
    “What makes you think he’s hormonal?” asked Damon. 
 
    “He kept complimenting me in Konokai,” said Ria. “It was rather unseemly.” 
 
    Damon chuckled at that, but the emotion soon died on his lips. “I wouldn’t dismiss the possibility out of hand. The Forsaken can be any age, given how their rebirthing process works.” 
 
    He didn’t want to explain his experience with Lascivious to Ria, knowing it was a secret that he ultimately needed Malon’s permission to share. Thinking of his aesta brought his thoughts back to her silence through the dreamspell amulet. He took a breath, trying to keep his most relevant thoughts on top of the pile. 
 
    “I was more suspicious of the mother,” said Ria. “Ayisa. Do you think it possible that she might be one of the Forsaken and has used her power to position her son as the Athlatak?” 
 
    “Anything’s possible,” said Damon. “Do you know how he ascended to power?” 
 
    “Of that, I am as ignorant as you,” said Ria. “I will begin asking questions of those who will speak with me. I already seem to be well-liked and respected here in Yvvestrosai, despite our recent arrival.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” said Damon. “You’re the mighty Queen of Storms, after all.” 
 
    He favored her with a heavily exaggerated bow. Ria set her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Watch it,” she said. 
 
    “Or what?” He grinned and grabbed her by the waist, pulling her close. 
 
    “Or I will not be of such an agreeable mind when you see what the hot baths have to offer,” she said. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Come. I will show you.” 
 
    She ran a hand across his chest as she headed for the door, flashing a coy smile that stirred an unreasonable amount of excitement within him. 
 
    The hot baths weren’t far from their lodgings. The building was a wooden frame with a canopy stretched over it, and a healthy orange glow spilled through against the partially translucent fabric. Steam billowed into Damon’s face as he followed Ria inside, and the two of them were immediately met by four attractive Remenai women in gray robes who offered deep bows. 
 
    “It is a common tradition among the honored guests of larger clans to be provided with assistance in the bath,” explained Ria. “You are welcome to accept as much or as little help from them as you see fit, husband.” 
 
    “Um…” Damon furrowed his brow as one of the women stepped forward to gently tug on his arm, leading him toward one of the bathing chambers. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” 
 
    Ria grinned and sauntered over to him. She gave him a slow kiss as the other women began to touch him, soft hands gently pulling at his clothing and undoing the cord of his trousers. 
 
    He was naked and halfway aroused by the time they reached the actual bath chamber. He descended into a basin carved into the ground and stone, sighing at the way the water’s warmth caressed his muscles. Ria undressed herself and followed him, waving for the three bath attendants to join them. 
 
    “Are you planning on getting involved in this?” he asked her. His eyes, however, remained locked on one of the bathing attendants with silver-tipped brown hair as she slowly pulled her robe open, revealing a small, perky set of breasts. 
 
    “They are too young for me,” said Ria. “My tastes in women range toward those older, wiser, and more experienced than myself.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” said Damon. “You’re sure you don’t mind?” 
 
    Ria grinned and came closer to him in the water. She was more attractive to him than any of the attendants, tanned and curvaceous and confident, but the attendants were new and strange. Ria kissed him, and he hugged her as he kissed back. 
 
    “This is my gift to you,” she whispered. “I think it is only fair for there to be a reward for the commitment you made in undergoing this journey with me.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” he said. 
 
    He felt more awkward than expected as Ria slipped away from him and the attendants moved forward to take her place. They were all business at first – very much naked, but serious about using towel cloths and scented soap to get him clean. 
 
    The tone of their touching and caressing shifted as they finished washing Damon’s hair. He found himself meeting their gazes and smiling conspiratorially at the first one who took a direct hold of his cock. 
 
    Through it all, Ria watched from nearby. She watched, and she smirked as though witnessing her own victory, and above all else, she loved him. In some ways, she was the only woman who’d ever managed to overcome the obstacle of loving all of him. She saw him, in all his horny complexity, for who he really was. 
 
    The bath attendant’s hands united in the act of gently stroking and massaging him. Damon pulled the first one he’d seen get naked in for a kiss, and then for more. Her lips moved eagerly against his, and as Damon lifted her up onto the lip of the bathing basin, her legs parted for him like branches in the wind. 
 
    He would have been lying if he’d claimed it to be one of his prouder, or more clear-headed moments in life. The first bath attendant was lithe, with a tight womanhood that was rewarding to plunge into. The second had a softer body, with plumper breasts and a butt that felt perfect against his groping palms. 
 
    He never made it to the third. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    “Why do you keep looking at me like that, husband?” 
 
    After their baths, Damon and Ria had been given robes to wear, each surprisingly absorbent despite the thin, soft fabric. They walked through the City of Flowers side by side when they could, single file when the trails called for it, always holding hands. 
 
    “Because you’re beautiful,” he said, smiling to make the words seem like a challenge.  
 
    “You…” She squeezed his hand and gave him a mock scowl. “This is what you have to say, after spending half an hour frolicking with three other women?” 
 
    Her tone was all play and no anger, and Damon loved her all the more for it. 
 
    “Four would have been my record, if you’d have deigned to join in,” he said. 
 
    “I think the steam has gotten to your head.” 
 
    “I would also have been fine with just one woman, in the bath,” he said. “One woman I know rather well.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand and saw her cheeks flush. She was smiling, but she wouldn’t look at him until they arrived back at the flaqayai. 
 
    The food platter had been refreshed with a full dinner and drinks, both wine and what appeared to be a traditional Remenai liquor. Damon and Ria sat cross-legged around the short table, eating roasted and seasoned meat and mushroom skewers, fresh snow peas seasoned with garlic and butter, and thin flat breads that managed to taste both salty and sweet. 
 
    They sipped the wine freely, but approached the liquor, which had a powerful sour kick, with a bit more respect. Ria was soon yawning and ready to retire to bed. Damon gave her a tight hug and helped her to the room they’d be sharing before returning to be alone with his thoughts. 
 
    There was a ladder leading up to the second floor. He took the liquor with him as he climbed, emerging onto a balcony overlooking the flaqayai’s backside that he hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    Yvvestrosai was a beautiful city, dark and peaceful at night. He could see glow flies in the distance, tiny pinpricks of green light, the eponymous ghosts of the ghost moon. He sipped the liquor, taking in the sight, thinking about everything and nothing. 
 
    A flicker of azure light out of the corner of his eye brought about a stark change to the mood in the air. Damon turned to face Wrath slowly, unsurprised by her appearance, and so very tired of her games. 
 
    “Hello,” she said. “Can I have some of that?” 
 
    He turned around against the balcony’s railing, sighed, and passed her the bottle. She took a sip and made a face. 
 
    “Sour,” she commented. 
 
    “I thought you’d like it.” 
 
    “Hilarious. What do you have for me?” 
 
    Damon took the bottle back from her and gave a small shake of the head. “Not so fast. Let’s start with what you’ve learned about Vel’s condition.” 
 
    She gave him a cold smile. The power disparity between them seemed reflected by their attire. Wrath wore her armor, wrathblade hanging at her side. Damon was still in his comfortable bath robe. Her strength would have meant more to him had he not already arrived at the conclusion that she had no intention of killing him. 
 
    “You never stop pushing your luck, do you?” she said. 
 
    “I’m a lucky man. Now, if you’d like to hear about how my meeting with the Athlatak went, tell me what I want to know.” 
 
    Wrath let out a sigh, and the side of her mouth twitched in annoyance. “I’ve spoken with Famine. She is still seeking information about your sister’s condition, but she assures me that if the girl is managing to eat and drink any amount during her sleeping fit, it is a state which can be undone.” 
 
    “That’s an assumption,” he said. “That’s not what I asked for.” 
 
    “And do you have what I asked for, Damon? Can you tell me who the Athlatak is?” 
 
    “The Athlatak is just a boy,” he said. “No more than fifteen years old. His mother would appear to be the one holding the strings of power.” 
 
    “You assume that just because he’s young, he can’t be one of my siblings?”  
 
    “That’s not what I said.” Damon took a slow sip of the sour Remenai liquor, suppressing a grimace at the taste. “The only two Divine Remnants who haven’t revealed themselves are Craven and Malice. Can you tell me when they last died?” 
 
    “I… am not entirely sure. Craven, as the name would suggest, is notoriously shy. It’s been over a hundred years since myself or any of my siblings had a direct encounter, as far as I know. Malice chose seclusion after the last major war between the Forsaken, which was close to thirty years ago. It’s impossible to know for sure if either of them is still alive, or have died, or if we’re dealing with a man or woman in either case.” 
 
    “The Forsaken can switch genders on rebirth?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Occasionally, though most of us do trend toward one sex or the other.” 
 
    “What, exactly, are you expecting me to do? It’s not as though I can simply ask the Athlatak if he’s one of the Forsaken, or the Venmalani, and expect an honest answer?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Damon folded his arms, considering the situation. “But you could, couldn’t you? It’s not as though it would be that unusual, given the storied history of you and your siblings.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” said Wrath. “Craven spooks easily, and Malice is… unpredictable. My presence must remain concealed for now.” 
 
    “Then at the very least, I’m going to need you to provide me with a clue as to how to approach this.” 
 
    “Craven and Malice both have certain habits which you may be able to uncover as evidence of their identities,” said Wrath. “Malice is an enchanter. Likes to create weapons and jewelry, occasionally armor, with dark power contained within. Curses, sometimes, as well.” 
 
    Damon turned one of his palms up. “What, then? You want me to search the Water Palace for evil enchantments?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve no doubt that your sister will be able to help you get access.” 
 
    Damon sighed. It wouldn’t be easy, and getting caught might well mean his death, but it was at least a straightforward objective. 
 
    “What about Craven?” he asked. 
 
    “Craven likes to hide, as I’m sure you might have guessed,” she said. “The Craven I last knew would build dungeons filled with traps to huddle within whenever they were in a mood to escape from the world.” 
 
    “You’d have me search for a dungeon?” 
 
    “Yes, I would,” said Wrath. “It’s likely near the city, no doubt somewhere the Athlatak is seen regularly. That should narrow your search down considerably.” 
 
    Damon didn’t say anything right away. He thought of Malon and Vel, his reasons for serving Wrath despite his wariness of her. He hated being used, but the idea of leaving Vel to waste away in eternal sleep was simply intolerable. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” he said. “It’s going to take a few days.” 
 
    “I’ll be checking in with you when I can.” Wrath took several steps, drawing near enough to kiss him. “I appreciate you, Damon.” 
 
    “I bet you do. Goodnight, Clara.” 
 
    Her mouth twitched. Damon suppressed his grin for long enough to see her disappear in a flash of azure light before smiling and letting the tension melt away from his shoulders. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Damon was about to head back into the flaqayai when a movement from the trees below snagged his attention. A figure stepped out from behind a tall bush and gave a hesitant wave up to him. It was immediately clear who it was, just from the mop of blond hair and familiar posture. 
 
    “Were you hiding down there, Austine?” called Damon. 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” said Austine. “Wrath is terrifying. I have no idea what gives you the courage to speak to her so flippantly.” 
 
    “I’ve seen her naked before,” he said. “It helps a bit.” 
 
    Austine shook his head. “Good one.” 
 
    “Wasn’t a joke. Do you have some purpose for this visit, or would you prefer to huddle outside a while longer?” 
 
    They met downstairs, in the flaqayai’s common room. Despite Damon’s best attempt at staying quiet as he climbed down the ladder to the second floor, Ria awoke from the commotion.  
 
    “I did not realize that we had guests,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d describe Austine as a guest, but he’s here, regardless.” 
 
    She came down to join them, and Damon was rather amused by the way Austine studiously avoided looking at her body, clad only in the scant cloth of her nightgown. They sat around the low table, and Damon passed Austine the sour Rem liquor and enjoyed his reaction as he took an overlarge sip. 
 
    “So,” said Damon. “How’d you survive our last encounter? I seem to recall stabbing you through the chest and pushing you into a river.” 
 
    “You must also recall aiming your strike to avoid major injury and giving me a warning before your push,” said Austine, with a smirk. “My survival involved a fair amount of bleeding and a stolen horse, but I’ve sufficiently recovered in the time since.” 
 
    “So you have. Now tell me why the fuck you’re here.” 
 
    “Haven’t you guessed already?” asked Austine. “We’re basically seeking the same thing, just on the orders of two rival Forsaken. We’ve been here before, Damon.” 
 
    It was hard to parse through the emotions that seeing Austine’s smug smile stirred within Damon. He was so sick of fighting his oldest friend, sick to the point of hating Austine and blaming him for it. He was also… remarkably glad to see him doing well. But that didn’t mean that he wasn’t going to oblige his game. 
 
    “I can’t say I know what you’re talking about,” said Damon. “Ria and I are here visiting some of her extended family.” 
 
    “She’s an orphan, just like you,” said Austine. “She has no extended family. Not that I would have believed your lie even if you’d been able to name names.” 
 
    “Why else would we be here?” asked Damon, bringing a finger to rub against his chin. 
 
    “The Athlatak has made impressive progress in unifying the Rem clans,” said Austine. “It’s clear that he could well be more than he seems. One of the Forsaken, even. Malice or Craven.” 
 
    Damon didn’t say anything. He was curious if Austine knew more than he did, and the best way to find out seemed to be to simply let him talk. 
 
    “Avarice is just as curious as Wrath, so much so that he sent me,” said Austine. “I don’t enjoy being here, just so you know. The Athlatak and his mother would likely have me executed if they knew the truth about me.” 
 
    Austine’s hand shifted to touch his crest, still covered by the gaudy, high-necked cloak he wore. 
 
    “You should just go home, then,” said Damon. “There’s no reason to take such a risk for so little payoff.” 
 
    “I was considering doing just that, until you arrived,” said Austine. “This makes everything so much more interesting.” 
 
    He gestured for the liquor bottle, and Damon slid it across the table to him. Damon actually agreed with his take on the situation. Austine’s presence posed an opportunity, though whether it would manifest as cooperation or competition was anyone’s guess. 
 
    With their rivalry, who knew? 
 
    “Well, I wish you the best of luck,” said Damon. “I could give you a hint, if you wanted, to help you get started.” 
 
    Ria, who’d been content with silence for their conversation, slid closer to Damon and put her arm around his waist. Austine turned his gaze upward in an awkward attempt to act as though he wasn’t witnessing a prelude to their intimacy. 
 
    “Sure,” said Austine. “I’ll take a hint.” 
 
    “The price is five gold,” said Damon. “I never said it came freely.” 
 
    Austine let out a chuckle. “Nice try. I’ll manage on my own, in that case. Goodnight, Damon.” 
 
    He stood up and left without another word. Ria’s hand shifted upward to gently stroke the side of Damon’s face. 
 
    “You may have to fight him again, husband,” she whispered. 
 
    “This time, I think it can be avoided. I hope it can be avoided.” 
 
    “You should ready yourself for the possibility that it cannot.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon wore the amethyst dreamspell amulet to sleep again, though he was careful to manage his expectations. Ria had a point. Malon’s lack of contact through his dreams may have well been as much due to the complications of their relationship as any potential for danger at the inn. 
 
    He did dream, however, though in the murky, confusing way he was more used to in natural sleep. He walked with Malon through the Malagantyan, the familiar forest of his youth. The sun was out, the birds were chirping, and the air smelt of the late season’s ash and crimmor trees. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered. “This way.” 
 
    She gestured deeper into the trees, letting go of his hand to run ahead of him. He followed as quickly as he could. Not quickly enough. 
 
    “Aesta,” he called.  
 
    He looked around, searching in all directions, but there was no sign of her.  
 
    “Where did you go…?”  
 
    His voice came out as a whisper, in a higher pitch than he’d expected. He looked down and saw a child’s hands and body. The forest was suddenly dark, and threatening noises loomed in the shadows. A child’s body, and a child’s fears. 
 
    He awoke dripping with sweat. Ria stirred next to him, nuzzling her cheek against his shoulder. Over the course of several long minutes, Damon caught his breath and dismissed the dream. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Damon sat at the common room table the next morning, taking small bites of a pastry stuffed with mint-flavored sweet cream. The sun was out, and they’d opened one of the sliding windows to let the cool morning air refresh their flaqayai. 
 
    “I may need your help with investigating some of the leads Wrath provided me with last night,” he said to Ria, who sat next to him. 
 
    “I will do what I can.” She paused to take a sip of warm tea from a steaming mug. “I am not yet of certainty if the Athlatak will call on me again today. We are his guests, but he commands this entire city.” 
 
    “I think Ayisa does more of the commanding than he does,” muttered Damon. “Regardless, it’s not as though a direct audience with him is what we need. Wrath said there would be clues within the palace, or around other locations the Athlatak frequents. What I need is information on his activities.” 
 
    Ria considered his words, nodding slowly. “I will see what I can do. It is not a simple feat for me to ingratiate myself with the people who will have these answers, however.” 
 
    “Why not? You’re the Queen of Storms. Would it be so out of place for you to take an interest in the events of the city?” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but it is misguided to think of me simply as the Queen of Storms.” She exhaled through her nose and set her teacup down. “I am just as much clanless and just as much unmarried as I am renowned as a warrior.” 
 
    “That can’t matter that much, can it?” he said. 
 
    “You are unfamiliar with Rem culture. Think back to Joyell, how he approached wooing me as a suitor.” 
 
    Damon remembered the young Remenai from Ria’s mother’s clan who’d stalked and eventually kidnapped her in pursuit of winning her heart. “I assumed that he was unstable in the mind. Surely, that can’t be the standard of Remenai courting?” 
 
    “Not the standard, exactly, but his… enthusiasm is a trait considered acceptable, even honorable, among my people. There will no doubt be many, many men seeking my approval across the next few days.” 
 
    Her words affected Damon far more than he liked to admit. He wasn’t a jealous man, but the way she described her circumstances made him imagine a veritable crowd of suitors attempting to win her attention. It wasn’t as though he, as a Merinian, could simply pull his sword out and fend them off. 
 
    “Are you worried, husband?” she asked plainly. 
 
    “No!” he snapped. “I mean… should I be?” 
 
    “Of course not! Though, depending on how much of an imposition my current unmarried state ends up being… it seems we should at least consider a, ah, solution to it.” 
 
    She folded her arms, looking suddenly awkward and uncomfortable in her own skin. Damon wasn’t dense, and it wasn’t as though he hadn’t considered the idea before. He’d drawn the matridai on her face in charcoal, no less, which gave him a thought. 
 
    “Could we simply do what we did with Joyell?” asked Damon. “Put temporary matridai on you to scare them all off?” 
 
    “It would be counterproductive here in Yvvestrosai. No doubt, some of the men seeking my favor would be emboldened by knowing I was so near to being permanently pledged to another.” 
 
    She gave him an impatient, knowing look. Damon considered how Malon and Vel would react if he and Ria arrived back at the inn, freshly married in the eyes of the Remenai world god, Jad. 
 
    “Let’s get a sense of the situation today and then go from there,” he said carefully. 
 
    Ria nodded, but he could all but smell her obvious annoyance. “Well, I suppose if you are comfortable taking that risk…” 
 
    “Risk? What risk?” 
 
    “I simply mean that with so many men attempting to steal my heart, it is bold of you to place so much trust in me to guard myself.” 
 
    “You…” Damon shook his head as he noticed the suppressed smile on her lips. “How much of this are you playing up just to tease me?” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean by that? I speak the whole, honest truth.” 
 
    She had to hide her face behind her arm to cover her laughter. Damon playfully lunged at her, trying to wrestle her underneath him. She flipped him onto his back, laughing and grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “Perhaps I exaggerate slightly,” she said. “But you must think about what the future will hold, Damon. Husband. For yourself, and for me, and for Malon and Vel.” 
 
    “Is it all on my shoulders to do this thinking?” 
 
    She still had him pinned, and she gave him a new kind of smile, gentle, almost pitying. “I already did my share of it when I first let you mark my face with charcoal.” 
 
    She was on her feet in the next instant, finishing her tea and heading for the door. Damon stayed where he was, enjoying the view of her butt in her tight leggings, with the hem of her spiral tunic flitting about like a short skirt.  
 
    “I should make an attempt at getting to know some of the Athlatak’s other favored courtiers,” said Ria. “It is best if… I proceed with this on my own.” 
 
    “I’d stand out too much, in other words.” 
 
    Ria nodded, but didn’t seem entirely comfortable with the fact, either. “It will be hard enough for me, as it is. But it does pose a chance for me to seek the type of information that might lead to the Athlatak’s true identity.” 
 
    “Be careful,” said Damon. 
 
    “You as well. Mind yourself if you travel out of the flaqayai.” 
 
    He nodded and watched her head out the door and into the trees. Damon took his time getting ready after that. He lingered in deciding whether it made sense to continue wearing a cloak in an attempt to hide his hair and ears before deciding it was pointless. The Remenai had seen through the disguise last time, and it wasn’t as though he wouldn’t still draw attention, regardless. 
 
    He wore his myrblade after going back and forth on how it might be perceived for several minutes. Neither Ria nor Ayisa had mentioned whether weapons were allowed to be worn openly in Yvvestrosai. He hadn’t seen many outside of those on the Water Palace’s guards, but only a fool would take any measure of security from that. 
 
    He put his sword belt on, in the end, but kept his hands away from the weapon’s hilt as he took the first steps out of the flaqayai and into the city. He had no defined objective, or even true sense of direction, given how dark the area had been when he’d first passed through it the night before. 
 
    In truth, all he wanted, all he expected, was to get a better sense of the city and its people. It was a humble goal, one that he mostly set about achieving by traveling in a slowly widening circle around his lodgings. 
 
    The amount of attention he drew as a Merinian, made him wonder if he’d ever truly understood why Ria had mostly avoided the major cities of Veridan’s Curve. It felt almost like a physical weight, an aura that drew the eyes of men, women and children while simultaneously discouraging them from drawing within ten feet of him. 
 
    Beyond that, he was still able to get a sense of the Rem as people. They were expressive and comfortable, serious and reserved. They spanned the full range of emotions and activities, from children chasing each other and wrestling in their games, to old women sitting side by side on tree swings and quietly gossiping as they swayed back and forth. 
 
    There was an entire world of experience within Yvvestrosai that left him in a state of profoundly respectful awe. It left him worrying, in truth, that Ria might not leave the city with him when it was time. Her words about marriage echoed in his head, forcing him to consider her questions against his tumultuous expectations for the future. 
 
    He realized that he’d gotten turned around while caught up in his own thoughts. He came to a stop on the trail on which he was walking, taking a moment to appreciate the flowers and foliage around him. A voice came from directly to his left, followed by a whistle that set the hairs on his neck standing on edge. 
 
    An old woman was cooking flat cakes over a fire and was glaring and holding one out to him. The glare was more of a prompt than a true expression of offense, the type of look Malon might give him when he was negligent with a chore. 
 
    He hesitantly walked over, reached out, and accepted the flat cake from her. It was sweet, with a subtle maple flavor that left him wanting a second bite. The woman looked at him thoughtfully, and then spoke. 
 
    “Is… good?” she asked, in choppy Merinian. 
 
    “Very good,” he replied. 
 
    He started laughing as he crammed the rest of the cake into his mouth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Damon didn’t accomplish much with his morning stroll, but hadn’t expected to. He returned to the flaqayai to wait for Ria only to discover that she’d already arrived back. 
 
    “Ah,” she said. “There you are. I spoke with Ayisa again.” 
 
    “Did she provide you with any new insights?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. There will be an asala-sala tonight. We are expected to attend.” 
 
    “What is an asala-sala?” asked Damon. 
 
    “A feast, of sorts,” said Ria. “It is not quite formal, but there are some informal rules which we must abide by to attend respectfully.” 
 
    “It’s going to be held at the palace?” He folded his arms, already anticipating a chance to start investigating some of what Wrath had mentioned. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s more than a simple gathering. There are customs to uphold. We will need to find you a mask.” 
 
    “A mask. Like the Turning Festival in Avaricia?” 
 
    Ria smirked at him. “Yes, though hopefully with less lingering confusion for you in the days after.” 
 
    They left the flaqayai and headed through the city. If Damon had thought he stood out before, walking alone, the attention was easily doubled by being together in public with Ria. 
 
    It was different from the way people had looked at him, staring and occasionally pointing. They treated Ria with a respect that bordered on reverence. A few people came forward, bowing to her as she passed by. Groups of people would whisper and move out of the way for her. Children would run up and pull at the hem of her tunic until she smiled and waved or patted their heads. 
 
    And the men. Again, Damon reflected on how he was not the jealous type, but if he had been, he would have lost his mind. He saw a range of Remenai men leering at her with hungry eyes, ranging from teenagers younger and shorter than he was, to old silver-haired veterans with battle scars. 
 
    She was clanless, unmarried, widely renowned, and most importantly, beautiful. He didn’t blame her for the effect she had on other men. He did walk a little closer to her, touch her a little more familiarly, one arm lingering around her hip as they walked side by side. 
 
    “Easy,” whispered Ria. “Some of the rumors circulating through the city have already spoken of your closeness to me as my brother.” 
 
    “If anyone asks, just tell them that Merinians are more intimate among family.” 
 
    She let out a snort. “That explains so very much, does it not? Oh, young Damon. You are too much.” 
 
    “Now and always.” He slid his hand a bit lower, groping her ass and flashing a teasing smile. 
 
    Ria came to a stop outside a building with a sign in the shape of a half-moon over a doorway filled with beaded curtains. She took Damon’s hand as she dipped her head forward to pass through the beads. He followed, stepping into a cozy Remenai mask store. 
 
    There was an artistry to mask-making that he’d never appreciated until that very moment. Dozens of different masks lined the walls, ranging from animal inspired, to monster themed, to a few which were abstract and conceptual. 
 
    He tested the tusk of a brown and gray boar mask, marveling at the detail that had gone into its construction. There was a troll mask that looked nearly lifelike, save for the edges and eye holes, and an oak mother mask that had Damon remembering an encounter he’d had with the sensual monster while traveling through the Malagantyan. 
 
    “You need one that suits the nature of your heart,” said Ria. “Strong willed, but impulsive. Savage, but loyal.” 
 
    She came behind him as he continued scanning the rows of masks, wrapping her arms around his chest and letting her breasts press into his shoulders. She squeezed him as she passed by a fearsome-looking bear mask. 
 
    “I’ve never really seen myself as a bear,” he said. 
 
    “No. Not a bear.” 
 
    She reached above where he’d been looking, pulling down a fancifully-colored black and red wolf mask. The wolf bore the tips of its teeth in the beginning of a snarl, the type of expression a dog might make to warn away another animal drawing a step too near to its food. 
 
    “I like it,” said Damon. “But it looks expensive.” 
 
    “I have money,” said Ria. “Ayisa provided me with a small stipend for us to use to enjoy the city.” 
 
    Damon frowned at that. “She’s giving you money now?” 
 
    “Yes. It would have been impolite for me to refuse, no?” 
 
    “I suppose…” he said. “That doesn’t mean it bodes well. It’s a clear sign of her trying to court your favor.” 
 
    “I see no issue with that.” Ria took the mask and held it up to Damon’s face, and he watched her through the eyeholes. “Would it not be preferable for us to be on friendly terms with the Athlatak if he does end up allied with Wrath and Famine?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, but not for lack of an answer. Wrath and Famine, Kastet and Lilian. Now the Athlatak and his mother. There was seemingly no end to those who would try to use him and his family.   
 
    “How about this mask for you?” said Damon, moving past his uncertainty. He pulled the beautifully carved oak mother down and held it up to Ria’s face. 
 
    “I already have one,” said Ria. “Ayisa presented it to me when she gave me the stipend.” 
 
    “What’s it of?” 
 
    She let out a laugh. “What fun would it be if I told you that?” 
 
    “I’ll find out sooner or later, regardless,” he said. 
 
    “Emphasis on later. Ayisa asked me to attend to her before the asala-sala. She can send one of her servants to guide you to the Water Palace, if needed, and then it will be up to you to guess who I am.” 
 
    “How is that fair?” he said, grabbing her by the hips. “You’ll know my mask, but I won’t know yours.” 
 
    “It might not be fair, but will it not be fun?” 
 
    “For you!” 
 
    Ria cackled and snuck forward to steal a kiss. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    After buying the mask, Damon and Ria briefly returned to the flaqayai. Ria was quickly summoned away by one of Ayisa’s servants, and she gave him an intense kiss goodbye. 
 
    “Promise me you will not stop searching until you find me?” she asked. “If I discover you in the arms of some other masked woman…” 
 
    “If that happens, it’s on you,” said Damon. “It’s not my fault if I suffer a case of mistaken identity, given the circumstances.” 
 
    She shot him an exaggerated glare. Damon gave her another kiss, turned her around by the shoulders, and pushed her out the door by the butt. 
 
    He didn’t have much to do that seemed relevant to their end goal, so he settled down at the low table in the flaqayai’s common room and sipped some of the leftover wine from the previous night. A servant arrived with a change of clothing for him. He very nearly refused it before deciding that it made far more sense to pair his fanciful new mask with traditional Remenai clothing, if only for the sake of blending in. 
 
    He waited for another hour after getting dressed, watching the sun set over the trees of the forest city as afternoon ceded way to evening. A heavy pounding came at the door too demanding to be any servant. Damon kept a hand on his myrblade as he went to answer. 
 
    A man in a fanciful golden tiger mask stood on the other side. Damon sighed and gestured for Austine to enter. 
 
    “No need,” said Austine. “I’m here to bring you to the party. Where’s your mask?” 
 
    “Right here.” Damon grabbed it from the table and pulled it on. “Did your buy yours in the city, or…?” 
 
    “Avarice prompted me to bring one with me before I set out. He’s rather well informed of Remenai traditions.” 
 
    “Explains all the glitter.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    They were far from the only people walking through the city in the direction of the Water Palace. Damon felt a palpable sense of nostalgia as he glimpsed a few of the women dressed in clothing ranging from elegant to seductive, each clad in a beautiful mask. It was hard not to think of Vel on the night so long ago, a night which had changed the direction of his life forever. 
 
    The Water Palace’s main chamber had been transformed into a space for revelry. The tables had all been moved along the outer wall, leaving the majority of the floor open for socializing and dancing. A soft, ambient rhythm came from a trio of drummers in the corner of the room, two playing large hand drums while the third struck out a melody with mallets on silver bells. 
 
    Damon searched the assembled guests for Ria, immediately finding the nature of the task daunting in its challenge. The masks more than adequately disguised each of the Remenai women, leaving only basic physical details such as height and shape and hair for him to base his guess on. As it happened, there were many, many women in the Athlatak’s court who resembled Ria to one degree or another. 
 
    “I see wine,” said Austine. “I know how I’ll be spending tonight. Just need to make sure I don’t drink too much before my performance.” 
 
    “Your performance?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Sure,” said Austine. “I thought I might do a circus act of some sort. What do you have planned for yours?” 
 
    He stared at Austine blankly, though the reaction came across more in his silence than the facial expression hidden under the wolf. 
 
    “You weren’t told?” asked Austine. “All guests from afar are required to perform a skill for the Athlatak and his court. It’s an old Remenai tradition.” 
 
    “I really wish Ria had mentioned that,” muttered Damon. “Well… I suppose since we’re both here, Austine, we could—" 
 
    “No,” interrupted Austine.  
 
    Damon had been about to suggest that they run one of their old gladiatorial routines, and Austine’s sharp dismissal of the idea surprised him.  
 
    “We’ve drawn our swords enough against one another,” said Austine. “On stage. In battle. Everywhere, it seems, as of late. I’ve decided on a new approach, for both our sakes. I won’t fight you, Damon, not even in jest.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Damon furrowed his brow underneath the mask. “How long do you think you’ll be able to hold to that commitment?” 
 
    “Ideally, as long as needed. More likely, until one of us receives an order we can’t refuse. But until then, I see nothing to gain in us continuing to revel in the more violent aspects of our friendship.” 
 
    He patted Damon solidly on the back and walked away. It was hard for Damon to decide whether he was witnessing genuine growth and maturity in Austine, or the same stubbornness they both shared, just aimed in a new direction. 
 
    He headed toward where several servants in simple white masks were handing out wooden goblets full of wine. Damon went to accept his and was stopped by a young Remenai serving girl who insisted he take a sip from a mystery ladle first. He acquiesced, tasting a cinnamon liquor so strong that he immediately needed the wine to cool the burning sensation from his mouth. 
 
    A hush came across the assembled crowd as the Athlatak entered the chamber from the far door. Several servants began working winches that lowered a hanging wooden platform from the ceiling, similar to the one Damon had seen in the Athlatak’s audience chamber. The Athlatak stepped onto it as it came low enough, and then servants raised it back up to waist height, presenting him to the chamber as the center and highest point of attention. 
 
    A masked woman stood nearby the raised platform—Ayisa, Damon assumed. She received as much, if not more attention than the Athlatak, greeting guests one by one as they subtly made their way over to speak with her without seeming to queue in line. 
 
    He searched the crowd for Ria again, and again found himself annoyed at the nature of the task. It was hard to keep himself from worrying that she might currently be the object of some other man’s seduction, dancing with a suitor on the center floor, or overhearing some proud Remenai warriors boasting exploits.  
 
    He felt like a child for thinking such things and contented himself with sipping his wine and letting the evening run its course. He still needed to address the performance for the guest showcase that Austine had mentioned. He supposed he could display a few of the more acrobatic moves from his days as a gladiator on his own if it came to it. 
 
    Servants began setting up the tables along the edge of the room for dinner. Damon was surprised by the complexity of the arrangement, each table adorned with a portable metal brazier stoked with fresh coals, which heated pans of broth and oil. 
 
    The food was served raw, thin slices of meat and fresh vegetables, and each guest was given the privilege, some might say busywork, of cooking each item for themselves. He’d stayed at an expensive inn once that had served its meals in a similar manner. 
 
    He sat down with Austine at a table all to themselves. Apparently, the Remenai were willing to tolerate their presence at the feast up to the point of actually interacting with them, and not much further. They followed the example of the other guests, pulling their masks to the side just far enough to expose their mouths as they began to cook and eat small bits of food. 
 
    “I could get used to this,” said Austine. He pulled a piece of fileted fish from the oil and popped it into his mouth, wincing at the morsel’s heat. 
 
    “It’s certainly extravagant, in its own way,” said Damon. “It makes me wonder who the Athlatak is trying to impress.” 
 
    His gut instinct was to worry about it being an attempt at converting Ria into an alliance, or possibly even more, but it didn’t fit with the information at hand. More likely, it was to impress him and Austine, securing the good opinion and possibilities presented by alliances and friendship with the Merinians of Veridan’s Curve. 
 
    The crowd’s attention pulled toward the chamber’s center as a Remenai man in a full bird costume, complete with a feathered cloak and an artfully decorated mask, lifted his hands and began speaking. The words, aside from a brief thank you at the start, were lost on Damon, but he suspected he knew what was to come. 
 
    “I hope you gave your performance some thought,” said Austine. “Otherwise, you should prepare yourself to be shown up.” 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” lied Damon. 
 
    The man in the bird costume was popular with the crowd, getting a few hearty laughs and a solid round of applause across the next few minutes. He signaled the audience to silence again and announced the name of the first guest, a Remenai woman in a deer mask with golden-tipped antlers. 
 
    She made her way over to speak with the drummers before taking up her place in the center of the room, and breaking out into one of the most mesmerizing dance performances Damon had ever seen. It was a mixture of flips and spins and hip gyrations that left him questioning his assumption that he could simply do a couple of handsprings for his own show and call it a day. 
 
    The crowd loved her. Damon applauded with them as she finished, briefly stopping to consider whether he’d just watched Ria’s performance before noticing the long silver streaks in the woman’s hair and discounting her as a potential candidate. 
 
    The man in the bird mask returned to the center of the chamber, holding his arms up to command the crowd’s attention. He spoke to them in Konokai, voice playful and booming, leading the crowd in a back and forth that they seemed to know well. 
 
    Damon felt a flutter of panic as the bird mask turned his way, but it was Austine the announcer pulled up to perform next. He found it impressive how easily his friend took to the stage, how easily he always had taken to the stage, as he grinned and waved to a crowd of people with whom he could barely communicate. 
 
    Austine thrived under the weight of attention, be it positive or negative. Damon watched as he began gesturing to various people still in their seats, confidently pointing out and pantomiming what he wanted in the place of mutual vocabulary.  
 
    The Remenai began to throw him pieces of metal — hair pins, knives, belt buckles, no silverware, as most of their eating utensils were made of wood. Austine caught each object and redirected its path upward, quickly building them up until he was juggling six different objects in the air above him. 
 
    Austine was a practiced performer, and didn’t limit his act to simple juggling. He sang an old Merinian drinking song, The Kegs of Kentmore, as he juggled, stomping and occasionally sneaking a clap to give the crowd a rhythm to join in. Damon envied the thought his old friend had obviously put into his show, while simultaneously feeling a growing sense of dread at his inevitable turn to attempt to do the same. 
 
    More objects were added to the act, an impressive, borderline improbable number. All of them metal. The fact that the juggling was coordinated by Austine’s crest magic dulled the spectacle slightly for Damon, but the crowd didn’t know that, and their enthusiasm was no less infectious for it. 
 
    Austine had ten objects in the air at once when he finally brought the show to an end, catching everything while spinning in a quick circle and dipping into a swooping bow. Damon applauded along with the rest of the spectators, though his mind was furiously skipping through ideas for his own show. 
 
    “You’d better get ready,” muttered Austine as he rejoined Damon at the table. “You’re up next.” 
 
    The Remenai man in the bird mask had already turned his attention Damon’s way. There was no escape for him, and seemingly no justice in the cruel, unconcerned world. He wondered if he could risk sneaking toward the door, but the announcer was already on his way over, and the crowd’s focus had shifted onto him. 
 
    He stood up, smiling with confidence he didn’t feel, as the man in the bird mask gestured and shouted something in Konokai that he couldn’t understand. Salvation came at the last second, as it so often does. 
 
    A trio of young Remenai washwomen were carrying a large bucket of dirty water from table to table, collecting used and discarded plates. To Damon, they may as well have been carrying a pot of gold. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    He intercepted the washwomen and, with a smile and apologetic hands, swept the bucket of water away from them. The announcer in the bird mask narrated his activities in an overdramatic voice, much to the crowd’s amusement. 
 
    Damon had the kernel of an idea, but no real sense of what it might grow into. He set the bucket down in the center of the floor and slowly drew his myrblade. A hush fell across the audience, more intrigued than unnerved in character. 
 
    He turned his sword point down and dipped it into the water, taking a slow breath as he considered how to manifest the weapon’s enchantment. There was no danger in exposing himself here, so deep in Remenai territory, so far from where his name and abilities made him a wanted man. 
 
    The question of what he was supposed to use his myrblade to do for the sake of impressing the crowd was harder to answer than he would initially have expected. He wanted to make something beautiful, but it couldn’t just be from his memory; it needed to be something that they also understood and respected. 
 
    He thought of the sight of the water palace from within the city, the same way he’d first been struck by its majesty amidst the trees. The water within the bucket began to rise, still lacking any real shape, forming into a thin layer of ice that would serve as his canvas. His design would be hollow by necessity. He didn’t have all that much water to work with. 
 
    The crowd let out several hushed gasps at even just the initial display of his myrblade’s power. Damon tried to keep his focus on remembering each and every detail of the palace’s exterior. He pictured himself and Ria outside the building, and the confident way she’d walked up to the entrance, full of life and spirit. 
 
    He swore under his breath as he felt the ice taking on a new shape in response to his thoughts. What was supposed to be the lower half of the building’s wall had formed into a shapely set of legs. He considered for a moment, and then decided to go with it. 
 
    He pictured Ria again, the way she stood when she suspected a fight might soon be at hand, beautiful and prideful and wild. He formed hips and buttocks from the ice, a taut stomach, breasts. Realizing that he was, for whatever reason, picturing her naked, he took a breath and garbed her in a flowing gown of thin silk. 
 
    The crowd was whispering, though he couldn’t guess whether he’d impressed or scandalized them. He kept going, creating her arms and neck. She was larger than life, expanding upward from the bucket to stand nearly twice Damon’s height. He started creating her head, and then had an idea. 
 
    He left her face covered by a vague, unidentifiable mask. It was possible that a few members of the crowd might still identify her from her posture, or build, or make the reasonable guess about who she was from his closeness with her. To those who didn’t, it could have been a statue of any Remenai woman or all of them. By leaving that one detail undeveloped, it left the meaning of his work open for interpretation… to everyone except the statue’s subject. 
 
    The crowd applauded for him harder than they had for Austine. Damon felt as though in a dream as he stepped back from the ice statue and sheathed his myrblade. It would last an hour at most, before melting, but had only taken him minutes to create. 
 
    The man in the bird mask seized Damon’s arm and pulled it up into the air, shouting excitedly in Konokai. He couldn’t help but grin, feeling a little cocky as he had back in his gladiator days after winning a fight. 
 
    “Impressive,” said Austine as Damon sat back down. “Really impressive.” 
 
    Austine’s eyes were fixated on the ice statue, as were the gazes of half the adult men in the room. Damon leaned back, searching the crowd instead of taking the chance to admire his own handiwork.  
 
    He didn’t see Ria anywhere, and his search was interrupted when an attractive Remenai woman in a dark raven mask sat herself down on his lap without invitation. He recognized her from the weight of her body, the softness of her butt, and most of all, the feistiness of her eyes. 
 
    “You have captured the imagination of the entire chamber,” she whispered. “Should I be jealous of this woman of ice, husband?” 
 
    “I think many women are,” said Damon. “She has an incredible body. Hard to keep from staring, or touching, even.” 
 
    He kissed her neck and ran his hands up her stomach, only stopping when they were on course to rise above the table and grope her breasts. Her sitting in his lap would have been pushing it too far if not for the masks, and after a few more glorious seconds, she slid sideways into a second chair. 
 
    The show, first with the ice, and now with each other, had not been missed by the Athlatak or Ayisa. They were both staring at Damon when he looked their way, whispering to one another, faces and reactions hidden by their masks. 
 
    He pulled his attention back to why he was there and what needed to be done. Ria’s mind seemed on the same page as his when he glanced toward one of the chamber’s exits. 
 
    “Not just yet,” said Ria. “Let us wait for the next performance.” 
 
    An older Remenai woman in a dove mask was brought up next, and immediately began serenading the crowd with her beautiful singing voice. Ria pulled Damon along the edge of the room as the eyes of the crowd were captivated by the song. 
 
    There was a guard blocking the exit that led deeper into the Water Palace. Ria gave Damon a meaningful, almost apologetic look before approaching and applying her charm. The guard was old and distractable, and Damon managed to slip by while Ria held him in the spell of conversation. 
 
    The Water Palace’s hallways were unfamiliar to him, but simple enough in layout to guess where he needed to head. He kept close to the wall, peering around each corner and staying alert for guards. 
 
    The Athlatak’s bedchamber seemed an obvious place to begin his search. Damon found a staircase leading both up and down, and he went up, pausing at the top to let a guard pass before quickly crossing to another passageway. 
 
    It was a mixture of intuition and assumption that led him to the Athlatak’s chamber. There was a guard outside the door, of course, but Damon didn’t need to go in through the front. 
 
    He waited until the guard was looking the other way before slipping across the hall and pressing himself into the doorway of the next room over. He tried the handle and, as expected, found it locked. For him, it was a relatively minimal obstacle. 
 
    Drawing from his myrblade’s magic, Damon forced ice into the door’s simple lock, triggering the basic tumbler. He pushed the door open slowly, holding his breath each time the hinges creaked. He slipped inside, closing the door behind him. 
 
    The room in which he found himself clearly belonged to a woman, a subtle scent of perfume lingering in the air and a discarded nightgown set out across the bed. It was a large bedchamber, with a low table with cups and a water pitcher, and, as Damon had hoped, a window in the back. 
 
    He gently eased the window open and leaned out, eyeing the one of the next room over. There was hardly anything to cling to in between, but he was nothing if not adaptable. He grabbed the water pitcher, set a hand on the hilt of his myrblade, and got to work. 
 
    It was a simple matter of creating a small ledge to walk across, wide enough to stand on, thick enough to hold his weight. Damon searched the courtyard below for anyone who might be watching, along with the surrounding trees. He was unobserved, as far as he could tell. 
 
    “Be careful,” whispered Myr. “Ice is still slippery!” 
 
    It was good advice. Advice he really should have taken.  
 
    Damon made it two and a half steps before losing his footing and nearly falling to injury and possible death. He managed to steady himself only through flailing desperately and having the luck to find a small, handhold-shaped crack in the wall to steady himself. 
 
    Much more slowly, he continued shimmying across. The window slid open easily, and as silently as he could, he hopped forward into the Athlatak’s chamber. 
 
    The ease with which he’d managed to sneak into the room almost seemed like evidence in its own right. Would one of the Forsaken need to take major precautions to ensure they weren’t assassinated during the night? Surely not. A single guard to watch the door, more for appearance’s sake than out of true necessity, seemed to fit with the type of precautions a demigod might take. 
 
    He blinked, letting his eyes adjust to the dim, unlit chamber. It was surprisingly messy, with dirty clothes scattered across the floor and a few trays with unwashed dishes sitting in a pile atop one of the tables. It looked like the room of a teenage boy, in all honesty. 
 
    Damon didn’t see anything that screamed powerful enchanted artifact in the way Wrath had spoken of Malice. There was a large closet adorned with clothing, with a small glass display case in the back that held numerous items of jewelry.  
 
    He gently pulled the case open, observing the amulets and rings and jeweled brooches with a discerning eye. He could simply pick up each one, try to feel for the magic within in the same manner with which he manifested his myrblade’s enchantment. It wouldn’t be a quick process, but it would be effective. 
 
    “Wait,” whispered Myr. “Didn’t Wrath say that some of Malice’s favorite enchantments were curses.” 
 
    “She did,” muttered Damon. “But if that’s the case, how am I supposed to go about this?” 
 
    He eyed a pair of amulets, one inset with a massive ruby, the other with a dark blue stone that Damon didn’t recognize. Could they be enchanted with some evil, soul-sucking curse? He took his paranoia a step further, wondering if perhaps the ease with which he’d infiltrated the Athlatak’s chamber was intentional, like the open noose of a pheasant trap. 
 
    Voices came from just outside the door. Damon froze, resisting the urge to bolt for the window. Slowly, silently, he made his way out of the wardrobe and started toward the window. He heard the sound of the lock being triggered and knew there was no time. 
 
    Throwing himself flat, Damon slid underneath the bed, cursing himself for the idea even as he put it into action. He would be stuck for hours, probably overnight, once the Athlatak settled into his room.  
 
    Except, judging from the view of the feet and lower legs of the person who’d entered the room, he wasn’t dealing with the Athlatak. It was a woman, and she was alone. She took her time walking around, stooping to pick up the dirty clothes and toss them into a pile by the door. 
 
    Damon would have assumed her to be a maid or a servant if not for the tiny, annoyed sighs she let out as she did the work. He’d heard his aesta make similar sounds while cleaning up after him before. It was Ayisa, without a doubt, and a wave of relief flooded through him at that realization. 
 
    He saw her hand sink down to pick up a pair of undershorts near the edge of the bed and sensed her stop moving as she slowly drew back up. Had she seen him? He braced himself for a shout or scream, but it never came. Instead, he felt the bed above him shift as Ayisa settled down across it, letting out a strangely contented sigh. 
 
    He could hear her breathing, slow and steady, grow increasingly fragmented, as though she was having some sort of fit. The noise was paired with the rustling of clothing and small movements across the bed, as though she was rocking back and forth ever so slightly. 
 
    It wasn’t until she let out a low, lurid moan that Damon realized, unbelievably, that she was in the middle of pleasuring herself. He suppressed a chuckle, but his amusement quickly gave way to a burning sense of arousal as he pictured her lying across her son’s bed, doing something so dirty. Relieving pent-up urges primed to the bursting point with nowhere safe to go. 
 
    He felt his cock hardening and had to remind himself not to do anything stupid. The idea of slipping out from the bed to surprise her and attempt spontaneous seduction was tempting, despite the fact that it would undoubtedly get him killed. She was a smart woman and would correctly assume that his motives for hiding in her son’s room were either spying, sabotage, or murder. 
 
    He overruled the will of his burgeoning loins as he listened to Ayisa’s moaning take on a desperate, almost panicked tone. The bed rocked above him as she jerked her hips, playing with herself in search of a release that she clearly wanted, clearly needed. 
 
    Damon couldn’t keep his thoughts from drifting back to Malon. He thought of the first time they’d shared a tent as adults. He thought of the last time they’d kissed before he’d left, and all they’d done beyond just kissing. His cock was painfully hard, and frustratingly, there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    Ayisa’s moaning cut off abruptly. Damon held his breath, fearing she’d noticed his presence, but he heard her sigh and turn over on the bed. The room smelled of her exertions, and when she finally rose from the bed and left through the door, he heard the guard on the other side say something that sounded suspiciously like a joke. The tone of Ayisa’s response was sharp, a reprimand, or perhaps an outright threat to ensure the man’s silence. 
 
    Damon slipped out from under the bed, considering what to do with the lurid bit of information he’d just gained, and exited back through the window. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    He was surprised to find the festivities still well underway when he arrived back in the Water Palace’s main chamber. Numerous eyes turned his way as he slipped by the rather surprised guard Ria had distracted earlier, but he otherwise rejoined the feast without issue. 
 
    Ria almost immediately grabbed his hand and pulled him to sit down at their table. He poured himself some wine and took a long sip before saying anything, enjoying the eagerness and impatience recognized in her eyes. 
 
    “So?” she said. “Did you find what we are looking for?” 
 
    He shook his head. “As far as I can tell, no. There was… something. I’m not sure if it’s a clue or just unusual, though.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Damon glanced toward the Athlatak watching them both, and decided a full disclosure could wait. 
 
    “After,” he said. 
 
    They spent another hour at their table, listening to the music and watching the dancers. Austine seemed intent on finding a companion for the night, and Damon got to watch his old friend’s clumsy attempts at seduction in a language he barely spoke. 
 
    A number of Remenai men and women approached Damon and Ria’s table, some speaking with her, others attempting to speak with him. Damon sensed Ria’s impatience as she politely waved off the men seeking her attention, only to have to serve as a translator for him as he politely accepted compliments from a young, attractive Remenai woman. 
 
    They readied themselves to leave along with a clump of other guests heading toward the exit at their earliest convenience. Austine caught Damon’s arm before he could follow Ria out of the main chamber. 
 
    “Damon,” he said. “Will you do me a momentous favor?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    Austine let out a hiss and pulled Damon behind one of the chamber’s pillars. “Switch masks with me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your performance went over better than mine,” said Austine. “If I’m to have any hope of not sleeping alone tonight, I’ll need all the help I can get. Please!” 
 
    “You’re ludicrous,” replied Damon. “What makes you think I’d lend my identity to you for the sake of fraudulently seducing some poor, trusting woman?” 
 
    “I’ll pay you five gold.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    He got the money on the spot, and after making sure no one else was watching, they swapped masks. Damon headed out of the Water Palace as the golden tiger, while Austine rushed back into the party as the black and red wolf. 
 
    He contemplated taking the mask off as he walked along the flower trails back toward the flaqayai but felt a wicked urge to tease Ria a bit. He slipped inside their lodgings and made his way upstairs, finding her standing in front of one of the windows, clad only in her mask and a thin evening gown. 
 
    “Were you delayed by something?” she asked without turning around. 
 
    Instead of answering, Damon pulled her into an embrace from behind. He heard her let out a purring noise and lean back into him… until she glanced over her shoulder and noticed the mask. She moved so quickly that he had no time to do much more than grimace at the series of punches she assaulted him with, slamming her fist into his stomach, and then catching him across the face with her elbow. 
 
    “Ow,” he muttered. “True Divine, Ria. It was a joke!” 
 
    “You…” She glared at him, gingerly pulling Austine’s mask back from his face. “You thought this would be funny? Well, I suppose now you have your punchline.” 
 
    “I thought it would scare you, rather than provoke a bludgeoning.” He rubbed the side of his face, feeling a powerful urge to take revenge. 
 
    “Well, I hope you have learned better,” she said. 
 
    “The only thing I learned was to attack first next time.” 
 
    He lunged forward, tackling her with enough strength to make it half playful and half serious. Ria gasped, her mask falling free from her face as she fell to the ground with him. She let out a snarl that was exaggerated judging from the smile on her face, and tried to roll him underneath her. 
 
    “If you think you are getting anywhere with me tonight after your attempt at humor, you are sorely…” 
 
    Her sentence bit off into a moan as Damon’s fingers found their way between her legs. She attempted to pinch them closed for an instant before seeming to think better of it and parting them to give him all the access he could ever require. 
 
    The pretense of wrestling fell to the wayside, as it so often did during their heated moments. Damon felt himself wondering how different their lives might be if their physical games had progressed like this back when they’d been young, though of course, the half-decade of years between them would have been a much larger thing back then. 
 
    Ria moaned a word in Konokai and rocked forward against his teasing fingers. He was light with his touch, almost to the point of being cruel, giving her just enough stimulation to leave her wanting more. 
 
    “Damon…” she whispered. “Husband.” 
 
    He felt a powerful urge to take her and mount her, but he was in the mood to see the full range of her reactions. He waited until she was nearly at her limit from his fingers and then stopped, feeling a bit mean at the way she sighed with disappointment, muscles tensing. 
 
    “We’re just getting started,” he said, sinking to shift his head between her thighs. 
 
    He felt the breath catch in her throat as he began planting kisses across the sensitive flesh of her inner thigh. Damon grinned up at her before pulling the fabric of her gown up and over her head and commencing the deluge of pleasure. 
 
    She tasted sweet, freshly washed, but faintly sweaty in that wonderful way that he so often found to be the most potent aphrodisiac in existence. Her reactions were as much encouragement as she’d ever given him elsewhere in life. He had her by the tongue, and he made sure to let her know it with the firm fingers he used to keep her thighs splayed. 
 
    “Damon!” A quiver ran through Ria as she reached her absolute limit.  
 
    Damon licked her juices from his lips and slid forward across the floor, smiling with pride at his handiwork. She looked as though she’d just fought an army by herself and come out unscathed and exhausted, content to do nothing but breathe heavily and bask in the afterglow. 
 
    “Looks like I pinned you,” he said, poking her in the cheek. 
 
    “It… would seem as though you did,” she said, forcing a waver from her voice. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    They spent a while making love in the flaqayai, putting its various tables and cushions to good use. Ria told him of what she’d managed to discover as they finally made their way to bed. 
 
    “There is a place of ancestor worship which the Athlatak visits regularly,” she said. “It is known as the Ken-Molonik, or ‘Glittering Spire’ in your language. Many of the heroes of local Remenai legends have climbed it in search of divine wisdom in communing with Jad.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem so unusual for a newly chosen Athlatak,” said Damon. 
 
    “Not if taken with no knowledge of the context regarding who he may truly be,” said Ria. “There is a shrine atop the Ken-Molonik, along with a sacred tomb. If I were to place a wager on where a Venmalani such as Craven might build his dungeon, it would be there.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “We should check it out tomorrow.” 
 
    Ria shook her head, gently rubbing her hand across his chest. “I must stay here. Ayisa wishes me to attend on her.” 
 
    “She’s been asking for you a lot since you arrived in the city.” 
 
    “I see little harm in it,” said Ria. “She has already offered to give me a place here within Yvvestrosai, a position and a role.” 
 
    “She has?” 
 
    “I refused her,” she said. “Well, that is to say, I evaded the question by speaking of my family, who rely upon me.” 
 
    She let out a sigh and pulled closer into Damon. He held her to him as they both drifted off to sleep, pondering what the future had in store for them both. Ria had always been so independent back when they’d lived at the tower. He realized that he had no idea what exactly it was that she really wanted, and he could admit to himself that it scared him a little. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Breakfast was brought to their door by a pair of servants. Damon ate a bowl of hot porridge made from a black grain that tasted of molasses. He’d forgotten to wear the amethyst amulet to bed the previous night, but it was hard to feel a sense of urgency over it given how restrained his aesta had been in reaching out to him. 
 
    He dressed in the clothing provided for them in the flaqayai and was pleasantly surprised by how well the Remenai-style tunic and leggings fit him. Ria waited by the door as he buckled his sword belt and prepared to set out. 
 
    “If your journey extends beyond a single night, please do not hesitate to come back,” she said. “This is merely one clue in a larger question.” 
 
    “From what you’ve told me, it sounds as though I can make the trip in a day. Will you find enough to keep busy with here in the city?” 
 
    “I think I will,” said Ria. “Be safe, husband.” 
 
    He pulled her into an embrace and kissed her. He was struck by the beauty he saw in her face and eyes and couldn’t resist letting his thumb brush along her cheek, outlining the matridai she’d once worn in charcoal and ash. 
 
    “I like it when you call me your husband,” he said. “I like calling you my wife.” 
 
    She gave him an impatient, knowing smirk. “It is funny how that is, no?” 
 
    “I’m not sure funny is the word I’d use for it,” he said. “…What does, um, placing the matridai on a woman typically involve?” 
 
    She blinked, noticing how serious he was. “It is a private affair, in most cases. Both of those to be married are naked for it. They exchange words of promise, and then the man uses a copper pen to slowly, over many hours, place the matridai upon the woman’s skin.” 
 
    “Could you get one of these copper pens?” 
 
    Ria let out a sigh and pulled away from him. “Damon, as much as I love you, I sometimes cannot abide how poor at this you are. What is it you wish to ask me? Can you just—" 
 
    “Will you marry me?” He grabbed her and held her, staring into her eyes, seeing her answer there even before it came from her lips. 
 
    “Yes…” she whispered, with a nod. 
 
    Damon left shortly after, both of them clumsily rushing through their goodbyes. Nothing of substance was spoken after his proposal and her acceptance. What was left to say? 
 
    He felt the truth of what he’d asked Ria in his heart, the intensity of his love for her, but it was a thing that stood in the face of so very many complications. He hadn’t asked her what her people, from the Athlatak, to Ayisa, to Sharika, might think of the match. 
 
    He hadn’t let himself truly consider how Malon and Vel would react to it, or even how he would live and behave within the bounds of matrimony. Would Ria abandon her long-held understanding of his promiscuous ways and insist that he be with her and only her? 
 
    He doubted she would, but the possibility was still there, however remote. He wouldn’t refuse her if she asked for his sexual loyalty once they were married. Love was funny like that, and in the same way that it compelled some men to sneak around behind the backs of those they were committed to, Damon knew on an innate level that it would give him the strength to be true to Ria, if that was what she felt she needed. 
 
    With that said, he hoped that giving her his commitment didn’t require him to pull back like that, especially from Malon and Vel. He wanted to marry Ria, if only so their love could be recognized and respected by her people. There was a logic to it that went beyond what lay within their hearts. 
 
    He hardly noticed the looks he received from the various Remenai people unused to having a Merinian in their midst as he made his way toward the edge of the city. The way in which the flowers and trails running between them slowly opened up into dirt and yellowing grass gave Damon a much better sense of how much work went into maintaining Yvvestrosai’s beauty. 
 
    Ria’s directions to reach the Glittering Spire had basically amounted to head east out of the city, and then look up. He wasn’t expecting it to be a long or challenging journey compared to his recent adventures, and perhaps that was why he let his guard down. 
 
    As Damon made his way up the rolling hill flanking Yvvestrosai to the east, he got the distinct sense that someone was following him. He continued for a while longer, reaching the top of the slope and using the moment as an excuse to peer back across the City of Flowers, a collage of color and beauty tucked away amidst the forest. 
 
    A flicker of movement from a nearby tree flipped the atmosphere toward something more tense and concerning. Damon didn’t draw his myrblade or give any immediate outward indication of what he’d seen, but he did start walking in a direction that would let him intercept whoever was following him. 
 
    There was another rustle in the leaves, and he saw no reason not to seize the moment. In a burst of motion, he drew his myrblade and attacked. Metal clattered off metal as another sword deflected. Damon sighed and took a step back, feeling as though he should have expected his pursuer. 
 
    “Austine,” he said. “What a predictable surprise.” 
 
    “Damon.” Austine stepped forward with a smile and a bow. “Do you want your mask back? It worked as I’d hoped in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “I wasn’t, and you can keep it.” 
 
    He made to keep walking, and as expected, Austine followed him. 
 
    “You’re shameless,” muttered Damon. 
 
    “Hey, I was a respectful gentleman! My delicate partner was more than willing to share her bed with me last night.” 
 
    “You know exactly what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Austine let out an abashed chuckle and shrugged. “Can you blame me? I knew you’d have an idea about where to seek evidence for the truth about the Athlatak. Following you is just searching efficiently.” 
 
    “Searching efficiently,” said Damon. “It’s impressive how you can spin your laziness into sounding almost like a cunning strategy.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is,” said Austine. “I could always go to the Athlatak and reveal why you’re in his presence.” 
 
    “You couldn’t, at least not without giving away your own intentions and purpose within Yvvestrosai.” 
 
    “As they say, birds of a feather…” 
 
    Damon sighed and resisted the urge to argue against him further. Having Austine tailing him wasn’t ideal, but it didn’t change his objective. If he found evidence of the Athlatak being one of the Forsaken, he’d deliver it to Wrath, as promised. Whatever happened past that point was none of his concern. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “You can come along, Austine.” 
 
    “You have such a morose tone. This could be fun! We never get to spend time together these days outside of drinking together and trying to kill one another.” 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” asked Damon. 
 
    Austine laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. They set off together, chatting amicably, though their conversation never truly dipped below the surface. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    The terrain of the eastern Old Wilds was ancient and open. Trees loomed like towers, stabbing up into the sky and casting long, purposeful shadows across the landscape below. The forest was otherwise surprisingly thin, intermingled with stone ruins and evidence of prior cultivation, long since abandoned by the Remenai of the modern world. 
 
    They encountered few others on their way, but Damon sensed that they weren’t alone. He feared, for good reason, an encounter with a roaming Remenai clan who might recognize them as Merinians and act accordingly. Getting into a needless fight with the locals was far from his objective. 
 
    “Is that where we’re headed?” Austine moved ahead of him, cresting the top of a bushy knoll and pointing into the distance. In the valley a few miles distant, Damon could see an oddly shaped mountain, tall and sheer and thin. It felt lonely… Lonely, and judging from the white dusting its steep peak, rather cold. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Damon. “I hope you’re ready to climb.” 
 
    “There must be a path leading to the top if the Athlatak visits regularly?” 
 
    “I’m sure there is,” said Damon. “I’m also sure that if we took that approach, we’d risk being spotted. It defeats the point of us discovering the Athlatak’s identity if he discovers what we’re doing before we can use the information for leverage.” 
 
    They closed the distance to the Glittering Spire over the next hour. Damon got a better sense of where the name came from as he noticed the way minerals within the rock caught the sunlight, sparkling like tiny stars against the otherwise dark surface. 
 
    Even before they’d started up the initial slope around the mountain, the wind began picking up, pressing them back and forward, side to side, an obstacle onto itself to overcome. Damon slowed to a stop as he reached the first stretch of steep rock, the immensity of the task only then settling upon him. 
 
    “I didn’t come along just to beguile you, Damon,” said Austine. “I can help with this.” 
 
    He reached into his cloak and drew out two handfuls of throwing knives. Tossing them in the air, Austine used the power of his crest to arrest their motion. He sent them into the rock at high speed, each one sinking into the stone with a hammer crack as though it were soft wood. 
 
    “Nifty,” said Damon. “And those will support our weight?” 
 
    “I’ll go first if you have doubts.” 
 
    “I trust you, at least when it comes to this,” said Damon. 
 
    “You trust me with your life, you mean?” Austine shot him a smile that had Damon immediately doubting his conclusion. 
 
    “In this context, I suppose I do,” he said. “It would be uncharacteristically spiteful for you to kill me in such a cowardly way.” 
 
    He gestured to Austine, still letting him head up first in case the positioning of any of the throwing daggers needed fine-tuning. It made what would have been a treacherous, if not outright impossible climb into something far more reasonable. 
 
    They took breaks often, stopping each time they reached a ledge with room to stand. The wind, which had been rumbunctious even at ground level, became an unpredictable threat after the first hundred feet of the climb. It gusted with enough strength to sway Damon’s body from side to side, forcing him to pull closer to the rock to lower his profile. 
 
    He struggled, but not nearly as much as Austine above him. Damon hadn’t realized, likely due to his myrblade, how taxing the unrelenting cold was for someone unprepared for it.  
 
    “Austine,” he called up. “Let’s take a break for a bit on the ledge.” 
 
    “Sure. If you need to.” 
 
    Damon let his friend have his pride as they rested, smirking a bit at the way Austine attempted to warm his hands without being obvious about it. They still had a long way to go, but they’d risen high enough for the temple to resolve into view overhead. It looked small against the rock, and disconcertingly lonely. 
 
    Snow began to fall, first in fluffy, disparate tufts that could have been mistaken for old powder blown loose by the wind, and then in earnest. Sheets of the stuff came down upon Damon and Austine as they continued up the mountain, clinging to freezing cold daggers which, more often than not, were secured in sheer ice. 
 
    Austine attempted to reposition one as Damon moved off it. The spot into which he chose to direct it forward with his magic yielded too freely, and a horrifying crack spread from it toward the other daggers below.  
 
    “Ah!” screamed Austine. “Fuck, fuck, fuck—" 
 
    “Shut up!” cried Damon. “Just… hold on and be quiet!” 
 
    He shifted, putting himself in the precarious position of having one hand on his myrblade, one hand on the ice, and no hands on the dagger supporting his weight and supplying his life. He did a strange sort of armpit hold against it as he manifested Myr’s enchantment.  
 
    It was easy to work the sword’s magic in such cold temperatures. He concentrated on mending the still spreading crack in the ice, and it froze back together as though that was what it wanted, as well. A hidden will of the base element, the will of all things to continue being. 
 
    “There,” muttered Damon. 
 
    “I hate this,” said Austine. “This was a horrible idea.” 
 
    “A horrible idea which we are now fully committed to,” said Damon. “Now hurry up and climb.” 
 
    “I’ll climb, but hurrying is not on the horizon.” 
 
    They made slow and steady progress. The snow came down in heavier sheets, but it brought with it a calmness on the air that was welcome in place of the ripping wind. It muffled sound as well, and despite being no more than a few feet apart, Damon found himself having to shout up to Austine when he needed his attention. 
 
    With agonizing slowness, they made their way along the last, precarious section. It pushed out from the spire, forcing them to climb at an even less comfortable angle. Damon had already resolved himself with the fact that they would not be climbing down the same way for reasons of basic practicality. He simply didn’t think it possible. 
 
    Austine was the first to the top and let out a triumphant laugh, followed by a celebratory whoop that triggered a rumble of snow somewhere distant. 
 
    “If you could hold off on triggering an avalanche for just a moment, I would be so very grateful,” said Damon. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Damon joined him at the top, catching his breath and only then realizing how sweaty he’d become through the ascent. The view was magnificent, extending to Yvvestrosai and beyond. He could see the badlands he and Ria had crossed, along with the edge of the desert. 
 
    “I see why they built a shrine up here,” said Austine. 
 
    “Yes…” Damon could also see why a Forsaken like Craven might choose to attempt to build a dungeon there. Not only was it inaccessible, but the sightlines were unparalleled. An army could never approach the Glittering Spire in stealth. 
 
    The shrine had disappeared behind curtains of snow as the weather shifted, but they had no trouble finding it. It was clearly a well-kept building, not over-large, but impressive for such a remote location.  
 
    Not a single immaculate red tile was out of place from its roof, and an impressive stained-glass window filled much of the wall on its east side, likely placed to catch the sun in the morning. 
 
    “What are you expecting to find inside?” asked Austine. 
 
    “Proof,” he said. “Craven supposedly likes to repurpose and build dungeons. I have no idea whether the current Athlatak has been in power for long enough to make a serious go of it here, but if he’s been visiting regularly, there should be some sign of his activity.” 
 
    He moved forward to the door, boots displacing the snow that was deep enough now to lick at his ankles. Damon was surprised when he tried the handle and found it unlocked. He pushed the door open and stepped through into a large cathedral-style chamber. 
 
    It took his eyes a moment to recognize the nature of the décor and make sense of it. The shrine wasn’t in worship to the True Divine, Rovahn and Leandra, but to Jad, the Remenai World God. There were other small, stylistic differences in the furnishings, sitting mats in place of benches, walls painted directly rather than adorned with tapestries. 
 
    What truly made the space feel different from the Merinian shrines and churches Damon had been inside was the smell. There was a subtle hint of stale smoke, not heartlift weed, but scented with that similar promise of intoxication. He folded his arms and made a note to ask Ria if their religious practices might somehow be relevant to their investigation. 
 
    “That’s a set of stairs in the corner,” said Austine. “Let’s see where they lead.” 
 
    Damon nodded, and the two made their way into the shrine’s lower level. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Damon was impressed, though not entirely surprised, by the crypt underneath the Glittering Spire’s shrine. The nature of the terrain meant that they must have taken advantage of a natural depression in the rock. It was hard for him to imagine how difficult it otherwise would have been to sink a foundation into solid stone. 
 
    It was that small understanding of where they were that left him feeling increasingly skeptical of the prospect of a hidden dungeon connected to the shrine. It seemed too large of a task for someone, even one of the Forsaken, to commit to building in such an unwieldy location. 
 
    The crypt had a sanctified air that made Damon remiss to start prodding around. There were five different tombs, each one represented by a statue of a different animal atop a sarcophagus. The same burnt incense staleness clung to the air, and it was clear that at the very least, the shrine was an active place of worship. 
 
    “This is it,” said Austine. “The door leading to the dungeon must be hidden amidst these burial grounds.” 
 
    “A hidden door,” said Damon. “That doesn’t strike you as slightly unfeasible?” 
 
    “What purpose would an accessible dungeon atop a steep, dangerous mountain peak serve to anyone?” asked Austine. “No. If there is a dungeon here, it’s cleverly hidden and likely full of immense valuables.” 
 
    “Are you speaking from a place of logic or a place of hope?” 
 
    Austine didn’t seem to hear him as he began running his hands along the smooth stone of the walls, searching for a hidden door handle or disguised trigger. Damon was content to let him look, and it was an extension of the task he’d come to accomplish. 
 
    “Try the back of the room,” he suggested helpfully. “If there was a hidden passageway leading deeper down, I would think that would be where they’d put it.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” Austine circled the edge of the room, stooping down on his knees in a few places to press his hands to the floor. “Hmm.” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “Perhaps… There might be a trigger inside one of these?” 
 
    Austine stood up and set his hand down on one of the sarcophagi. Damon had a good chuckle until he realized that his friend wasn’t joking. 
 
    “You’re serious?” he said. “Austine. You’re talking about defiling graves on the off-chance that, what? Someone decided to make the most inconveniently accessible hidden passageway in existence?” 
 
    “It’s not as though I can simply return to Avarice without doing a full and complete search,” said Austine. “I’d imagine Wrath would punish you similarly if she found out you were cutting corners.” 
 
    “Wrath isn’t my master, so I’m not operating out of fear of punishment.” 
 
    Austine scratched his chin and gave a dipping, exaggerated nod. “Right. Of course, she isn’t.” 
 
    “She’s offered me her crest before, in deals, if not outright,” he said defensively. “I’ve turned her down each and every time.” 
 
    “But you’re still here, doing her bidding,” said Austine. “You still fear her.” 
 
    “I respect her,” he said. “We’re closer to friends, or even lovers, than a master and a servant.” 
 
    Austine snorted and slapped the side of the stone statue nearest to him. He paled as he realized Damon wasn’t joking. 
 
    “Hold a moment,” muttered Austine. “You… you didn’t? You couldn’t have? You… and Wrath?” 
 
    Damon smirked and furrowed his brow. “It was a one-time thing.” 
 
    “You’re serious,” said Austine, voice near reverent. “True Divine. And I thought I was crazy.” 
 
    “We’re wasting time,” said Damon. “If you feel you must open those, then best make it quick.” 
 
    “Right. Can you lend a hand? These lids aren’t exactly light.” 
 
    It was far from Damon’s proudest moment in life. Together, he and Austine lifted and slid back the lid of the first sarcophagus. The smell that wafted from the ancient body was chalky and unpleasant, and the ghoulish sight of withered bones and ancient jewelry was even worse. Damon knew and hated the fact that he expected the image to make a recurrence in his dreams. 
 
    Austine grunted and pushed the lid further open. He reached a hand in and, without much care or restraint, began groping around the coffin’s interior. Damon took a step back as the vigorous motion stirred a well of decrepit dust into the air. 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” he asked. 
 
    “Look! I found a bunch of old coins.” Austine pulled a hand covered in chalky bone dust loose and proffered a palm full of ancient money toward Damon. “Want one?” 
 
    “I feel as though the word no doesn’t adequately express how much I don’t.” 
 
    They moved on to the next sarcophagus, and then to the one after that. Damon was at the point of arguing that it was a needless, disrespectful, and by definition, unholy search.  
 
    “Just one more,” said Austine. “We’ll skip the last one if there’s nothing here. Sound good?” 
 
    “It sounds like you would have been well-suited to the life of a graverobber,” said Damon. 
 
    “I feel the need to disagree with that on principle, but… I do find this fairly interesting.” 
 
    They sank down next to one of the unopened sarcophagi and muscled its lid up from the lower portion of the coffin. The smell was different this time around, and neither of them expected what they found within. 
 
    A beautiful woman with dark hair and pale skin lay within the grave, as naked as the day she was born and not the slightest bit dead or decayed. She was young, certainly younger than Damon and Austine, in her late teenage years at most. The two men exchanged a look before glancing back down at her in disbelief. 
 
    “How can she be here?” asked Damon. 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest clue,” said Austine. “She’s breathing. Her chest is moving. Quite the nice chest, I’ll add.” 
 
    “Cool it,” said Damon. “This doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “This is as far from right as a situation can be!” snapped Austine. “She needs to be warmed up immediately. I’ll take charge and see to her care!” 
 
    “Austine…” he sighed, already disliking where things were going. 
 
    “Don’t let him touch her!” Myr’s voice was a sharp, frightened screech in Damon’s ear. “Get back! She’s like I was, in the time before!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fear not, beautiful, naked maiden,” whispered Austine. “You’ll be safe in my strong arms.” 
 
    “No!” cried Myr. 
 
    Austine brushed his fingers across the cheek of the naked woman and immediately let out a hiss of pain. He drew back instantly, clutching an ugly looking frost burn. The girl sucked in a breath and blinked ice-blue eyes open, each imbued with a menacing, subtle glow. 
 
    “Uh…” Austine cleared his throat and shot Damon an urgent look. “Perhaps we should close the lid on this one? Right now?” 
 
    The girl moved before they had the chance. She leapt to her feet, eyes blazing with cold fire, naked body taut and distracting. Damon drew his myrblade and set his own minor reservations aside as he slashed the weapon outward at her neck. 
 
    It did little more than nick her skin, impacting and bouncing off as though his weapon was as dull as a serving spoon. The girl let out a shrill screech and dove toward Damon. He fell backward as her fingers clutched his neck, expecting pain or at least cold. No such sensation came. 
 
    He was immune to the cold through Myr, after breaking her last chain. He surmised that the girl, body possessed by an ice elemental, had a similar defense against his myrblade, which was why his slash had done so little. He stared at the girl as her fingers tightened to choke him, only then realizing that she still had the strength to wring the life from his neck. 
 
    Austine roared and slammed a kick into the side of her head. She fell sideways, momentarily stunned. 
 
    “Come on!” Austine pulled Damon to his feet, and the two of them bolted for the stairs.  
 
    Damon appreciated his friend’s newfound sense of caution. He wasn’t entirely sure that a fight against an ice elemental was one that they could take, even with Austine’s crest and Damon’s sword magic. 
 
    They made it up to the shrine’s main level and slammed the door shut behind them. For a few seconds, it seemed as though they could simply sneak into a hasty retreat out the front while their alluring opponent struggled to break through the crypt’s door. 
 
    Glass shattered with a shrill death screech as a new enemy burst through the stained-glass window set into the shrine’s east wall. The monster that came through in the clatter landed on all fours and slowly rose to a standing position. It was humanoid and feminine, with faintly blue skin and wispy gray hair. 
 
    It reminded Damon of Myr, though he recognized the comparison for how unflattering it was. Austine drew back from it, glancing toward the door. A loud bang came from outside, and another ice elemental smashed through one of the windows across the chamber. 
 
    “Do we fight?” muttered Austine. 
 
    “Do we have a choice?” said Damon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Damon and Austine retreated outside the shrine, only to find that the snow was coming down even harder than it had been when they arrived. It slowed their footsteps, forcing them to displace powder up to the knees with each step. 
 
    The ice elementals gave pursuit, directed by their beautiful, naked, apparent leader. Damon had his myrblade out but was doubtful of how much use it would be. He shot a glance toward Austine, who was beset as much by the cold as by their enemies, shivering uncontrollably in the punishing mountain air. 
 
    One of the ice elementals launched itself forward, arms outstretched, diving for Damon. His sword couldn’t cut them effectively, but he still managed to swat the monster aside with a careful swing. Austine sent a throwing dagger flying at the elemental’s center of mass as it landed, and it let out a wounded hiss as the projectile sank into pale flesh. 
 
    “There are more coming!” shouted Austine. “We can’t stand and fight!” 
 
    It wasn’t as though they could easily run away, either, but Damon watched his friend make an attempt. The normal road leading down the mountain was just ahead of them, and Austine took off, hopping as much as running through the snow. 
 
    Damon only managed to follow for a few paces before one of the ice elementals cut off his escape. He swore under his breath and spun in a circle. 
 
    “Austine!” he shouted. 
 
    He saw Austine look back and slow to a stop, but another ice elemental was upon him before he could come to Damon’s aid. He traded a few blows with it before succumbing to a tackle and falling sideways down one of the snowy mountain slopes. Damon could only hope for the best and turn his attention back to his own situation. 
 
    The naked girl padded toward him on bare feet while the ice elementals closed in on him. He gripped his myrblade tightly enough to turn his knuckles white. The sword was his only chance, though he’d already proven to himself that he couldn’t attack them with it directly. 
 
    “Myr,” he muttered. “You must have some trick or secret that applies here. Right?” 
 
    “Damon…” she said, warningly. “You’ve already broken too many of the chains. You tread into dangerous ground by—" 
 
    “There is something, then?” he interrupted. “Myr! There’s no time!” 
 
    An ice elemental lunged for him, swinging clawed hands at his neck. He blocked to the best of his ability with his myrblade, feeling the strength of the attack vibrate through the weapon. 
 
    Another one tackled his legs. He went down hard in the snow, and despite being immune to the cold of the snow and ice, the jagged edge of the crust still cut at his face in places. One of the ice elementals was upon him before he could rise or counter, followed by another, followed by pain. 
 
    Damon let out an agonized roar as the claws of one of the monsters pierced his shoulder like razor-sharp icicles. He twisted reflexively, punching at the claws with his sword hand, and was somewhat nauseated to watch them snap off from the monster, still stuck in his shoulder.  
 
    The naked ice elemental woman slowly walked forward to stand in front of him. Damon was terrified, scared to the point of wondering if he truly was to die in such a pointless way. 
 
    And then, in less time than it took to finish a blink, he was with Myr, in her mystical ice realm. It struck him that she, in many ways, understood the danger he was in better than he did. 
 
    She was frowning, her blue lips full and lightly speckled with frost against her pale skin. He’d already broken two of her seven chains, and now, she offered a third up to him, though she seemed deeply unhappy about it. 
 
    “Here,” she said. “But this must be the last, Damon. Please…” 
 
    He gripped it and pulled, pushing his arm muscles to their limit and just beyond it. One of the links of the chain snapped with a sharp, resonant chime, and nearly as quickly as Damon had arrived, he was back in his body.  
 
    The pale girl from within the shrine screamed as though she’d just been lit on fire. Damon almost felt a pang of sympathy as he watched her fall back onto the snow, clawing at the front of her chest, but it faded as a white-blue light exuded from her flesh, leaving withered, ancient bones in its wake. 
 
    He expected the other ice elementals to suffer a similar fate, but they remained standing and alert. If anything, they seemed more vital than they had before, which was rather disconcerting. Damon inched backward across the snow, wincing as he again felt the pain of the icicles in his shoulder. 
 
    “Myr,” he muttered. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I told you,” she replied. “I am, or used to be, an ice elemental.” 
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    “They’re yours now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Damon stared at the ice elementals, only then realizing that they weren’t hesitating in the face of their next attack but waiting for him to give a command. He slowly stood up, looking over the six monsters apparently now in his service. 
 
    “They’re ethereal and weather based, so it’s more of a limited ability than it may seem,” whispered Myr. “You’ll only be able to summon them in freezing temperatures, and not indefinitely.” 
 
    “So… when it’s snowing, I can have an army at my back?” 
 
    “Probably no more than half a dozen or so.” 
 
    “Good enough.” He shifted his fingers on his myrblade, considering his first command. “Ice elementals. Clean up the shrine. One of you broke a window when you attacked, and if we can’t replace it, we should at least clean up the glass.” 
 
    It wasn’t the type of thing he’d normally care so much about, but it seemed like a good test of both the monsters’ ability to understand his orders as well as their finer capabilities. Could they pick things up? Was their vision capable of spotting smaller shards of glass? The questions were not as minor as they seemed. 
 
    He joined them in the shrine, watching as they worked. Instead of picking up the glass shards by hand, one of them used an ability that Damon could only describe as frost breath to blow them out the shrine’s door. The others removed the larger pieces still dangling from the window’s empty frame. All in all, it was an impressive effort. 
 
    He opened his tunic, wincing as he pulled at one of the icicles still poking free from his shoulder. They weren’t in deep, but it felt like trying to pull an arrow out of himself. The pain each time he touched one of them was enough to ward him off from taking the necessary action. 
 
    “Ice elemental,” he called and then pointed. “You. Pull these out of me.” 
 
    The ice elemental didn’t nod or reply verbally, or give any indication that it had heard him and assented. Instead, it simply raised one of its hands and twitched its long fingers. The icicles came out all at once, hurtling toward the monster as though pulled by an invisible force. 
 
    “Dammit!” he hissed, planting a hand against the open wound, though there wasn’t as much blood as he would have expected. He sat down on one of the benches and stretched out. The elementals, free of a specific task, wandered over to stand around him in a semi-circle. 
 
    “Uh,” he said, trying to think of something else reasonable for them to do. “Let’s see. I suppose checking the rest of my body for other injuries makes sense. Ice elementals! Look me over.” 
 
    They immediately set themselves to the task, touching him with fingers that would have been painfully cold to anyone else. Damon could still feel the cold of their touch, but it was benign and familiar to him, like snow in the spring that melts as soon as it lands. 
 
    They stripped his clothes off with surprisingly gentle movements and began touching him all over. Without meaning to, Damon let himself look at them, taking in their alluring feminine features and vague, mask-like faces. They were beautiful in their own, inhuman way, and while some might have found it terrifying or discomforting, Damon appreciated their stark elegance. 
 
    One of the ice elementals had its hand on his inner thigh and was gently massaging higher and higher. Damon let out a soft grunt that might have been taken for encouragement as the edge of its hand brushed his package. He felt, not for the first time in his life, dubious of his own arousal as his cock began to stir and harden and steal the show. 
 
    He didn’t even need to give them a command, as it happened. A simple look into the frozen blue eyes of the one working his thigh was enough to coax it into taking hold of his tool. The other ice elementals began sliding across his chest and neck with soothing, intimate motions. He all but forgot about his injury and original request as the reality presented by his new power became clear. 
 
    “Whoa,” he said. “You have… surprisingly soft palms.” 
 
    The ice elemental currently stroking his cock had no response for him. Obviously. It sped up a little, and Damon felt his shaft throb, hard and hot against the cold, careful hands. 
 
    They were different from Myr or the pale girl, more like minor elementals that were formed entirely from ice. As such, none of them had mouths, which was a shame. He briefly considered asking Myr if there was a way to remedy before realizing how lurid and gross the question would sound, even for him. 
 
    Instead, he drew one of the ice elementals rubbing his chest in closer to him. He ran a hand between its legs, feeling for where its womanhood should have been… and found it. He hadn’t been expecting them to be anatomically correct in that regard, and it forced him to confront a question which he hated himself for wanting an answer to. 
 
    Would it even be safe? He was immune to the cold as a bonus from his myrblade, but did that apply to all of him, even during intimate moments? Was he willing to bet his prick on it? 
 
    Not quite yet, though part of that was due to the fact that the ice elemental currently pleasuring him was really, really good at it. He reached out a hand and began touching her… its… body. Surprisingly, the ice had some give to it, more like hard-packed snow than something truly frozen all the way through. 
 
    Another ice elemental joined in, seeming to sense how close he was getting. They both used their hands, touching all of his manhood, rubbing their cold breasts against his legs as they rocked forward and back with lurid motions. Damon felt his abdominal muscles tense, and then let them have it. 
 
    He felt the pleasure as his seed burst out onto bodies made of ice and sank into it, satisfied and incredibly fascinated by his newfound power.  
 
    “Ice elementals,” he said. “Clean up this new mess. And then put my clothes back on me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Damon stopped short of having his newfound monster servants carry him down the mountain. Myr explained, as soon as he was decent again and non-awkward conversation could be had, that the ice elementals would melt within minutes if he brought them into warmer temperatures. 
 
    He released them himself as he started down the Glittering Spire’s main trail, watching as they melted in a manner similar to how all of the magical ice formed from his myrblade faded from existence. He wasn’t entirely sure how to resummon them when next needed, but he could always ask Myr. 
 
    “I feel entirely satisfied with our mission, despite not being any closer to discovering which of the Forsaken the Athlatak is,” he said. 
 
    “I suppose I’m glad for you,” said Myr. “Even if you did disgusting, hedonistic things with a bunch of monsters that are basically my distant sisters.” 
 
    “I just lay back,” he said. “They did everything.” 
 
    “Watch yourself,” said Myr. “I can get mad at you, just like anyone else.” 
 
    “Are you jealous?” 
 
    “What?” Myr made a puttering noise. “No, how could you even… I’m… I swear I’m not.” 
 
    He spent most of the walk down the path gently stroking Myr’s hilt and telling her, with full sincerity, how much he cared for her. The standard route down the Glittering Spire was a series of easily traversable switchbacks. Damon didn’t see any of the lookouts he’d feared might spy on him, and he felt as though his and Austine’s decision to climb the rock had been extremely overcautious. 
 
    There was still the question of where, exactly, Austine had ended up. It was one he felt he didn’t need an immediate answer to. He had no doubt that Austine had survived the encounter, and beyond that, it wasn’t his business to worry about a man who was as much an enemy as a friend. 
 
    It was late evening when he arrived back in Yvvestrosai, and it was still snowing. As beautiful as the city had been from the outset, seeing the trees and flowers and footpaths all covered in a thin layer of snow was utterly enchanting. Footprints told stories of where both people and animals had passed, and where they hadn’t. Snow fell in thick flakes, like tiny, white leaves dropping slowly through the air. 
 
    He wore his cloak, not wishing for more attention than he was already owed. It took him a while to find his way back to his and Ria’s flaqayai, time enough for night to truly arrive and settle. He opened the door, kicking snow off his boots on the step before coming in. 
 
    “Ria?” he called. “Are you home?” 
 
    There was no answer. Damon felt his heart stutter for an instant as his mind ran wild with possibilities and fears. He was almost considering rushing back outside and off to the Water Palace to confront Ayisa and the Athlatak when a lantern light passed over the ladder leading to the second floor. 
 
    “Up here,” she said. “I have something to show you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” He grinned, eager for whatever the surprise entailed.  
 
    He made the climb quickly and found Ria standing in their shared bedroom, wearing a long dress of green and white with thin shoulder straps and ruffled, flowing skirts. She gave him a shy smile and did a slow spin. 
 
    “It is a lossani,” she said. “I knew of such things before today but never really paid mind to them. This is the type of a dress a young Remenai woman would wear during her matridai ceremony.” 
 
    “Were you wearing it while waiting for me, wife?” he asked. 
 
    “What? No! I was simply trying it on, and it seems you have remarkably good timing.” 
 
    She sat down on the bed, and Damon joined her. He set a hand on her leg, aware of how vulnerable she’d made herself for him. She was brave like that, willing to expose her heart, to him, at least. 
 
    “While you were out finding this stunning dress, did you happen to get the other things we spoke of this morning?” he asked. “For placing the matridai?” 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes meeting his with gentle solemnity. “I did.” 
 
    “Ria…” He took a breath, gathering his words, distilling his meaning. “I love you. I want you in my life, now and forever. As a friend. As a lover. As my wife.” 
 
    “As I want you, husband,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t want to wait another second,” he said, taking her hands and feeling his excitement growing. 
 
    “Neither do I,” she said. “Though… you should slow down, just a mite. These markings will be permanent. I do not wish for one to be unmatching, or unevenly marked, or—”  
 
    “Right, right, I get it,” he said. “And I’ll be careful. Can we do a practice run first? Just with setting the markings.” 
 
    “It is part of the process,” she said. “Another part of it is… for us both to be naked.” 
 
    “Are you expecting me to object to that, or something?” 
 
    She flashed a teasing scowl and pinched his arm. “Would you try to be serious, if only for the next hour?” 
 
    “I suppose I could try,” he said. “We should also talk about what I found at the shrine while it’s still fresh in my mind.” 
 
    He told her of encountering Austine, searching the shrine, and with a few details abridged, his new ability to summon ice elementals. Ria’s expression was thoughtful and pensive as Damon untied the back of her dress and slowly pulled it down, exposing her plump, tanned breasts. 
 
    “There is more to this situation than what we see,” she said. “We may be here in Yvvestrosai for longer than we expected.” 
 
    “We can’t stay forever,” said Damon. “We have to get back to aesta and Vel. Would Ayisa or the Athlatak object to you leaving if it were to tend to family matters?” 
 
    Ria shook her head. “I doubt they would try to stop me. Their position is more… tenuous than I first realized. I think they summoned me here to Yvvestrosai not out of a want to display their power to me, but of a genuine desire for an ally without prior affiliation.” 
 
    “Well, at least in that, we’re not picking through innumerous layers of deceit.” Damon pulled the dress the rest of the way off, letting his hungry gaze linger as Ria crossed her naked legs and shifted on the bed. 
 
    “The matridai supplies are in the satchel on the table,” she said. “But husband… you must be naked, too.” 
 
    “If I’m naked for this, too, it might take us longer to get to the point.” 
 
    She flashed a tiny, mischievous smile. “Are we in a rush?” 
 
    “No. We have all night.” 
 
    Damon took his clothes off slowly, feeling increasingly turned on by the weight of Ria’s gaze. He pulled his undershorts off with a deliberately slow motion, savoring her reaction as his cock came into view. In so many ways, she was already his wife, long since claimed and broken in. He knew every inch of her, and still, she excited him. 
 
    “Start with the oil paint,” said Ria in a sensual voice. “Practice a bit with your matridai. You have not forgotten how to make your own mark, have you, husband?” 
 
    “Oh, I remember,” he said. “I think practice would still be helpful.” 
 
    He found a wooden vial full of oil paint in the satchel and pulled the cork loose. Ria looked as though she was suppressing a grin as he walked back toward the bed. 
 
    “Roll over,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I might need to draw the matridai a few times,” he said. “Best if I make full use of your body as a canvas.” 
 
    “Mmm…” she hummed, with interest. “That does make sense.” 
 
    She rolled onto all fours, stretching like a cat waking from a nap, before slowly settling down onto her stomach. Damon climbed onto the bed and ran his hands across her back, letting his rapidly stiffening cock nestle within the cleft of her buttocks. 
 
    “Are you going to paint my back, husband?” 
 
    “To start. You’ll be covered by the time I’m finished.” 
 
    “You enjoy making a mess, no?” she whispered. 
 
    “More than you know.” 
 
    He let some of the paint dribble onto his fingers as he humped into her with subtle movements, recalling his matridai mark from memory. A swooping, stylized D which he’d need to reverse to match on each cheek. An elegant, curling line underneath, meaningless in terms of letters, but overflowing with meaning in terms of his love for her. 
 
    “Mmm…” she whispered. “It feels warm.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He drew the matridai a second time, rocking his hips back and forth as his throbbing erection began to steal and hold his attention. He drew it a third time, reversed, right on the small of her back, a spot which he’d made messy so very many times before. 
 
    "I’ve almost got it,” he said. “Flip over. I want to use your front.” 
 
    “It is yours to use as you please, husband.” 
 
    He wiped her back off with a cloth to keep from staining the bed, and Ria flipped over. Her eyes were entirely fixated on his cock, and Damon got the distinct sense that they’d need to roll around for a bit to clear their heads enough to actually go through with the matridai ceremony. 
 
    “Which part of me are you going to mark next, young Damon?” 
 
    She slowly, teasingly, opened her thighs for him. Damon slid forward, nearly penetrating her as they continued their strange game of teasing and painting. He let his cock lie across her crotch and stomach, lounging in the silky hairs adorning her womanhood like an animal relaxing in the grass. 
 
    Damon drew his matridai again on her stomach with fast, confident motions. Ria bit her lip and rocked her hips forward. He reached out, cupping her breasts, matching her undulations, throbbing with lust.  
 
    They shared a kiss that was like the first spark of a wildfire, instantly setting off a rolling series of hot, passionate touches and movements. Damon caressed her chin with his thumb, holding her neck tenderly for no other reason than that he could. She trusted him to touch her there, to touch her anywhere, just as he trusted her. 
 
    The matridai was forgotten, or at least set aside, as he fell forward onto her. It wasn’t just about pleasure or lust with Ria. The emotions ran deeper and older than that, memories and history all bundled together and merely tied with the ribbon of arousal. 
 
    She flexed her hips up into him as he found an even pace. Each thrust sent a sensual wave flowing through the softness of her body, breasts swaying to the rhythm, hair a messy banner across the pillow.  
 
    He leaned forward to kiss her. She pulled him into a full body embrace, hugging him as much like her lover… as her younger sibling. It was a protective, loving embrace, full of sweet emotions and forbidden lust.  
 
    It was Ria with her arms around him. Ria, inside whom he had his shaft buried so roughly. Ria, the woman he wanted to marry and share his life with, even though she’d been so near to him from the start. 
 
    “Damon!” she moaned. Her legs tightened around him, making his motions grind her against the bed all the much more. 
 
    He buried his face in her breasts, still thrusting even as he cuddled against her like a spoiled little boy. She kissed him on top of his head with such love and intimacy that it almost felt condescending, in the gentlest possible way. 
 
    He let his movements grow rougher, closer to the wrestling that they’d started as children and, in a much dirtier fashion, still continued as adults. Ria writhed underneath him, passion and competitiveness plain in her eyes. He pinned her arms, gave her a smirk he knew would set her off, and watched the result. 
 
    She suppressed a smile, tried to flail her arms loose, and then seemed to melt backwards into the bed as they both understood that he could dominate her like this. She shuddered, and Damon felt a distinct clamping sensation in her womanhood. 
 
    “Ria!” he cried. He thrust into her with the last of his stamina, and then unloaded. 
 
    He didn’t care enough to pull out, or maybe a part of him truly didn’t want to. Ria didn’t even bother to unwrap her legs. They hugged each other, held each other, as they both came, heedless of anything but the state of the moment and the perfection of their love. 
 
    It was a moment that, like so many other things, didn’t last. A clatter came from downstairs, and the sound of someone climbing the ladder gave them both just enough time to pull a quilt over their nude bodies. 
 
    “Hello Damon, Ria,” said Wrath. “I hope I’m not interrupting.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “You are, in fact, interrupting,” said Damon. “Go away, Clara.” 
 
    Ria’s fingers dug into his thigh underneath the quilt. Wrath seemed more amused than annoyed. She’d ditched her armor and wore a plain silk shirt with several buttons undone at the neck over black leggings. The gap emphasized her pale cleavage as she folded her arms and slowly began walking around the room. 
 
    “Now, now,” said Wrath. “I didn’t bid you to travel to the City of Flowers to spend your visit in bed, fucking your sister. I gave you a task. I wish for an update on said task.” 
 
    He suppressed a wince, wishing that she’d come to simply tease him and entertain herself, rather than get straight to business. He would have to tread carefully, despite his annoyance at her interruption. 
 
    “It’s still in progress,” said Damon. “The leads I’ve found so far haven’t panned out conclusively.” 
 
    “You’re dodging my question,” said Wrath. “Give me a straight answer. What have you investigated, and what have you discovered?” 
 
    He looked her straight in the eyes, appreciating her beauty, if not feeling a sliver intimidated. “Nothing. No cursed artifacts laying around the Athlatak’s room. No dungeon hidden underneath his favorite shrine. I have yet to find any evidence pointing toward whether we’re dealing with Malice or Craven.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Wrath, with a small, exaggerated bow. “I appreciate your efforts, Damon. I find your conclusion to be deeply displeasing, but at least you’ve proven to me that you haven’t spent this whole time sweating under the sheets.” 
 
    Ria had slipped out of bed and into her clothes. She tossed Damon his trousers, and he hurriedly pulled them on, knowing that Wrath wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “I’m open to ideas, if you have any,” he said. “There must be another way of determining whether a person is one of your brethren. How do you usually go about finding your siblings?” 
 
    “I’m usually not the one ferreting them out,” muttered Wrath. “I suppose my tactful approach is… less typical than I’ve been subjected to by the others in the past.” 
 
    Damon glanced at Ria, who made a tiny, hard-to-read gesture with one hand. 
 
    “Why not simply ask him?” she suggested. 
 
    “You wouldn’t get an answer out of him if he’s hidden himself to this point,” said Wrath. 
 
    “What I mean is why do you not ask?” said Ria. “If you revealed yourself to him, perhaps—" 
 
    “Are you fond of this city?” asked Wrath. “The houses, the people, even all the ridiculous flower trails and trees. Is it pleasing to your eyes? I want you to understand that if I did confront one of my siblings here, and speak to them as freely as needed, it’s very possible that there would be nothing… and no one… left afterward.” 
 
    Her voice was serious and somber. She wasn’t bluffing or bragging, merely stating a simple, sad fact. Damon wondered at the depth of emotion in her voice. Wrath seemed so often to have two faces, two moods, when it came to how she thought of the world and her place within it. 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Ria. 
 
    “You make a good point, though,” said Damon. “What if… I went and asked? Not for you, not as your representative, or anything so blatant. I might be able to talk to the boy and get an answer out of him.” 
 
    “What makes you think you could persuade him?” asked Wrath. 
 
    “I think…” He hesitated, considering how to put his suspicion into words. “There’s a surprising level of trust between the Athlatak and Ayisa. It’s not that I doubt that a teenage boy and his mother could be on good terms with one another, but I haven’t noticed a single point of contention between them.” 
 
    “Your point being?” asked Wrath. “If anything, this makes our task that much more difficult.” 
 
    “When I was searching the Athlatak’s room, I had to hide under the bed when someone came in,” he said. “That someone was Ayisa. She… took care of herself on his bed.” 
 
    He saw Ria and Wrath exchange a surprisingly confused glance. 
 
    “You know,” he said, feeling ridiculous. “She, ah, handled her feminine frustration.” 
 
    “She masturbated,” provided Ria. “Young Damon, you are so funny.” 
 
    Wrath let out a snort and clapped her hands together. “Now this is interesting. So, lead me through what you’re suggesting? I’m intrigued.” 
 
    “Lassus, before he becomes the Athlatak, starts remembering his old lives,” said Damon. “The newfound knowledge gives him confidence, maybe a few memories that put… unusual ideas in his head. He interacts with Ayisa differently after that, and in time, seduces her.” 
 
    “Such a relationship is a crime among the Remenai,” said Ria slowly. 
 
    “Hmm…” Wrath rubbed her thumb against her closed lips. “This wouldn’t be as unusual of a scandal as it might sound, at least for one of my siblings. It’s wild, but not outside the realm of possibility.” 
 
    “Clearly, it is not.” Ria gave Damon a long, piercing look. “It is interesting that you were able to divine all of this, Damon. Very interesting.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’m not saying it with any certainty, just that it’s hard for me to imagine Ayisa doing such a lurid act on her son’s bed if there weren’t something more than the basic familial ties between them. We might be able to use this.” 
 
    “I like where your mind is at, but you haven’t thought this through completely,” said Wrath. “Do you truly suppose that Malice or Craven, when confronted with evidence of their illicit indulgence, would allow you to walk out of the room alive?” 
 
    “I would make it clear that others knew, and would reveal it if anything happened to me,” he said. 
 
    “Which would simply give them an incentive to torture you until they had the names they were seeking,” said Wrath. “No. Confronting the Athlatak is too dangerous. However, he isn’t the only one vulnerable in this scandal.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ria. “I could arrange us a time to meet with Ayisa. She still favors me.” 
 
    “The situation is still not without danger,” said Wrath. “Assume Ayisa has taken a crest from her son. Treat her as you would Shank or Avarice’s sorcerer, or any opponent you consider to be dangerous.” 
 
    Damon nodded. “If a fight does break out, we might need you to intervene.” 
 
    “You’ll have it, to a degree,” said Wrath. “I’m not going to push one of my brothers into an alliance by force. It simply wouldn’t do. If this fails, I’ll help you leave the city.” 
 
    “You’ll owe us,” he said. “Don’t you forget that. We had a deal. I help you with this, and you help us heal Vel.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” she replied. “Keep your focus on the current situation, and we’ll get to your sleeping sister when it’s time. You should be ready for a fight, one which you’ll be taking the brunt of on your own.” 
 
    Damon looked at Ria and knew she was thinking the same thing. They would never be on their own, as long as they had each other. Wrath departed without another word, her body blurring with azure light as she left the flaqayai at intense speed. 
 
    “She is right to warn us of the danger here,” said Ria. 
 
    “I know.” He walked over to her and took her hands into his. “We likely have some time. We could keep going with what we were doing before.” 
 
    “After, husband,” she said, stroking his cheek. “Let us wait until this is settled and we are safe before letting our guard down and indulging.” 
 
    He nodded, taking her hand into his and kissing her knuckles. “We should pack our traveling bag before heading to the palace. There’s no telling how this might go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    They set out that same night. Ria assured Damon that Ayisa would take no offense in them arriving so late, though she suspected her warm welcome would last only to the point of them explaining their purpose. 
 
    The city felt calm and empty, despite it still being hours away from Eldritch’s zenith. The few people they passed paid them little notice, aside from the usual glances Damon received for being a Merinian in a Remenai city. 
 
    It was snowing, a gentle ballet of white crystals descending into the windless night. The ground was coated with a few inches everywhere but the usual paths between trees and flowers, painting Yvvestrosai in serene white. 
 
    The guards outside the Water Palace recognized Ria, and though she still spent a minute speaking with them in Konokai before they were allowed inside, they were left to stand on their own within the receiving chamber. 
 
    Ayisa met them a few minutes later. She was dressed in a simple black gown and slippers, an outfit which seemed insubstantial in the barren cold of the underheated palace. She folded her hands behind her back and greeted them with a small nod. 
 
    “Ria,” she said. “Damon. I have been told that you seek an audience with me. Has something happened?”  
 
    Damon shared a glance with Ria and hoped the uncertainty he saw in her expression wasn’t reflected in his own. There was no map to follow in regard to applying leverage to the mother of an Athlatak, no easy way to begin what they’d come there to do. 
 
    “Can we speak in private?” asked Ria. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ayisa. “Follow me.” 
 
    She gestured for them to walk alongside her as they moved deeper into the palace. Ayisa seemed to either place great trust in them, or take little heed of potential danger, not bothering to bring any guards with her as she brought them up to her private chamber. 
 
    A brazier freshly filled with coals heated the room, and a bottle of wine was already open on the side table. Ayisa found two more cups in a cabinet along the floor and poured them each a glass. She said nothing, eyeing them with the patient confidence of a powerful woman who expected her guests to start explaining themselves. 
 
    “Honored mother,” said Ria. “We have heard a rumor that we felt needed to be brought to your attention. A rumor… concerning you and your son.” 
 
    Damon caught Ayisa’s reaction, or to be specific, her lack of one. She blinked and nodded slowly, only raising her eyebrows to feign surprise after a few telling seconds. 
 
    “Please, go on,” said Ayisa. “I would hear of this rumor, especially if it concerned you to the point of bringing it to me directly.” 
 
    Ria looked toward Damon, and he sensed that it was his turn to roll their leverage forward. 
 
    “The two of you are lovers,” he said bluntly. “I both saw and heard what you were doing in the Athlatak’s room. On his own bed, no less.” 
 
    She could still deny it. They didn’t have hard proof, and it was entirely possible that the infatuation was one sided. Unlikely, but possible. Damon watched Ayisa take a shaky breath and turn away from them, and he knew in that instant that their gambit was going to pay off. 
 
    “You would be wise to speak less freely,” said Ayisa. “What is it you want from me? Tribute? A favor? Just to shame my son and me, as so many puritans would do in your place?” 
 
     “That’s not why we’re here,” said Ria quickly. “We only want to help. To do that, for you and for us, we need an honest answer to a simple question. Tell us the truth, honored mother. How did your son rise in power and renown?” 
 
    Ayisa let out a tired, defeated sigh, and began to speak quickly in Konokai. Damon was, understandably, a little annoyed to be cut out of the conversation by her choice i language, but Ria translated small details in hushed whispers whenever Ayisa came to a pause. 
 
    “Her honored husband was Gorston, leader of Clan Ironblood, and a member of the Quorum of Clans,” she whispered. “There was… a duel between him and Mixa-Moxa. Gorston won but died two days later. Gorston still earned the mythosai, stated purpose, along with the title of Athlatak for his line?” 
 
    She spoke the last statement as a question and quickly asked for more details from Ayisa, who provided them without ever drawing her gaze up from the floor. Ria frowned, and she didn’t translate this time. Damon didn’t feel as though he needed to hear any more to know what his question should be. 
 
    “Ayisa,” he said, once she’d finished speaking. “Your son is more than just the Athlatak. Isn’t he?” 
 
    “We already spoke of my sins!” Ayisa snapped. “I will not stand here and be shamed by you.” 
 
    “That is not what he means,” said Ria. “Please, honored mother. You know Lassus better than all. Tell us the truth of his—" 
 
    A tremor ran through the Water Palace, shaking the floor underneath them. Damon looked from Ria to Ayisa, judging from the expressions on their faces that earthquakes weren’t common enough within the city to explain away the disturbance. 
 
    They hurried through the palace together, discussion set aside in favor of discovery. Ayisa drew back as they approached the Athlatak’s audience chamber, noting two corpses in place of the guards outside of it. 
 
    “Lassus!” she hissed. 
 
    Damon helped her with the door, but there was nothing he could offer for what awaited her on the other side of it. Wrath stood in front of the Athlatak’s raised perch, holding the teenage leader of the Remenai clans by the throat. 
 
    “He is just a boy.” Wrath opened her fingers, letting the Athlatak fall gasping to the ground. “Not one of my brethren. He is nothing. Useless to me.” 
 
    “I thought the plan was for us to handle this!” shouted Damon. “You could have done it this way from the start!” 
 
    “We’re no longer at the start,” said Wrath. “We’re at the end. Look out the window.” 
 
    Damon turned, and saw the fires burning along Yvvestrosai’s edge. The Water Palace was high enough up the slope that he could get glimpses of their apparent enemies in the glow of the flames. He stared, seeing spiders the size of men, but it didn’t make sense. 
 
    “What in the world?” muttered Ria. 
 
    “Avarice,” said Wrath. “One of his new creations. Trust me, they’re not fun to engage up close.” 
 
    Ayisa had been edging around the side of the room, and she took the opportunity to rush forward and pull her son to safety. Wrath barely even noticed that either of them were in the room, unconcerned entirely with the people who had previously been within the lens of her obsession. 
 
    “He must be here for the same reason we are,” said Damon. 
 
    “Oh?” Wrath gave him a questioning stare. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “His crest sorcerer was here, in the city,” admitted Damon. 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me?” said Wrath through gritted teeth. 
 
    “No. I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to grovel or bend to Wrath’s intimidation. He wasn’t her servant, and he wanted to remind her of that and emphasize that she shouldn’t take his cooperation for granted. There were limits to how far Damon was willing to prod one of the Forsaken, however. 
 
    “Well, you reap what you sow,” Wrath said coldly. “This isn’t a fight I have any wish in taking. You’re welcome to join me in my retreat, and the aid I promised to your comatose sister will still be forthcoming.” 
 
    “Retreat?” said Ria. “You cannot possibly leave this city and these people at Avarice’s mercy?” 
 
    “I can’t, can I?” Wrath let out a snort. “You expect me to take a fight against Avarice, Avarice’s crest sorcerer, possibly Conceit, and an army of those damned copper spiders of his? How would you expect that to proceed, exactly? Do you foresee fewer people dying if I involve myself and my power for pointless reasons?” 
 
    “He is burning down this city!” shouted Ria. 
 
    “I noticed, and now I’m leaving,” said Wrath. “Damon? Last chance.” 
 
    He didn’t even look at her. There was a pulse of azure power as she used her speed to depart in a blur of light. He wasn’t proud of the fact that he wondered if they’d made the right choice, or of his inability to think of a way to do much more now than retreat through different means. 
 
    “Ria…” he said, already feeling defeated. 
 
    “No!” she snapped. “I am not leaving. Damon… husband. You must understand that these people… this place… it is not my home. I know nothing of Yvvestrosai, or my heritage. If I walk away and let this place and these people burn and die, I will never know. I must do this.” 
 
    He nodded slowly and took her hand. “We’ll both do it, Ria. Together. I’m with you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    A flurry of discussion took place between Ria, Ayisa, the Athlatak, and one of the remaining palace guards of rank. All of it was in Konokai, and Damon felt annoyed at his lack of knowledge of the language for the hundredth time over the past few weeks. 
 
    Whatever plan they were concocting was put on hold as a tremendous crash came from one of the windows of the audience chamber. Damon got the first up-close look at one Avarice’s copper spiders. 
 
    Eight copper legs protruded from a thick, pyramid-shaped carapace, along with half a dozen exhaust spouts burping out steam in regular intervals. The spider tapped from side to side, seeming to sense Damon through a hidden means, as he saw nothing resembling eyes anywhere on its body. 
 
    It skittered forward, each leg contributing to a clamor of metal against the stones of the floor. Damon drew his myrblade and attacked on reflex, wincing at the tremendous vibration the blow sent through his palm and wrist as it connected. His sword left a small dent and otherwise had no effect. 
 
    The spider lashed out with a coordinated spin attack, drawing up on its back legs while turning and slashing with its front ones. Damon didn’t bother trying to block, instead dodging backward. His attention was torn between his current fight with the mechanical monster and what was happening outside, the potential for more to swoop in through the windows. 
 
    Ria let out a roar and sent her throwing dagger hurtling toward the spider’s carapace. It sank half an inch into the softer metal but did little more than provide a temporary distraction. The spider was already moving toward a new target, Ayisa and the Athlatak, held within the bulwark of her loving arms. 
 
    The Remenai palace guard flung himself in the way, slamming his wooden spear down with punishing force. It knocked the copper spider flat for an instant, but the monster recovered and leapt forward. It struck the man full in the chest, toppling him to the ground under its immense weight. There was a scream as the razor legs tore into him, followed by a torrent of blood and shattered bone. 
 
    Damon stabbed his myrblade at it, focusing his aim rather than his force. He slid the sword into one of the steam spouts on its back, muscling the weapon’s point into the slightly smaller opening. From there, he let out a breath of cold condensation and manifested his myrblade’s enchantment. 
 
    Ice filled the copper spider’s mostly hollow interior, forcing its way out the other steam spouts and bulging against its copper body from within like the bloating of a week-old corpse. It fell sideways with a clatter, unable to continue whatever process had animated its form to begin with. 
 
    Ayisa ran toward the unfortunate guard who’d been on the receiving end of the spider’s legs, but a single look was enough to have her shaking her head and backing way. Damon’s attention was on the broken window. Another spider was already climbing the palace’s wall, metal legs biting into the stone exterior like copper climbing spikes. 
 
    Damon swatted his myrblade down at it when it came within striking range and was pleasantly surprised by how easily it came loose. It fell to the grass below, but immediately rose back to its feet. 
 
    “This doesn’t look good,” he muttered to Ria. “If you have any ideas, I’m open to them.” 
 
    “We need to help who we can,” she said, with determination in her voice. “The young, the sick, the wounded. They have no hope of fleeing or defending themselves.” 
 
    “Find who you can and bring them back here,” he said. He set his myrblade against the edge of the open window and froze a thin barrier to seal it shut. There were other windows, however, too many throughout the palace for him to have any hope of securing. “Barricade this chamber once you’ve got them all inside.” 
 
    “You speak as though you will be elsewhere?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m the distraction.” 
 
    He took a step toward the audience chamber’s door. Ria grabbed his arm, squeezing tightly enough with her fingers to scrape the skin through Damon’s shirt. 
 
    “No!” she snapped. “Enough stupidity. I should be by your side.” 
 
    “Not here,” he said. “Not this time. Ria… You have to trust me.” 
 
    “Damon,” she said. “Husband!” 
 
    He pulled her toward him, caressing her face, staring into her eyes, firm, but gentle. Gentle, but resolved. 
 
    “I love you,” he said. “You have to do this. As my lover… as my family… and as my wife. Stay back. Save as many people as you can. Keep them safe and keep yourself safe, no matter what.” 
 
    “If you die, Damon…” She shook her head and blinked a bit too quickly. “I will never forgive you.” 
 
    “I won’t die,” he said. “Promise.” 
 
    He kissed her, but too much was happening, and it wasn’t the dramatic meeting of lips it should have been. It was a hasty, almost clumsy goodbye, and he redoubled his commitment to that promise. He’d survive, if only to do that kiss over again. 
 
    Outside the palace, Yvvestrosai was descending into chaos. Numerous fires surged within the city now, despite the fact that snow still fell in a slow deluge of cold, white flakes. 
 
    “The ice elementals are the only thing that might give us a chance, Myr,” he whispered. “Can you summon them again?” 
 
    “I have the essence to, if that’s what you’re asking,” replied Myr’s whisper. “You’re the one who will need to do the actual work.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, though he wasn’t entirely certain he knew just what to do. A rustle through the snow alerted him to another copper spider, and he ducked on reflex, dodging the mechanical monster’s lunge by the length of a hair. 
 
    The spider landed on its feet, shifting direction and momentum faster than any flesh and blood opponent could have. Damon attempted to do as he had with the previous one inside the palace but getting the angle necessary to stab into its spouts proved difficult. 
 
    “Freeze it!” hissed Myr. 
 
    “I’m trying to!” he shouted.” 
 
    “No, I mean freeze it in place!” 
 
    He had no idea what she was stalking about until he looked down and noticed how thickly coated the grass was with snow. The copper spider began shuffling forward. Damon stabbed the tip of his myrblade into the ground and channeled the enchantment. 
 
    Each of the spider’s eight copper feet were instantly enveloped in creeping ice. While it may have been able to find purchase to pull one foot free, with all of them confined, it was rendered immobile. 
 
    Damon hurried around and quickly dispatched it with ice from the inside. It was a small victory, almost insulting in the face of the chaos that still roiled through the rest of Yvvestrosai. He gripped his sword and hurried into the fray, hoping he could do enough. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Dealing with the fires was Damon’s first priority, though he had no idea as to the extent with which his myrblade could help. As soon as he was sure he was clear of the copper spiders, he focused his attention on his original idea – summoning the ice elementals for support. 
 
    He took a breath, dipped the tip of his sword into the snow, and focused. Snowflakes still actively fell down upon him, entangling themselves in his hair, melting atop his hands and the side of his neck. He focused on that sense of cold, the synergy it created with Myr and her enchantment, and visualized what he wanted. 
 
    The first ice elemental emerged from the snow in a fashion reminiscent of a child bursting from hiding amidst a pile of fall leaves. It flailed its arms, rising from the snow with bits of white still stuck to its otherwise crystalline, pale blue body. It was beautiful, dangerous, and seductive, and it brought Damon no small amount of comfort to know that it was on his side. 
 
    He summoned two more after that, and then five more, only stopping when Myr let out a small, wavering gasp after the eighth. 
 
    “I… I think that’s my limit,” she whispered. 
 
    “You did good,” he said. “I can make do with these. Ice elementals… follow me.” 
 
    He got the distinct sense that he didn’t actually need to vocalize his commands for them to obey him as they formed into a clump behind him. They were an impressive sight, each one slightly taller than he was, hauntingly beautiful with their naked female forms. 
 
    He came upon the first area of fighting and saw that Avarice’s attack wasn’t only composed of copper spiders. Soldiers and mercenaries were interspersed with the metal monsters, though fewer in number.  
 
    A trio of Remenai warriors fought for their lives against twice as many Merinian knights. The Rem kept trying to flee, but they were cut off at each attempt. Damon sent two of his ice elementals forward to help, and help they did. 
 
    The ice elemental in the lead struck out with a punch that left tendrils of frost creeping across the body of the knight on the receiving end. Two of the others attempted to slash at the ice elemental, but it dodged with inhuman grace and countered in a blur of movement. 
 
    Damon moved to attack from the side, hesitating as he glimpsed a figure rushing through the snow from the palace. He saw Ria out of the corner of his eye, but she was true to her word, stooping to help the retreating Remenai up and directing them toward safety rather than fighting directly by his side. 
 
    He sent a silent command to the other ice elementals to start putting out fires in the nearby buildings. The immensity of the task made him feel impotent, even with his newly summoned allies. He could see more people running in the chaos ahead, fleeing men and spiders and flames, some carrying small children, others clutching cherished possessions.  
 
    One of the Merinian mercenaries tried to make a run toward safer pastures. Damon ran him through the back with his sword, too furious to care whether it made for a fair engagement. He brought his ice elementals forward with him as they hurried into what had once been a square filled with flowers and berry bushes. 
 
    Blood stained the snow, and the building to Damon’s right was already collapsing from the damage caused by the fires. He saw a spider skittering out of the smoldering wreckage and received a clue to how the inferno had begun. This copper spider had a small mouth on the front of its carapace, and a tiny flame danced within it like an evil tongue. 
 
    Damon threw himself sideways just as the fire spider released a tremendous breath of flames, extending at least a dozen feet forward and as wide as a gout of smoke from a chimney. He felt a bit foolish as he rose to his feet, only then recovering his senses to remember that he was technically immune to most fire. 
 
    He set two ice elementals on the fire spider and watched with grim satisfaction as they drove their hands into the various openings they could find on its body and froze it from the inside out. Damon was just about ready to move on when a choked cry came from within the building. 
 
    He moved quickly, but he was already too late. He had the ice elementals freeze the fire in his way and pulled a person… a body… free from where it had been shielding itself from the fire underneath a piece of charred furniture. It was a young woman, mostly unburned, but past the point of breathing. Poisoned by the smoke, most likely. 
 
    Damon tried to contain his useless anger as he set her down on the snow and continued deeper into the dying city. Any hope he might have harbored from the outset, when he’d been looking out the palace window and seeing the destruction at arms’ length, had evaporated.  
 
    The most he could do now was staunch the bleeding. He stopped looking at each building and listening for the cries of those in need. Instead, he searched for Avarice, hunting the Forsaken with a single-minded anger he’d almost managed to forget over the past weeks and months. 
 
    Two Merinian soldiers moved to block his way as he headed toward what had once been a lively, flower-filled market square with a watering pond in the center. They seemed more confused by him than wary, and Damon cut them both to get them out of his way and make his intentions clear. Regardless of who they were, what was in their hearts, now… they were just invaders. 
 
    He walked over their bodies, distantly feeling the surging heat from a nearby building. He was in the middle of the destruction now and felt as impotent in the face of it as he had from a distance. The urge to simply turn and rush back to the Water Palace bubbled within him. He could grab Ria and whoever else was around to save and simply run away. Admit defeat. 
 
    No. 
 
    “You’re not one of mine,” came a deep, familiar voice. “How did you arrive in this city, kinsman?” 
 
    Avarice looked almost unchanged from when Damon had last seen him. He wore a golden circlet and white robes with gold trim, an ostentatious outfit in the best of times, a petty insult to wear amid the sacking of a city. His robes were dirty at least, smudged with soot, visible bloodstains along the sleeves. 
 
    He wasn’t alone, either. Stepping out of the smoke to one side was Austine, blond hair pulled back into a warrior’s tail, face cold and empty of emotion. Damon felt so much anger toward him, useless anger. He’d accepted that he couldn’t kill Austine, but not what that meant. 
 
    “Were you imprisoned by the Rem?” asked Avarice. “A trader or explorer, perhaps?” 
 
    “I walked here,” said Damon. He slowly lifted his myrblade, pointing the tip at Avarice even as his heart began to rattle a warning through his chest.  
 
    The Godking smirked back at him. “In that case, you walked to your death,” said Avarice. “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “I do,” said Damon. “We’ve met before.” 
 
    “Have we?” 
 
    “I threw a sword in your face.” 
 
    Avarice’s smirk became an outright smile. “That was you? I must say, you do know how to leave an impression. You’ve come a long way since then, it seems.” 
 
    Danger. Everything about the Godking, his expression, his stance, screamed of hidden danger. Damon tried not to think of the endless ways in which this monster of a man could kill him instantly, from riddling him with shards of metal pulled from the area, to simply lunging forward and tearing his heart out. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Damon asked. “What is it you want here? The Athlatak is not one of the Forsaken. There’s nothing for you in this city.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” said Avarice. “But even supposing I did, who’s to say I need any more reason for a conquest beyond the fact that it’s available to me? This land is fertile and untamed. Conquering it is no different than scraping lichen off a stone.” 
 
    Damon tightened his grip around his myrblade’s hilt, all of the aimless, nervous energy pouring out into his stance. He looked away from Avarice’s empty eyes and found Austine’s, instead. 
 
    “Are you happy?” Damon shouted at his old friend. “Are you content with your service to your master?” 
 
    There was a beat of silence that spoke volumes. 
 
    “You may answer him,” said Avarice, with a wave of his hand. 
 
    It was as though the Godking had physically removed his fingers from Austine’s mouth. Words began pouring out, so quickly that Damon missed the first few. 
 
    “…think I wanted this?” Austine asked. “I’m a servant, Damon. No different from you, though I know how you try to tell yourself it isn’t so. Would any of this be any different if Avarice had arrived in Yvvestrosai first, and Wrath had reacted?” 
 
    “You can tell yourself that if it soothes your conscience, but we both know it isn’t true,” said Damon. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” shouted Austine. “What will you say to Wrath when she finally offers you her crest? Do you suppose it will even be an offer? Or will it be her swooping in during your time of ultimate need, to take advantage of you?” 
 
    “Speaking from your own experience, I see.” 
 
    “You’re damn straight I am!” Austine’s face took on a dark, self-pitying cast. “I’m enough of a friend, Damon, that I genuinely hope you can learn from my mistakes instead of repeating them.” 
 
    “Enough.” Avarice raised a hand as though halting a carriage. “I find it rather fitting that the two of you can speak with such love and enmity for one another, but we only have so much time. Servant… Dispose of this interloper.” 
 
    The crest on Austine’s neck burst into a brilliant golden glow, mirrored by the light shining from his eyes. He drew his sword and rushed forward, straight toward Damon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Damon knew without needing to be told that Avarice would love nothing more than to watch him and Austine fight to the death. He’d paid them for as much once before, as it happened, but their duel in the Gilded Amphitheater felt so far off as to be remembered with the quality of a dream. 
 
    He wasn’t going to fight Austine. Not there, in the burning of the city, at the Godking’s request. Damon was both too sober minded and too desperate to take on his old friend in a pointless fight that neither of them, in their hearts, truly wanted. 
 
    He nodded to the ice elementals in hiding, having used the distraction of the conversation to move into position. One of them surged out from behind an undestroyed building, tackling Austine from out of view. Man and monster landed in a tangle of limbs and snow. Damon stabbed his myrblade into the cold ground and willed ice up over Austine’s wrists, neck, and ankles. 
 
    “Not this time,” said Damon. “If I fought you, here and now, one of us would end up dead. Too many will die today, as it is.” 
 
    He’d intentionally frozen ice over Austine’s mouth, as well, though left his nose open for breath. Whatever other words might have needed to be said could wait for now, forever, in truth. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Avarice. “Most interesting, indeed. Your sword has quite the enchantment. May I see it up close?” 
 
    He flicked a finger, attempting to draw Damon’s myrblade from his hands using his power over metal. Damon manifested the sword’s ice thorns, encasing the weapon in cold and shielding it from Avarice’s influence. He saw the Forsaken’s mouth twitch with annoyance. 
 
    “You’re not used to people standing up to you, are you?” asked Damon. 
 
    “If you wish to forfeit your life, that’s your choice,” said Avarice. “I hope you die at peace and without regrets, given the sacrifice you’re making for these savages.” 
 
    Damon took a cautious step back. Avarice wasn’t trying to intimidate him. He was simply speaking as he would to anyone, in any context, and it rendered his words doubly chilling. 
 
    Damon attacked first, more to get a sense of how outmatched he was than to score a hit. He actively suppressed the urge to run, to give in to the desperate seduction of his own terror. This was the stupidest thing he’d ever done, aside from throwing his sword at Avarice the first time around. 
 
    His slash missed, though, of course it did. Damon angled his sword as to sink the tip into the snow at the end of the arc, and he manifested the enchantment to cover himself completely in ice the instant after. 
 
    Avarice’s counter struck the back of his head, shattering the ice he’d just created and knocking him through the air. He acknowledged that had he not shielded himself with his myrblade, he’d now be missing most of his skull.  
 
    “Pathetic,” said Avarice. “What is your plan, swordsman? Are you hoping that Wrath will show herself and save you if you stall for long enough?” 
 
    Damon pulled himself from the crumple in which he’d landed and brought his sword back up to guard. He took a few shaky breaths and watched Avarice, ready to create another makeshift ice shield at the first sign of aggression. 
 
    “As it happens, I’m also hoping my sister makes an appearance,” said Avarice. “She’s always been my favorite. I hate her so much.” 
 
    The Godking lunged left, moving so fast that Damon only tracked his direction from a blurred afterimage. He dodged backward, bringing up a wall of ice between them more in hopes of giving himself another clue to the Forsaken’s end position than to truly slow him down. 
 
    Avarice burst through the ice. Damon preemptively slashed at where he guessed Avarice’s neck would soon be. He caught only thin air, and an instant later, was flying through the air. 
 
    The blow had caught him across the chest this time, hard enough to leave the front of his body numb and give him a temporary reprieve from the expected pain. Damon landed in the snow again. It took a force of will to rise back to his feet, and he didn’t manage it all that quickly. 
 
    “You’re not weak, or pathetic, or powerless,” called Avarice. “You’re simply mortal. You can’t keep up with me. You can’t match my strength. The truth is, your death here will not be dignified, and I’m past the point of offering you mercy. You should have—" 
 
    Avarice liked to talk, and he didn’t pay nearly enough attention to his surroundings mid-speech. It was this sole fact that let Damon’s ice elementals surprise him. He sent two diving at Avarice from different angles, the first reaching for his face, while the other tackled his legs. 
 
    Both ice elementals made contact, more from Avarice’s decision not to dodge than from dexterity on their part. The Godking seemed amused… right up until the ice elemental on his upper body began freezing his eyes shut. 
 
    “Grah!” roared Avarice. He spun in a circle, body blurring as the ice elementals were both disintegrated into shards of broken frost. His glare settled back on Damon as soon as he’d wiped his eyes clean, but he didn’t attack. 
 
    The sound of creaking metal echoed from a number of places within the shadows of the burning city. A small force of copper spiders assembled around Avarice. Damon had an instant of hope that the encounter might shift toward them smashing their summoned monsters together, rather than fighting directly, but it faded as Avarice pursued a less predictable strategy. 
 
    One by one, the copper spiders began to transform, each of their metal carapace’s unraveling like folded parchment. Avarice shifted the flattened sheets of copper toward him, where it began changing shape, falling into place on his legs, across his chest, and over his head to form a perfect suit of armor. 
 
    Though, calling it armor seemed an understatement. It was more as though he’d created a new body of metal which his already powerful form could reside within and control. It made for a depressingly ominous sight as Avarice began to move toward him, metal armor singing as it scraped at the joints. 
 
    Damon gave ground, summoning his ice elementals to him with each step. As tempting as it was to try to imitate the Godking and form a suit of ice armor of his own, the idea was foolish, if only because he could understand the difference in strength of ice and copper. Instead, Damon played up his fear, leaving several ice elementals in hiding, ready to attack from Avarice’s blind spots. 
 
    He whipped his sword into one of his old gladiator flourishes, feigning an obvious charge. Avarice roared with laughter and pulled back an arm to swat him away. Damon silently gave the command, and the ice elementals leapt on him. 
 
    His plan was simple. Avarice had taken the carapaces of the copper spiders, so why not do to him what Damon had already done to his metal monsters? The ice elementals found the chinks in the Godking’s armor and began pouring their chilling magic in through them. Avarice flailed his arms sideways in surprise, knocking away one of them, but leaving two more free to freeze him from the inside out. 
 
    It worked… for a few seconds. 
 
    “Coward!” bellowed the Godking. He stomped a foot, and his copper armor burst into pieces, each shooting outward from his body with deadly speed. Damon threw himself to the ground, but still felt a piece of metal bite into his shoulder as copper shrapnel tore through the surrounding area. 
 
    He winced, body curling with pain involuntarily, as Avarice came to stand over him. He still had his myrblade in hand, but the idea of making a last, desperate strike felt pathetic and useless. 
 
    He stared up at the Godking, the most hated of the Forsaken, and wondered how many men had been in this position before, dying after doing their best. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    A loud, high-pitched, slightly accented voice cut through the moment. Damon rolled his head sideways enough to see Lassus, the Athlatak, hurrying down one of the foot trails through the snow-covered flowers. 
 
    He wore leather armor, and his hair hung in a complicated braid across one shoulder. He walked slowly and his expression was serious, despite the obvious tremble in both of his hands. He was unarmed and posed about as much threat to Avarice as any fifteen-year-old boy would. 
 
    “This is my city, Venmalani,” said the Athlatak, enunciating carefully. “Take your evil and be gone!” 
 
    Avarice stepped over Damon with a long and slow stride, as though he were attempting to draw closer to a spooked animal. He looked Lassus up and down and gave a small shake of his head. 
 
    “You really are nothing,” muttered Avarice. “And I had harbored such hopes.” 
 
    “I am more than you could ever realize!” boomed the Athlatak. “I am the leader of a dozen clans! I am a warrior, bred and recognized and—" 
 
    Avarice seized him by the head, lifting him into the air like a little girl might carelessly pick up her doll. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how it feels to be alone?” whispered Avarice. “To be surrounded by mortals, people who grow old and die and fade? Every life a meaningless, arduous slog toward oblivion, and they do it all with smiles and ignorance and platitudes. I had harbored such hopes for you. And now, such disappointment.” 
 
    There was a hideous crunch as Avarice closed his hand, killing Lassus with as much effort as a normal man might use to crush a bug. He threw the corpse aside and began walking deeper into the city. 
 
    Damon struggled to his feet, even though he was far too late to do anything more than die a pointless death. He saw Avarice turn toward him, saw the blur of motion, and felt a burst of pain as he was knocked backwards and through the wall of a building. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Damon was in pain from head to toe, inside and out. The building he’d been thrown into wasn’t on fire, but that was only a small comfort. His head throbbed in agony, and he felt nauseous as he tried to sit up and saw the world spinning around him. 
 
    How much time had passed? He suspected he’d been knocked unconscious, but the sky outside was still dark overhead, and fires smoldered throughout Yvvestrosai. He could see Lassus’s corpse on the ground and felt his heart ache in sympathy as he thought of how Ayisa would react to the loss. 
 
    The thought brought his focus back to what he was doing, and the people still at risk. Damon forced himself up to his legs and staggered up the snowy road, each step sending pain stabbing, through the innumerable injuries he’d suffered. 
 
    There were bodies everywhere. The sheer scale of the destruction made him feel a strange sense of fury toward Avarice, as much rage as it was fear. To be capable of destroying a city was different from the act of destroying one, and the resolve to commit to so much death was something Damon simply couldn’t understand. 
 
    He reached the top of the slope, furrowing his brow as he tried to remember where the Water Palace should have been amidst the city. He glanced from side to side before the realization hit, and hit hard. He was looking right at it, but the structure was nearly unrecognizable, veiled in smoke, wreathed with flames. 
 
    Damon broke into a run that sent pain stabbing through half the joints in his body. He was shouting, first Ria’s name, then just noise. He ran as fast as he could, sprinted ahead of his own racing thoughts. 
 
    The front entrance had collapsed into a pile of debris and rubble, and fires had been set in front of and beneath the windows on the upper floors. Avarice had wanted to turn the palace into a deathtrap. The Godking was nowhere to be seen, but even if he’d been gloating over his handiwork, he would have been Damon’s last priority. 
 
    It had to look worse than it was. The inside of the palace must have been shielded from the flames, at least to some degree. Damon told himself this over and over again. He forced himself to believe it as he rushed past one of the fires and began smashing the glass out of a window with the pommel of his myrblade. 
 
    A thick, acrid-tasting plume of smoke greeted him. He felt woozy even as he made an effort to keep from breathing it in. He tottered through the window, ignoring the cuts the remnants of glass left on his hands and shins.  
 
    The palace’s interior was no less ablaze, no less chaotic, than what Damon had seen throughout the rest of the city. A corpse greeted him next to the window through which he’d entered. One of the people Ayisa and Ria had tried to save… or Ayisa. Or Ria. The body was too charred for him to tell. 
 
    “Ria! Ria!” 
 
    He shouted at the top of his lungs, forcing her name out through the smoke, in between coughs. Damon couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of him. He stumbled into a fire that ran the length of an entire hallway and heard a voice. Not the one he wanted—needed—to hear. 
 
    “Careful, Damon!” whispered Myr. “Even you can take damage if you encounter a hot enough flame!” 
 
    He wanted to scream at her. How could he care about himself in that moment? He felt hot as he stumbled down the hallway, through the inferno, but the feeling came more from his heart than the blaze. The noise was oppressive, a rumbling, evil crackle that sounded from all directions. 
 
    “Ria!” he shouted. He punched a wall, leaving a hole in the heat-compromised mortar. He ran through the palace, feeling his clothes begin to ignite and crumble from his body. 
 
    He found bodies everywhere he looked. The air was thick with smoke and the off-putting scent of charred flesh. He felt as though he was picking through a funeral pyre, the somberness of ritual stripped away in favor of morbid reality.  
 
    Damon refused to think of anything other than finding her, of undoing what he’d let happen. He refused to think at all, too disparaged to have hope, but too desperate to give it up. Debris fell on him from above. The ceiling was caving in. He stumbled through the orange blaze, inhaling enough smoke to make him dry heave even as he continued shouting her name.  
 
    He came across few other bodies, but suspected it was due to the rising tide of flames obscuring his view. He never stopped shouting for her, even as true despair set in, and the tears began to streak down his smoke-stained face. 
 
    Everyone was dead. 
 
    Ria was dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Damon was twelve years old and walking through the trees. He’d spent most of the summer indoors, sheltered from a recent spate of wildfires that had rendered much of the surrounding Malagantyan unpredictable and unsafe.  
 
    Malon had finally allowed him time to explore outside under the promise that he would stay near the tower, preferably within sight of her and little Vel, who’d taken to acting as her apprentice in weeding the garden. 
 
    He’d done his best to hold true to that commitment… for the first few minutes. The temptation posed by the forest was simply too much for him to resist. Every arm-length stick was a sword. Every hand-sized rock demanded to be juggled and thrown. 
 
    And then, as always, there was Ria. She’d taken to wandering more often now that the wildfires had died down, often raising Malon’s ire by staying out until late at night or disappearing for entire stretches of days at a time.  
 
    She’d been back at the tower for the summer, arguing with their aesta constantly, but also using Damon as an outlet for her energy. She’d started teaching him how to use a staff, and though he didn’t enjoy it as much as playing swords, it was still pretty fun. 
 
    The game he enjoyed more was simply trying to keep up with her. She had a way of moving through the forest that was elegant and purposeful, almost as though she belonged there as much as the animals did. 
 
    She was beautiful, though Damon would have never told her that to her face. He felt his neck flush as he remembered the time when he’d accidentally walked in on her while she’d been changing out of her girlshorts, or the time he’d spied on her in the lake until he’d nearly been caught by aesta. 
 
    Ria was eighteen, and the gap between them felt daunting and impassable. She existed in a different world, and so, Damon followed her sometimes, led by his curiosity as though pulled by a string.  
 
    He saw her ahead of him now, bending forward to examine one of the ash flowers in bloom from the recent fires. Her tunic was slightly small on her, and he felt strange as he caught sight of the way the bottom hem pulled up to expose her tight leggings and taut lower half. 
 
    Ria stiffened, coming alert. Damon caught his breath and pressed his back to the nearest tree he could find. He waited, feeling so very pleased with himself. There was no way she could see him. He was too quick and too stealthy. He could move through the forest just as well as she could, and she— 
 
    “Young Damon.” A set of arms curled around his chest, just under his shoulders, and yanked him into the air against the tree. “Are you stalking me?” 
 
    “I… was just.” Damon kicked his legs ineffectually, feeling much younger than he was. “I wanted to see where you were going. Doesn’t aesta get mad when you wander off?” 
 
    “She does,” said Ria. “But that is no reason for me to treat her word as Jad’s gospel.” 
 
    She let him drop and came around to the other side of the tree, prodding him in the chest to force his back flat against the trunk. Her smile was more playful than bullying, though she could most definitely be a bully when she wanted to. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “If you are coming, then come.” 
 
    “Where?” he asked. 
 
    She flicked her head toward the trees in the distance. “Deeper into the forest. There is a cliff that I suspect will give us a nice view of the ashbloom.” 
 
    She ruffled his hair, and without warning, took off at a loping sprint. Damon chased after her, resisting the urge to call for her to slow down even as he began to pant and sweat. 
 
    He knew the cliff she was talking about. There was a way around to walk up, if they were willing to spend another ten minutes taking the long way around. Ria was already testing handholds in the dirty rock when Damon reached her. 
 
    She flashed a smile at him. “We go up. Watch where I put my feet.” 
 
    He nodded, feeling strangely privileged to be coming along on one of her adventures. He took her advice, watching her careful positioning as she began the climb, though it was hard to focus on her feet over the rest of her. 
 
    Doubly hard as he began to follow and his perspective was limited to her long, powerful legs, and the way her butt pushed outward, shifting and angling for balance. A pebble came loose as Ria shifted one of her feet and bounced off Damon’s nose, as though the cliff itself was chastising him for leering at her so inappropriately. 
 
    He struggled to match her pace up the cliff. It wasn’t simply a result of her legs and arms being longer than his. She was fearless in the way she climbed, never hesitating, always testing each grip, always planning the route ahead. He wondered if he could develop that same confidence, the ease with which she moved not just up the cliff, but through the world in general. 
 
    It wasn’t so much that he wanted to be like her. He wanted to be her equal. He thought of his aesta’s overprotectiveness, how stifled he often felt at the remote farmstead. He remembered the last argument Ria had had with Malon, the way they’d clashed over Ria’s insistence that she was old enough to travel and do what she wanted. 
 
    “Damon!” snapped Ria. 
 
    He realized, belatedly, that he’d grabbed a patch of vine that wasn’t up to the task of supporting even part of his weight. He felt his hand slip, followed shortly after by his body leaning at a precarious angle, unbalanced by the surprise. 
 
    Ria’s hand shot down to grab his. She steadied him, and then carefully guided his fingers to a new handhold from where she sat along the cliff top. 
 
    “You… saved me,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Why does that surprise you? I will always watch over you.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    I will always watch over you. 
 
    Damon wasn’t sure how much time had passed, or what was going on around him. He knew he’d left the crumbling Water Palace at some point, perhaps of his own volition, or perhaps at Myr’s urging. The structure had collapsed into the pile of smoldering stone and rubble upon which he now stood. 
 
    He couldn’t stop pacing, kicking through the ash and charred remnants of the palace and the people who’d died within it. At some point, he’d imagined what it would be like to return to the Rosewood Inn and face Malon and Vel. The pain caused by even picturing it in his head was enough to double him over with guilt and denial. 
 
    Not denial, no. He couldn’t let himself call it that because Ria simply couldn’t be dead. He’d never said a proper goodbye to her, after all. That wasn’t how death worked. The fates weren’t that cruel, so brazenly unfair. He told himself that she was still alive… 
 
    The world told him that she wasn’t. 
 
    There were people moving through Yvvestrosai, though none dared approach the man in burnt and tattered clothing standing upon the ruins of what once had been the grandest structure in town. 
 
    He took a breath, forcing himself to calm down. His foot brushed something in the debris, and a single glance was all it took for him to recognize the slender, hand-sized weapon. Ria’s throwing knife, the one he’d given her as a gift what now seemed like so long ago, was among the ashes of the destroyed palace. 
 
    The tumult of emotion the sight of the knife sent through him was nearly enough to bring him to his knees, but still, he resisted. Still, he forced himself to stay calm and think.  
 
    Just because Ria’s throwing knife hadn’t escaped the destruction didn’t mean that she hadn’t. After all, it was a throwing knife. She could have used it for its intended purpose and then simply never gotten the chance to recover it… though, she’d always managed to in the past. 
 
    He decided to take it with him, since it was Ria’s. Either he’d return it to her or… 
 
    Or he’d keep it in memory of her.  
 
    Damon dropped on all fours amidst the ash. He started digging with the knife, his arms moving for no other purpose than to give his energy and emotion a place to go, however pointless. He heard a horrible noise escape his throat as the knife’s tip caught against a piece of charred wood, and then the tears began to flow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Damon was unsure of how much time he’d spent within the ruins of the Water Palace. The sun was up, but the ground underneath, ash and smoldering wood and broken stone, was still hot to the touch. Too hot for anyone but him, really. 
 
    “Damon,” said a familiar voice. 
 
    He flinched at the sound, hurrying to wipe the wetness from his face with gritty hands. He knew who was behind him, and it wasn’t who he wanted to see. 
 
    “Do you need something from me, Clara?” he said, voice past bitter, noxious. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” said Wrath, in a quiet voice.  
 
    “From you… it’s worth less than nothing.” Damon slowly stood up. He slipped Ria’s throwing knife into his belt and rested a hand on the hilt of his myrblade. “This is your fault.” 
 
    She didn’t react to the accusation. She just stood there, wearing her obsidian armor as most women would wear a dress. She was at home amidst the destruction of the once beautiful city, the death and destruction only a passing concern. 
 
    “I can see why you might have the impulse to blame me, Damon, but we both know who killed her,” said Wrath. 
 
    “She isn’t…” Damon shook his head, but the words caught like tiny pebbles in his throat. “She made it out.” 
 
    “I saw what Avarice did,” said Wrath, slowly. “If she was in the palace, she didn’t make it out.” 
 
    Damon stilled his hand, not grabbing for the throwing knife, as a part of him desperately wanted to. It had given him hope, of a sort, to find it. Hope which Wrath’s words had turned to poison in his mouth. 
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Listen to me, Damon,” said Wrath. “We still have a chance to—” 
 
    Damon drew his myrblade. He felt a cold, echoing fury, like a dark chant of loss and hatred. His jaw held so much tension that he heard a tiny pop escape as he finally spoke the words in his heart. 
 
    “You killed her,” he said to Wrath. “You, and Avarice. You and your brothers and sisters.” 
 
    “No, Damon,” she said quickly. “We both know that isn’t true.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have come here if it weren’t for you!” he shouted. 
 
    “Ria would have come without you.” Wrath flashed a sardonic smile and turned one of her hands up. “The deal we made had nothing to do with Avarice’s ruthless choices.” 
 
    He didn’t want to hear this, not right now, and especially not from her. 
 
    “Draw your sword, Clara,” he said. 
 
    She made no move to touch the hilt of her wrathblade. Damon forced her hand. 
 
    He attacked with a slash that would have been foolhardy even against a normal opponent. No grace, no subtlety. Just raw anger pulling the strings of his muscles. He never saw Wrath move, simply blurring, and her sword was suddenly where it needed to be, blocking his. 
 
    He roared as he attacked again, and again… and again. He hacked away at her without seeing her, like a child attacking an imaginary opponent. Wrath humored him, at least to start. A sharp slap took him across the face, one in which she’d deliberately moved slowly enough for him to see both the lead up and execution. 
 
    “Get yourself together,” she growled. “You have so much more to do with yourself right now than trying to force me to kill you.” 
 
    “From the very beginning, you and your brethren have done nothing more than manipulate and abuse me and my family!” snarled Damon. “I hate your games! I’ll be the end of all of you!” 
 
    He exhaled frozen condensation through his teeth. There was still snow on the ground around the palace, but Damon had no intention of summoning the ice elementals. He wanted destruction. He wanted instant, frozen death. 
 
    Razor-sharp spikes of ice burst upward from death, coming toward Wrath on diagonals like an animal trap. She dodged, blurring and appearing just out of the way. Damon attacked with his sword, feeling metal bounce off metal, again and again.  
 
    He tried more of the ice spikes, sending one hurtling out of the snow and toward Wrath like a thrown spear. She blocked it with an open palm, the projectile leaving not so much as a scratch against her skin. Damon roared and pulled his myrblade back to attack again. 
 
    This time when Wrath vanished, she reappeared behind him. Directly behind, wrathblade sheathed, arms pulling him into a soft, but firm embrace. Damon tried to fling his sword around at her and fumbled it out of his hand in the process. He screamed, but the anger behind the noise gave way to true despair, true defeat. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” whispered Wrath. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and let out a feeble noise, like a growl from a puppy with a broken paw. He shook in Wrath’s arms, wishing that she’d just go away and leave him to mourn and self-destruct in peace.  
 
    “Why are you even here, Clara?” he muttered. 
 
    “To help you,” she said. “You know that.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you help us last night?” he asked, trying for anger, but not quite reaching it. “You could have fought Avarice with us.” 
 
    “As bad as what happened to Yvvestrosai was, the outcome would have been even more bloody had I entered the fight,” she said. “But you aren’t wrong. What I think I should have done is what I’ve wanted to do from the start.” 
 
    One of her hands slid into his tunic and gently caressed the bare flesh of his chest, just over his heart. 
 
    “I want Avarice dead just as badly as you do, Damon, if not more,” she said, soft words against his sensitive ear. “It’s time. Take my crest. Be my champion.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Pain stabbed into Ria’s face as she came awake. She flailed, pushing out with her arms, knocking her apparent attacker off her. She was in the dark, and judging from the echo that emanated through her surroundings, within a chamber of some kind. 
 
    “Breathe,” whispered Ayisa. “You’re safe here, Ria Zakur.” 
 
    Ria took her advice, as much to try to remember what had led to her current situation as to calm down. The chaos of Avarice’s attack on Yvvestrosai. Bringing as many people in need as she could back to the Water Palace. 
 
    “What happened?” she muttered. “Where are we?” 
 
    “We are in the tunnel underneath the city,” said Ayisa. “You suffered a blow to the head and fell unconscious. When Avarice began using his copper spiders to burn the Athla Agualai, we fled along with everyone we were protecting.” 
 
    Ria’s eyes had partially adjusted to the darkness. She could see for herself now. There were doors on either side of the stone hallway they were in, one of which bulged outward awkwardly from an apparent cave-in. 
 
    “The others…” she whispered. “Damon. What happened to Damon?” 
 
    She couldn’t keep the urgency, the creeping fear from her voice. For good reason, it seemed, judging from the character of the pause Ayisa took before her next words. 
 
    “Ria,” she said. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I went with Lassus into the city,” said Ayisa, speaking quickly. “He refused to stand back and do nothing, even at my command. He ran ahead and… I saw them both… with Avarice.” 
 
    “No,” repeated Ria. “You cannot know what you saw!” 
 
    “He killed my son!” hissed Ayisa. “Damon… his fate was the same. I saw the Venmalani strike him down, Ria. My sorrow is your sorrow.” 
 
    “You… that’s….” Ria shook her head, couldn’t do anything but shake her head. “That’s not possible! Why did you stand back and let that… that monster do what he did?” 
 
    It wasn’t a question she expected an answer to, but one did eventually come. 
 
    “Because I am a coward,” whispered Ayisa. “My feet refused to carry me alongside Lassus, to follow him to his death. My courageous son stood against an impossible enemy… and it was all I could do to watch.” 
 
    Ria realized that the other woman was sobbing, but it was hard to summon her sympathy through her own pain, her own confusion. She pulled her knees to her chest, hugging herself as she considered the possible ways in which Damon could still be alive. He had to still be alive. She wasn’t ready to admit otherwise, not yet, not so soon. 
 
    Her cheek hurt, and she remembered what had woken her up to begin with. She touched the spot of pain and winced as her fingers made contact with a fresh wound. 
 
    “Why are we still down here?” she whispered. “You said we were saved by this tunnel, along with the others?” 
 
    Another long, suggestive pause. 
 
    “I told them to go on ahead,” said Ayisa. “It would not do for them to see you just yet. Ria… you must know what Lassus’s death means. He was the Athlatak of our people.” 
 
    “I understand that,” said Ria. She felt the hair along the back of her neck begin to rise as she sensed a dark insinuation in the other woman’s voice. 
 
    “The reason Lassus summoned you to Yvvestrosai was to vet you for marriage,” said Ayisa slowly. “This is known to other powerful Rem, either through direct knowledge or by basic deduction. You were to be his partner, to support him through his mythosai. You have already become that.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “You married my son,” whispered Ayisa. “Tonight. Before any of this madness arose. He placed his matridai upon you, and the two of you consummated your love.” 
 
    Ria touched her cheek again. It felt hot this time instead of painful, and it was only then that she understood. 
 
    “No…” She surged forward, seizing Ayisa by the front of her gown and wrenching her against the wall of the tunnel. “You! What did you do? You manipulative, evil bitch!” 
 
    “This is what our people need!” snarled Ayisa. “You can lead them in Lassus’s stead if they believe you to be his woman, by law. The clans will follow you.” 
 
    “They will know it to be the lie that it is!” Ria pushed hard with her arms, banging Ayisa off the rock. “How could you? I love someone else! You cannot expect me to simply take your son’s legacy simply because I am positioned to.” 
 
    “You’re the only one who can!” shouted Ayisa. “You’re the Vaista Aestairius. Your reputation, the fact that you stand amongst us neutral to all clans, unaffiliated, unbiased. You must do this, Ria. Let me finish putting the matridai on you… for Lassus’s sake.” 
 
    Ria felt her face again. She sensed that she’d awoken early during the tattooing process. No more than a single line half the length of her smallest finger had been inked into her skin. Annoying, but enough to officially mar her with another man’s mark. 
 
    “I should kill you for soliciting me for this scheme,” she said, giving the idea serious consideration. 
 
    “You would be killing your people, if you did,” said Ayisa. “You grew up as an outsider, Ria. You can’t tell me that this isn’t your dream. You can lead the Remenai against the Merinians. You can prevent little boys and girls just like you from suffering under the prejudice of the Merinians, lives of servitude, never knowing their heritage.” 
 
    “You cannot truly expect—” 
 
    “I expect you to do what needs to be done!” shouted Ayisa. “Please. Ria. You know as truly as I do that this… this is the only way.” 
 
    Ayisa held out her hand in the dark and waited. Ria hated the fact that her words rang so true. She closed her eyes, thinking of Damon and his memory, knowing that he would never wish for her to diminish herself, to shy away from who she could be, in the wake of his death. 
 
    Ria reached out slowly… and slapped Ayisa’s hand away. 
 
    “I already have a husband,” she whispered.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Ria would never forgive me if I took your crest,” said Damon. 
 
    “Ria is—” 
 
    “The answer is no.” 
 
    He felt Wrath’s arms tighten around him, not in threat, but more the type of hug a lover might share in lieu of letting go. 
 
    “You think you can say no to me, Damon Al-Kendras?” she hissed. 
 
    Damon gave her hands, now clasped over his chest, a soft, almost condescending pat. He turned around within her embrace and looked her in the eyes. More importantly, he let her see his, the mess of smeared ash streaked clean in places, from tears. 
 
    “She wouldn’t want this for me,” he said. “I can’t. I won’t.” 
 
    She glowered at him and pushed him away. “Well… can we at least still be friends?” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Vel gasped as she came awake, sitting straight up in bed. Her nightshirt was soaked through with sweat, and a cringe rippled through her as she pulled back a similarly damp and smelly quilt. 
 
    She was back in her own body. She pinched herself, just to make sure, and then hugged her arms across her chest. Her experience of the past couple of weeks had been foggy and dreamlike. She had been aware of Malon and Keiza feeding her, and at times, taking care of other, less elegant bodily needs. 
 
    She rose to her feet on unsteady legs, intent on surprising the others. They’d be so happy to see her up and moving. Malon had been withdrawn since Damon’s departure, and while Keiza had begun speaking again, she was quieter and far more reserved than the young woman Vel had known previously. 
 
    There was so much she needed to tell her aesta. Much of it was still wispy in her mind, as tenuous as any dream, which wasn’t surprising. Vel leaned against the wall of The Rosewood Inn’s upper hallway, taking shuffling steps as she approached the door to Malon’s room. 
 
    She knocked softly, and then tried the handle. The door swung open freely. 
 
    “Aesta?” 
 
    The bed was neatly made, but nobody was sleeping in it. The room was empty, and more worryingly, Malon’s traveling pack was missing from its usual place next to the door. 
 
    “Aesta?” 
 
      
 
    THE END  
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The snow had a quieting effect on the night. Each of Damon’s footsteps across the frozen field crunched an imprint into the otherwise untouched canvas of white powder and ice. Winter had arrived in full force, colder and cloudier than usual. 
 
    Which suited him just fine. Even now, the overcast night sky, faintly backlit by the eerie green glow of the ghost moon seemed to welcome his energy. The cold was his friend. The night was his shield. Through the silence, he found surrender. 
 
    The past two weeks had been the hardest episode of Damon’s life. He’d spent the first few days shouting at Wrath, saying anything and everything to simply get her away from him as he set out from the freshly ruined city of Yvvestrosai. 
 
     She hadn’t done anything to him, beyond offering her sympathy. He would have taken insults from her, or demands, or even her enticing him with another offer of her crest. Sympathy for Ria, however, had been too much. 
 
    He pushed through a grouping of trees and emerged back out onto a road. Dueling snowbanks ran parallel on either side of the cleared portion, and old, frozen footsteps littered the ground in a random, overlapping pattern. 
 
    The world was in stasis during the winter. Damon felt as if his own life had been thrust into a similar purgatory, unable to mourn or heal properly until he made it home to tell Malon and see Vel.  
 
    He still didn’t know what he would be telling them, or if he’d even be able to say anything once he got there. He was afraid his aesta would know as soon as she saw his face, or perhaps he hoped she would, to save him from having to say it. 
 
     In the distance, an inn loomed to the side of the road, not the one that marked Damon’s final destination, but one that would do for the night. The ghost moon shifted farther out from behind the clouds, casting a sliver of moonlight across the porch. Damon met the gaze of a heavily bundled young woman as she dusted the snow off the inn’s steps with an old, wicker broom. 
 
    “Surprised to see someone out so late,” she called to him. “The snowstorm kept most of our regulars at bay. Too cold to make traveling any much fun.” 
 
    “Yeah…” said Damon. “I don’t mind the cold so much.” 
 
    He brushed a few snowflakes from his hair and kicked his boots to clean them off somewhat. 
 
    “Annie cooked up a beef and bacon stew, and we just got a freshly filled keg,” said the woman. “Beds are clean, though that goes without saying.” 
 
    Damon felt as if he had a sliver in his heart as he nodded and thought of how many times he’d heard Ria or Vel give similar rundowns to one patron or another. “Sounds nice.” 
 
    She nodded to him, and he made his way past her and into the common room. The hearth roared with fresh logs, and the warmth that greeted him was almost too much. The evening crowd was sparse, a single table with a group of overdrunk men and a few lone travelers minding their own suppers. 
 
    “Come on in.” A woman with a high ponytail and a heavily freckled face greeted him with a smile and an upturned hand. “Food is thirty pennies. Drinks are ten. Rooms are two sables for the night. Warming your boots at the fire is on the house and highly recommended.” 
 
    “I’ll take one of everything.”  
 
    He resisted the urge to try to barter a better deal, both because she’d given him a pretty fair price and because he’d been on her end of the exchange many, many times before. He also wasn’t lacking for coin after his time in Yvvestrosai, thanks to a generous payment over an exchange of masks he’d received from Austine. 
 
    Taking the innkeeper’s advice, Damon set his boots to warm by the main fire, and in just his socks, took a seat at a nearby table. There was still a draft within the inn, the cold seeping through each and every crack and chink amidst the building’s construction. He watched one of the serving staff push a fresh log into the fire’s flames. So much effort and work just to preserve the warmth of a single room. 
 
    The young woman who’d been brushing away the snow brought him his food and ale. The stew was steaming hot and smelled of pepper, and the waitress delivered it with a smile that would have put ideas in Damon’s head in a different time and place. He accepted his dinner with a few kind words and turned his attention to eating. 
 
    The stew was delicious, though he’d half expected that. Repeat customers didn’t frequent certain inns for the quality of their bed or the views from the window. It was all about the food, the ale, and to an extent, the sociability and presentation of the staff. Damon felt another stab in his heart and almost found himself wishing he’d been up to sleeping in the snow. 
 
    He was finishing the last sip of his beer and sopping up the leftover dregs of his stew with a slice of bread when one of the men from the crowded table walked over to where he sat. Damon knew, without needing any clues beyond a glance at the man’s eyes, how their conversation would go. 
 
    “So,” said the man. “Where’re you coming from?” 
 
    Damon leaned back in his chair. The young woman who’d brought him his food swooped in to take his dirty dishes to the kitchen. She carried a jug of water and cups, and poured him one at a small gesture from him. 
 
    “I’m coming from the road,” said Damon. “Aren’t we all?” 
 
    The man narrowed his eyes a bit. He was tall, with broad shoulders and bald head. A bald and scarred head. A few of the other men from his table watched the conversation with undisguised interest. 
 
    “That’s not really an answer, friend,” said the man. “See, we’ve been hearing a lot about some trouble that’s been on the roads. We’ve been asking everyone who comes if they know anything about it, just to keep square.” 
 
    Damon nodded as though he almost gave a shit and took a sip of his water. “I haven’t heard anything about any trouble, aside from the storm.” 
 
    “You ain’t heard nothing?” The man took a step closer to Damon, close enough to infringe on his ability to get out of his chair without brushing by. “Nothing about any bounties? Nothing about a wanted murderer said to be traveling this way? Some young buck with a fine silver sword and dark hair? You ain’t heard nothing about that?” 
 
    The other men had stood up from the table, and five of them surrounded him now. Damon drummed his fingers against the thin wood of the table, feeling it shift a bit against the flimsy legs holding it up. 
 
    “Let me think…” he said, feigning contemplation. “Nope. Doesn’t ring any bells.” 
 
    “Doesn’t ring any bells, he says,” said one of the men. “Maybe the cold froze his bells out.” 
 
    The men laughed, more because they could, rather than because the joke was funny. Damon joined in with his own mad cackle, figuring he might as well enjoy what now seemed inevitable. 
 
    “Glad you have a sense of humor,” said the first man. “Now. Either you start answering our questions or—" 
 
    Damon slammed his knee into the underside of the table, startling the men with the noise and knocking his water cup into the air. He slapped the cup sideways, splashing its contents into the man’s face. His hand continued the movement, briefly pressing against a sputtering mouth long enough for him to draw from the power of his myrblade and freeze his target’s lips shut. 
 
    The man fell backward, attempting to scream through his nostrils, the only available place for sound to escape. Damon slid his chair back and slowly stood up, eyeing the rest of the group. They seemed torn between helping their terrified friend and salvaging their attempt at intimidation. 
 
    “Do you have any more questions?” Damon’s myrblade sung as he drew it from its scabbard. “Because I have an answer for each of you.” 
 
    They staggered back from him, despite several having weapons of their own. Damon slowly put his sword away. He put his boots back on from where he’d left them in front of the hearth and shouldered his traveling pack. The innkeeper was already pulling coin out to refund him for his room by the time he’d made it to the bar. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Damon said to her. 
 
    “We don’t want trouble here…” She frowned and folded her arms. “But if you go out tonight, there’s no other inn for miles. You’ll go to sleep and never wake up.” 
 
    “I don’t want trouble either,” said Damon. “Unfortunately, it seems to have a way of finding me, regardless. Appreciate your concern, but I’ll manage.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. The young woman who’d first greeted him on his way in was the last to wave him off on his way out, her face a mixture of awe and confusion.  
 
    Winter’s cold greeted him like an old friend. Damon pulled the hood of his cloak over his head and set out into the unforgiving night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    “Just because you can sleep in freezing temperatures doesn’t mean you have to, you know,” whispered Myr. 
 
    Shortly after tramping back into the woods behind the inn, Damon found a hollow underneath a fallen tree sheltered from the snow to curl himself into. He shifted his myrblade against his stomach, gently petting the sword’s pommel and, by extension, Myr. 
 
    “I don’t see how I had much choice,” he said. 
 
    “You could have answered the men’s questions.” 
 
    “It seemed like they already had an idea of who I was,” he said. 
 
    “You could have denied it!” snapped Myr. “Not everyone is as open to the idea of fighting every fight as you are, Damon.” 
 
    “I still would have been there, at the inn,” he countered. “Imagine if a group of mercenaries who had a sense of what they were doing showed up and heard those drunkards talking about me.” 
 
    “Does that even seem like it holds a remote possibility on a night with this much snow?” Myr let out an ethereal sigh, and Damon could picture her frown. “It wasn’t about those men, was it?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I don’t mind sleeping outdoors. It’s simple… serene.” 
 
    “It also doesn’t remind you of your old home.” 
 
    Damon scowled and let out a peevish grunt. “The Rosewood Inn was never really my home.” 
 
    The words tasted of lies even as he spoke them. The inn might not have belonged to him and his family in terms of legal ownership, but it had been a home. He’d taken it, and the people within it, for granted. 
 
    “I understand how much you’re struggling right now, Damon,” whispered Myr. “Just don’t make things harder for yourself than they need to be.” 
 
    “I already told you, I don’t mind sleeping in the cold.” 
 
    “Really? Because last time, I seem to recall quite a bit of grumbling over water skins having frozen during the night.” 
 
    He sighed and shifted his water skins out of his traveling pack, pulling them both within the slightly warmer confines of his quilt. 
 
    “I don’t like seeing you like this,” whispered Myr. 
 
    “I don’t like being like this.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The next few days passed in a similar fashion. Damon traveled through the northern reaches, opting against risking the other inns he came across, which resulted in several more nights in the cold. 
 
    It was a clear afternoon when he arrived in Azurecliff, briskly cold and over-bright from the reflection of the sun off the white snow. Damon was still a wanted man, a fact which the world seemingly refused to let him forget. He couldn’t simply walk into either The Rosewood Inn or town without due caution. 
 
    He waited, hidden in the trees until nightfall, catching sight of a few familiar faces on the outskirts. Arturius was still rigorous with his sword training, and Damon had a far-off view of him working through a long routine in a section of his backyard cleared of snow. 
 
    The snow prevented it from getting as dark as he would have liked, forcing him to wait until after midnight before so much as risking approaching the inn. When it finally came into view at the bottom edge of the slope, just off the road leading into town, Damon broke into an outright sprint. 
 
    He was still wary of barging into the common room and revealing himself, but the downstairs windows were unlit. The door had a new lock securing it, but he drew his myrblade and flooded the tumbler with a temporary key of ice to let himself in. 
 
    His anticipation seemed to drop off a cliff as he stepped into the cold, unoccupied, common room. There was no fire in the hearth, which told him all he needed to know. The inn was empty. 
 
    Damon couldn’t breathe. As much as he’d dreaded the knowledge that he’d have to tell Malon about Ria, he’d still wanted to come home, even if he was bearing bad news. A heavy, aching lump took over his throat, and his legs were suddenly past the point of exhaustion. 
 
    He fell to his knees and let out a horrible sigh. Visions of what might have happened to Malon and Vel flooded through his mind, each paired with a unique sense of guilt and dereliction. He’d left them, never stopping to consider how vulnerable they’d be, here on their own. 
 
    Had Doogle decided to go back on his word and force them out of town, after all? Had Avarice found them on his way east toward the Old Wilds and Yvvestrosai? Or had something happened to Vel, a tragedy too much for Malon to weather on her own? 
 
    More than a month had passed since he’d left. Damon was annoyed at himself for not giving more weight to the absence of Malon’s dreamspelling. She hadn’t reached out to him. Was that by choice, or by circumstance? 
 
    “Damon…” whispered Myr. “Don’t jump to conclusions. This doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    Damon punched the floor, stirring a small updraft of dust. It hurt, but that was the point. He stood up and began walking through the inn, more dazed than upset. The hearth was full of ash. The bowls and plates were all neatly put away in the kitchen cabinets. The keg was… not quite empty. He helped himself to a mug of ale, hoping it could help him stave off his headache for long enough to think things through. 
 
    Damon sipped it slowly, forcing himself to breathe. He lit his lantern and, after a moment’s indecision, kindled a fire in the hearth. Slowly, he made his way upstairs, confirming what he already knew as he opened each door. 
 
    Vel’s empty room showed few signs of the sleeping girl who’d last occupied it. Her bed was neatly made, and her wardrobe was empty. Damon thought back to how she’d been when she’d first arrived back at the tower months earlier, still obsessed with outfits and perfume and the fineries of Hearthold’s court. 
 
    Ria’s room was much the same, if not harder for him to look over with any semblance of composure. Damon set his hand atop her throwing dagger, which he’d taken to carrying in his belt. A part of him had been hoping she’d be here at the inn when he arrived, smiling coyly and teasing him for having taken so long on his own return. He tightened his fingers around the dagger’s hilt as so many different emotions roiled within his chest. 
 
    Damon moved on, surveying Malon’s room and trying to think through what he found there. She’d left more of her possessions behind: a few books, some alchemy supplies, nothing truly important. Had she left in a hurry? How could she possibly travel with Vel in her unconscious state? He couldn’t imagine anything short of a dedicated cart or wagon being able to make such a journey feasible. 
 
    Despite not feeling hungry, he headed back downstairs and forced himself to eat. Dinner was a rather sad affair, stale bread and dried beef strips that needed to be defrosted by the fireside before being palatable. He chewed slowly, drinking more ale from the dregs of the keg. 
 
    There wasn’t anything more he could do within the span of the night. It was a hard fact to accept, but he did eventually. Once he finished his food, he went upstairs to his room to at least make an attempt at getting some sleep. 
 
    The corner of a piece of parchment poked out from underneath his pillow, and Damon felt like a fool for not checking his room earlier. He nearly tore it in his haste to pull it out and unfold it. Vel’s neat, Hearthold-tutored handwriting immediately caught his eye. 
 
      
 
    Damon, 
 
    I hope this message finds you well. I thought about trying to send it by courier, but it seemed unlikely that anyone could track you down, given how you travel! 
 
    I miss you, but that’s not why I’m writing this. I woke up, as you probably can guess from the existence of this letter. Aesta was gone. I spoke with Keiza, who’d been taking care of me in aesta’s absence, and she said that aesta left without telling her where she was going. 
 
    Just so you know, I did wait for a few days before coming to the decision that it was time for me to go looking for her. I wanted to stay. I thought that it would be so much easier if I could just stay and let everyone else handle everything, but that’s what I always do. It doesn’t seem to work that well, and I suppose I’ve known that for a while. 
 
    I’m a little scared. I have my tent and supplies all packed away, but I have no real idea where to start looking. It scares me more to think of how I’ll feel if I don’t go and something does happen to aesta without me even making an attempt. That’s how you’d think about it, isn’t it? 
 
    I plan on returning come the next full moon. I hope you receive this letter by then. If you wait for me at the inn, be careful to stay hidden! It’s quite obvious when the hearth is lit inside even from a distance, so obviously you should avoid doing that. 
 
    I love you, Damon. I have lots more to tell you but not enough time to write it all down. Stay safe. 
 
    Vel 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Damon let out a long sigh. He traced the last line of the letter with his finger, feeling a strange mixture of emotions. Vel was alright. Malon, more than likely, was still alive. It was a relief, but it didn’t undo what had happened to Ria. He wasn’t ready to let himself stop bracing for pain, not just yet. 
 
    His contemplation took him back to his immediate situation, specifically the warning Vel had put into the letter about the dangers of him staying at the inn. As much as he agreed with her judgment, it left him conflicted, like he was being forced out of his own home for no good reason. 
 
    He made his way downstairs, settling on at least extinguishing the fire he’d lit in the hearth. Damon had only made it to the last step of the stairs when a distinct rattling noise came from the inn’s front door. Someone was trying to force the handle. 
 
    He froze and then sank into a low crouch, mindful of the view through the inn’s windows. Had Doogle or Arturius happened past the inn and seen the fire’s glow within? No. They would have knocked, in all likelihood.  
 
    A prickle of dark premonition ran up the back of his neck as he heard the faint crunch of snow outside of one of the windows, followed by it being gently pried open. Damon pressed his back against the wall of the partition, ruining his own view of the intrusion, but putting himself into position for ambush. 
 
    He waited, breathing slowly, counting his heartbeats. A figure crept into the inn’s far side, where the fire’s light didn’t quite reach and the shadows were free to accumulate. Damon listened to the footsteps, recognizing several creaks from the floor that announced the intruder’s position. 
 
    He sprang upon the intruder just as the person passed into the kitchen, pressing his forearm against their neck and slamming them into the wall. A friendly, familiar face stared back into his. 
 
    “Keiza…” he muttered, shaking his head. “Oh.” 
 
    She looked more annoyed than afraid, and her sharp, dark eyes were so intense as to be hard to meet. She was all bundled up in winter clothing, a heavy cloak and deerskin gloves, and she cleared her throat reproachfully when she saw him looking her over. 
 
    “Anders,” she said. “Would you mind letting go of me?” 
 
    He nodded, frowning in surprise as he pulled back. “You’re talking again?” 
 
    “I am.” She gave him a small, somewhat forced smile that felt like a threadbare patch over an unfortunate tear. “I saw the glow from the hearth on my way back to town. I thought I’d stop by and see what was going on, but realized I’d forgotten my key when I tried the door.” 
 
    “So, you went in through the window,” provided Damon. “I assumed you were a thief.” 
 
    “Yes, because The Rosewood Inn is brimming with valuables.” 
 
    Damon chuckled, shaking his head warmly at her. “It’s good to see you again. To talk with you again, really. How have things been?” 
 
    She didn’t answer immediately, slowly pulling off her gloves and setting them down at a nearby table. She looked regal and elegant, with a distinct sense of maturity that had only been a seed the last time Damon had seen her. Her raven-dark hair was tucked into the hood of her cloak, bunched together like lines of black ribbon upon a weave. 
 
    “They left,” she said in a quiet voice. “Your mother and your sister.” 
 
    Damon grimaced slightly and nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “Lady Leah just disappeared,” said Keiza. “That’s as best as I can describe how she departed. She didn’t tell me where she was going or when she’d be back, and she didn’t offer a goodbye.” 
 
    “That’s a little unusual for her,” said Damon. “Did she seem different at all in the days beforehand?” 
 
    Keiza shook her head. “Not that I remember. Violet woke up the very next night. I was so surprised when she started banging on my door that I actually screamed.” 
 
    “I can picture it,” said Damon. “She left a note here for me explaining why she left, if not where, exactly, she planned on going.” 
 
    “I tried to talk her into resting at the inn for a few more days, but she wouldn’t hear it,” said Keiza. “She set out on your mother’s trail, and I haven’t heard from her since. It made sense for me to lock up the inn and move back into town, given the difficulties of trying to manage the affairs of the entire common room myself.” 
 
    “You did more than enough,” said Damon. “Thank you.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Lady Leah originally said that you’d left in search of a healer for Vel, on top of, well… the business with Doogle and the bounty on your head.” 
 
    “I did,” he said. “I didn’t find one in the end, but it seems as though my search was unnecessary to begin with. Ria… er… Heather and I traveled back to her homeland in search of a cure.” 
 
    He felt a scratchiness inside his throat. He wanted to tell Keiza more, but he wasn’t sure why, or if it would be fair to dump on her. She waited for him to continue, and when it became clear that he wasn’t going to, she gently took his hand into hers. 
 
    “Did something happen?” she whispered. 
 
    It was all he could do to nod. 
 
    “But now you’re back in Azurecliff,” she said. 
 
    “Just passing through. The fact that you’re here means I’ve already drawn too much attention.” 
 
    “Anders…” She made a point of not letting go of his hand. Damon chuckled and pulled her a little closer. 
 
    “I know you know what my real name is, Keiza,” he said. “Call me that instead.” 
 
    She licked her lips. “Damon. You’ve saved my life. Multiple times, in fact. You’re a good person. If there’s anything I can do to help you, just say the word.” 
 
    “I have a bounty on my head. The smartest thing you can do is to head back into town and forget you ever saw me.” 
 
    “Despite what you may think, I don’t always do the smartest thing,” she said. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    He was suddenly very aware of her presence, from the melting snowflakes in her hair, to the tightness of her hand gripping his. He pulled her slightly closer to him, still meeting her eyes, sensing her mood.  
 
    She didn’t stop him as his hands slid to her hips and pulled her into an embrace. She didn’t stop him as he kissed her. She smiled as he began toying with the clasp of her winter cloak, and then let out a squeal as he scooped her into his arms. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked in a voice more amused than annoyed. 
 
    “Taking you upstairs.” 
 
    He waited, half expecting her to scoff and call him a buffoon. Instead, she looped her arms around his neck, bit her lower lip, and gave him a small, almost embarrassed nod. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Life on the road was a life of sacrifice. Damon hadn’t given much thought to how rugged he’d learned to be in his travels. He’d been forced to weather twelve- to sixteen-hour marches, sleeping in the cold, often on an empty stomach, always alone in his tent across the past few arduous weeks. 
 
    He dropped Keiza onto his bed and was momentarily mesmerized by the way she bounced before coming to rest. In his travels, he’d let himself forget how much he missed this, the build-up and anticipation in the moments before sex. He’d let himself forget how much he needed it. Damon was honest enough, in his heart, to admit that. 
 
    He climbed onto the bed after Keiza, leaning forward to share that first, bursting kiss. Her lips were hot against his, teasing him with small, interesting movements. He pawed at her body, feeling as though the many layers she’d worn to stave off the winter cold were taunting him with their endless ties to be undone, buttons to be unbuttoned.  
 
    She helped him, shifting her arms so he could slide off her wool coat, and then helping with the buttons of the shirt underneath. She’d forgone a half-shirt, and Damon was awestruck by her small, pale breasts. She shivered as his fingers touched bare skin. 
 
    “Your hands are cold,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’ll have to put them somewhere to warm them up,” he said. 
 
    She squealed as he slid them between her thighs, which were still clad in leggings. “Not there! Damon!” 
 
    They took turns undressing each other, though the process was much more straightforward on Damon’s end. It was still chilly within most of the inn, and Damon knew that Keiza wasn’t as able to easily ignore it as he was. Their bodies met underneath the quilt, each of them pulling and tucking the edges inward to create an insulated pocket to warm up through their hot exertions. 
 
    Damon let his hard cock probe against her stomach. She shifted upward across the bed, trying to give him better access, but the movement pulled the blanket off her feet. He shifted over her, pulling her to a more central position by the thighs as he spread her legs. The motion forced him to take a second to re-cover them with the quilt, with the cold draft keen on foiling their foreplay, and then he flexed his hips forward. 
 
    He sank his cock into her slowly, sensing from her reaction that it wasn’t her first time, but close to it. She was wet and primed for him, and he would have taken off inside her at a gallop if not for a deeper urge to savor the moment. 
 
    He stroked a hand across Keiza’s cheek, letting his thumb trace a line alongside her mouth. He’d missed this, having a woman open herself to him, naked and trusting and utterly touchable. Damon slowly began rocking his cock forward and back, easing in another inch with each deliberately controlled thrust. 
 
    Keiza’s eyes fluttered like the wings of a butterfly on its first flight. Damon kissed her neck and teased one of her breasts with his hand. It was a perfect palmful, large enough to stir his lust without passing into unwieldy territory. Lean and practical, much like Keiza herself. 
 
    “You’re so big,” she whispered. “Just… go slow.” 
 
    Few words could stir such an opposing reaction within him. Damon suddenly wanted to unleash himself, to thrust to his heart’s content, taking her until she was sweaty and loud underneath the quilt. 
 
    He sank his cock deeper into her, speeding up as he continued to pump. Keiza was small enough for him to handle her easily in his strong arms. He felt her fingers digging into his shoulders, heard her tiny moans as he continued to bury his shaft into her tight lane. 
 
    “My first day back in town,” he whispered. “I never imagined it would be you.” 
 
    “Are you teasing me?” She let out a breathy noise, one of her feet kicking out from under the quilt. “Who else would have been here at the inn but me and your family?” 
 
    Who else, indeed? 
 
    Damon built to a pace that rocked the bed, groping her as he stretched her out with his hardness. He’d imagined doing this to her before, but so much had happened since he left Azurecliff. To have her in his bed now felt indulgent, unnecessary, though it was hard to care that much with her soft moans and urgent breathing against his ear. 
 
    “I knew you would do this to me,” she said. “Something… about how you looked at me.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “I was always undressing you with my eyes.” 
 
    She gasped, and he fucked her harder, letting their bodies meet with lewd, accelerating claps. Neither of them could hold out against the rising tide of pleasure. Damon felt Keiza come, her womanhood clamping down on his cock with surprising force. 
 
    He kissed her deeply, letting his tongue probe into her mouth even as she still drowned in the bliss of her release. He took her hips and pumped into her with full, aggressive force, letting out a low, primal grunt as he used her at a properly testing pace. 
 
    Damon pulled out just before he blew his load. Most of it ended up on her stomach and chest, and her eyes fluttered with cute annoyance as his hot seed spurted onto her skin. He gave her a kiss, stroked her hair, and stood up. 
 
    “I’ll get you a towel,” he said.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They lay together in bed for a while afterward, each thinking their own thoughts, finding their own meaning in the sex. Damon was surprised by how guilty he felt, even though he knew Keiza had been a willing and eager participant. 
 
    “I don’t plan on getting married,” whispered Keiza. “Ever.” 
 
    Damon cleared his throat with a smile. “Well, I guess we can jump right into that particular conversation. Keiza… This was probably a bad idea.” 
 
    “You coming to Azurecliff in the first place was a bad idea,” she said. “But you did come here. And we did have sex.” 
 
    “I have to find my family,” he said. 
 
    Keiza leaned onto her side, propping her head up on her arm. She looked at him with those piercing eyes, seeing something deeper than what he was showing her. 
 
    “Leah, Violet, and Heather,” she said, listing them off. “Those aren’t their real names either, are they?” 
 
    Damon shook his head. 
 
    “Are they really your family, or…?” She let the question hang. 
 
    “They are, as much as anyone can be,” he said. “We love each other. A little too much, in some ways.” 
 
    “Interesting…” 
 
    “And by interesting, you mean…?” 
 
    “I mean interesting,” said Keiza. “I sensed that there was more to all of you than you were letting on. I’m not one to judge, Damon. What I will say is that you should be careful about staying here at the inn by yourself.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I just… this place is the closest thing to a home that I’ve had in quite some time. I plan on setting out in the morning. Vel left a note saying she’ll be back for the next full moon.” 
 
    “That’s in a couple of days,” said Keiza. “I’ll keep an eye on the inn for you, in the meantime.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “For everything.” 
 
    They shared another long kiss. Keiza slowly pulled her clothes back on. Neither of them said anything as Damon walked her to the door. They shared a kiss, both of them accepting it for what it was, with no lingering expectations. 
 
    She disappeared into the snowy night, cloak swaying in the wind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Damon had forgotten how wonderful it was to sleep in his own bed. He awoke early, an hour or so before sunrise. His quilt still smelled of Keiza, along with the faint undertones of sweat and sex. He dressed and made his bed before moving slowly down to the inn’s lower level. 
 
    The aqueduct running through the basement was nearly ice cold, but still flowing. Damon appreciated the cold resistance of his myrblade twice over as he scrubbed himself off and quickly dried with a towel. 
 
    Being back at the inn meant having access to the full range of his clothing. He put on a nice shirt and thick leggings underneath his traveling cloak. Breakfast was a cold and minimal affair, but he found some leftover butter in the kitchen to slather on his days-old bread and managed to salvage much of the taste. 
 
    He still had business in the area, despite not expecting Vel’s return for another few days. Kastet and Lillian, as far as he knew, currently resided in the ancient Remenai ruin of Hexadonia, only an hour’s hike or so outside of town. 
 
    Damon set out just as the first tendrils of sunlight spilled out from over the horizon. The snow covered his tracks from the night before, along with Keiza’s, and he took care to make sure the new ones he left weren’t obvious. 
 
    He felt exposed as the day arrived. The sky was clear of cloud cover, though it was still bitterly cold. The serene white of the snow left him feeling as though he stood out against the landscape, and it wasn’t as though he could continuously cover his tracks for every step of his journey. 
 
    He’d never cared as much about being outed or discovered across the early portion of his travels, when it simply meant that he’d need to move faster to outpace potential pursuers. There was more to lose in Azurecliff, where he and his family and the inn were all known quantities. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t let his fear of being discovered paralyze him in the face of action. Damon kept his head covered by his cloak and avoided coming into view of the road. Eventually, he moved into the trees and finally felt as though he could let his guard down. 
 
    For as much as the winter left him announcing his presence, it also did the same to anyone else traversing the area. The occasional glance at the snow was enough to tell him what to be wary of, whether it was undisturbed, marred by animal or monster tracks, or trodden by boots. He didn’t see much, though that was no surprise, given how few people cared to venture into the woods when the snow was knee-high. 
 
    It took Damon longer than he’d expected to reach Hexadonia, nearly half the day. He crouched behind an old stump as he took in the details of the ruined fortress. It wasn’t huge, no larger at its perimeter wall than the market square in Azurecliff, and its sole tower resembled Malon’s old home on the farmstead in both architecture and size. 
 
    Hexadonia did, however, look far more impressive in the winter, with the snow and ice clinging to its ancient stones in a manner that disguised much of the decay of centuries. The snow had been cleared from the outer wall and the main entrance, with a thin foot trail leading off in the direction of the nearest road. 
 
    What stood out, when he began to focus on the smaller details, were the tracks and footprints. He sucked in a tense breath as he confirmed that not all of them were human. The clawed footmarks of highlander tau were evident along one of the walls, fresh enough that they must have been left the previous night, if not earlier that morning. 
 
    He didn’t let himself jump to conclusions, but he did approach the fortress’s entrance at a wide angle, eyes peeled, myrblade unsheathed. The snow made it hard to disguise his approach, top layer crunching with squeaky noises underneath his feet, but it was still to his advantage. It gave him options, even allies, if needed. 
 
    He caught sight of a pair of monsters and stiffened his grip on his sword hilt. Two highlander tau, brutish humanoid monsters with wrinkled, pallid skin and jagged teeth, trampled through the snow just within Hexadonia’s outer wall. Damon tensed his jaw, heart pounding out a frantic pace. 
 
    It was as though he couldn’t turn his back from anyone in his life for more than a few minutes without them attracting danger and courting death. With the fortress so far outside of town, would anyone even have noticed if a pack of highlander tau arrived to take Kastet and Lilian during the night? Lilian was a fearsome fighter, but everyone had moments in which they could be caught unaware. 
 
    He surged forward, moving through the snow with long steps, feet punching downward through the crust. The tau both let out threatening hisses as he caught their attention. He’d pulled back his myrblade and was a fraction of a second away from committing to a swing when Lilian appeared in front of him, directly in the way. 
 
    “Easy, hero,” she said, with a teasing smile. “These two gentlemen work for us.” 
 
    She slid forward, setting one hand on his chest, while the other gently forced his sword arm down. Lilian was underdressed for the weather, clad only in a white cotton dress and a pair of knee-high deer skin boots. 
 
    She was as much a monster as the tau, albeit a monster dripping with seduction. Her skin was pale violet, eyes as black as the abyss. She wore her dark hair loose across her shoulders, like a young, innocent maiden flaunting her beauty. One of her claws pinched his shoulder as she let go of him, and he was immediately disabused of such notions. 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Damon, nodding to the tau behind her. “A gift from Famine.” 
 
    “You always were a sharp one. They’re trained to listen to my voice, along with Kastet’s. Monsters can be trained, you know.” 
 
    “Some monsters can be trained,” said Damon. He thought back to his time in the arena with Austine and Jorgen, the mostly tame lidaragi. “Other monsters are merely biding their time.” 
 
    “Are we still speaking of the tau?” There was a glint in Lilian’s dark eyes that held an almost sexual level of coyness. Damon ignored both it and her, sheathing his myrblade as he started toward Hexadonia’s entrance. 
 
    “Is Kastet home?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s more or less always home,” said Lilian. “This is the capital of her kingdom.” 
 
    “How very sad.” 
 
    Lilian laughed and fell into step beside him. Damon resisted the urge to make sure the tau stayed put as they slipped through a small, passageway-shaped opening within an ancient metal portcullis, locked into its downward position by the passage of centuries. 
 
    Hexadonia’s inner courtyard was nearly clear of snow. It felt empty and unfinished, a space intended to house tents and forges, training equipment and soldiers. Damon wondered if that open potential was what had drawn Kastet to the old fortress, so perfectly it seemed to match her ambitions. 
 
    They pushed through a pair of recently installed double doors and into the main keep. Lilian plucked a lantern from a table just inside the entrance, lighting it to illuminate their path through the otherwise pitch-black hallway.  
 
    Damon’s last experience within Hexadonia had been brief, mainly involving the catacombs and a passing visit to the dungeon. He paid attention to the layout, though Lilian led him in a straight path, never turning at the various intersections. A few were caved in and completely impassable. Water pattered from leaks in the ceiling in other places, lending a dank, musky scent to the air. 
 
    They passed through another door made from fresh wood and emerged into Kastet’s audience chamber, the complete opposite of the rest of the fortress. A lively fire crackled in the circular room, though already stiflingly hot. Several carpets were spread out across sections of the floor, and a table in the corner with dirty cups and plates suggested that the space served double duty as a dining hall. 
 
    Kastet sat upon her throne, reading from an old tome with intense focus. She looked good, different from when he’d last seen her. She’d grown her hair out again, having given up her disguise of being a boy upon leaving Azurecliff. 
 
    Her face was thin, almost severe in appearance, as though she’d been eating less than she needed. A heavy cloak with fur around the collar covered a fine silk shirt of white and pink, and her leggings were tan leather. 
 
    “Ah,” she said, setting her book down. “Damon. What an unexpected surprise.” 
 
    “I found him just outside the wall,” said Lilian. “I figured you’d want to see him.” 
 
    “You figured right.” Kastet crossed her legs and favored him with an appraising expression. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “Likewise.” Damon strode forward, coming to a stop in front of the dais upon which Kastet’s throne sat. He made a show of looking around the chamber. “I see you’ve made some improvements.” 
 
    “A few,” said Kastet. 
 
    “Along with hiring some outside help,” he said. “How do you manage to keep those tau fed, anyway?” 
 
    Kastet’s smile flickered. “They take turns hunting. Famine has assured that they’ve been taught to prefer small game to, well… human prey.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you can take Famine at her word,” he said. He shot a meaningful glance toward Lilian, who did an almost believable job of ignoring him. 
 
    “There’s no need for such veiled pettiness,” said Kastet. “Your concerns related to the tau are valid. I’ve been active over the past month. Most of the fineries you see in this chamber were paid for with coin that came from contract work, jobs posted in Azurecliff and other nearby towns. I plan on filling Hexadonia with human soldiers as soon as it’s financially achievable.” 
 
    She hadn’t changed. If anything, Kastet’s ambitions had expanded in Damon’s time away. He folded his arms, weighing the potential consequences of his words. She was too competent, too dangerous, really, for him to treat as the little princess he’d saved from her wicked stepmother any longer. 
 
    “Avarice attacked Yvvestrosai,” he said. “Ria was… lost amidst the attack.” 
 
    Kastet blinked. “She was lost? What do you mean by that, exactly? Did you see her—" 
 
    “I mean exactly what I said!” His voice came out as more of a snarl than he intended. “We were split up. Wrath claims that she may have been within the palace when it burned to the ground, but I…” 
 
    The words caught in his throat like a door set on faulty hinges. Kastet was kind and merely nodded slowly, letting him recover. Lilian even set a hand on his shoulder, which he found himself appreciating more than he would have expected. 
 
    “I see,” said Kastet, after a long pause. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m here,” he said. “When I arrived back at the inn, it was empty. Vel apparently woke up and found that our aesta had left without leaving any word of where she was going. She set out to search for her, but left a letter saying she’d return on the night of the next full moon.” 
 
    There was another pause, and this time, Damon caught Kastet and Lilian exchanging a knowing glance. 
 
    “You knew already?” he said. 
 
    “We’ll get to that in just a moment,” said Kastet. “I know this must be hard for you, Damon, but we first need to speak more of Yvvestrosai and the Rem. Were you able to secure any of them as allies on my behalf? Also, this attack that Avarice waged… What did it entail?” 
 
    Damon couldn’t decide whether to laugh or flip her a rude gesture with one of his fingers. “People I love are in danger. I come to you for help, and this is how you receive me? With an inquisition on information about your war?” 
 
    “My war?” Kastet scoffed. “The last I knew it was our war. You forget that Avarice and Anise share an interest in hunting your family.” 
 
    “Because of what we did for you!” snapped Damon. “Because I dared to defy powerful people to save your life!” 
 
    “Did I ever seem unappreciative?” shouted Kastet. “I have thanked you many times over, Damon. Whatever you want, you’ll have, once I’m back in power! Money, titles, land. You know this already.” 
 
    “Quit wasting my time. You knew that Vel had woken up. She came here before setting out on her search, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Watch your tone!” Kastet’s expression turned icy. “I don’t take commands from you. If you want my help finding Vel, I expect you to perform in your service as my retainer.” 
 
    “I am not your retainer.” Damon’s hand settled on the hilt of his myrblade more out of reflex than intention. He sensed Lilian shifting slightly out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “I won’t have you making demands of me,” snapped Kastet. “You will respect me in my audience chamber!” 
 
    Damon still remembered when he’d taken her virginity, the way her façade of confidence and command had broken down in the face of the new experience. She’d told him the same thing then, that she’d wanted his respect. It felt as though she deserved it less now than she had then. 
 
    “This was a waste of time,” he said. 
 
    Lilian grabbed his arm as he turned to go. It was dangerous to do that, and he saw from the way her eyes flicked toward his sword hilt that she knew it, too. 
 
    “Lord Damon,” said Lilian in a serious, placating voice. “Please. Let us at least put you up in a chamber here in Hexadonia, if only for the night. You can speak with the princess more once the two of you have both taken some time to calm down.” 
 
    She looked back and forth between him and Kastet. Damon half expected the petulant princess to object, but she slowly nodded. Seeing her concede control to Lilian did more to make him question whether they truly needed to be arguing more than any apology from her could have. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. 
 
    Lilian led him out into the hall without saying another word, which he suspected was for the best. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Lilian led him through Hexadonia’s dark, drafty hallways until they arrived at a renovated chamber. Much like Kastet’s audience room, it held a carpet and fresh furniture, including a bed with clean sheets and pillows. 
 
    She lit the lantern next to the door for him and gestured to the hearth. “There’s firewood in the room at the end of the hall if you feel the need to warm up. I could also draw you a bath if you’d prefer.” 
 
    A smile twitched at the corner of her mouth, and Damon couldn’t help but return it. She’d helped him bathe on the day they’d met, at Kastet’s orders, no less. So much had changed since then, both inside and out. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “I don’t mind the cold.” 
 
    Lilian nodded, but didn’t immediately move to leave the room. “Damon. As a favor to me, would you humor Kastet when you next speak with her?” 
 
    He laughed derisively. “Do you truly think that’s what she needs right now? She doesn’t understand a thing. She sees this all as a game without acknowledging that we aren’t even the players.” 
 
    “Trust me. She knows.” Lilian raised her arms and gestured to the chamber’s ancient stone walls. “Look at this place. It’s cold, leaky, decrepit… remote. The only thing it has in common with Kastet’s old life in Hearthold is that it provides her with the authority to give orders.” 
 
    “To whom, exactly? You?” 
 
    “Yes. Just me, so far, as it happens.” She smiled wanly. “I love her, you know. I did long before we ever crossed the ocean. I’m used to following her orders… fluffing her ego when needed. Handling the dirtier jobs.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “My point is that she isn’t wrong, not with what she’s doing, or with what she thinks is needed to accomplish it,” said Lilian. “She’s young, and at times, arrogant, but also intelligent and well-suited to the role she’s been born into.” 
 
    “You can believe that if it suits you,” he said. “I have more pressing matters to tend to than serving as the retainer of a princess in exile in a crumbling ruin.” 
 
    “I know that. Vel stopped by here about a week ago. She asked if we’d seen Malon. We told her we hadn’t, and that was basically the end of the discussion. She set off to continue her search.” 
 
    Damon stared at her, surprised by the sudden disclosure of information. “You… just let her go? By herself?” 
 
    “She’s a grown woman, and she’s my friend,” said Lilian. “What were you expecting us to do? Tie her down? I suppose I could have followed after her, but in the same way you shy away from feeding into Kastet’s rash decisions, I felt as though it would do Vel a disservice.” 
 
    “Still…” He shook his head. “It isn’t safe for her to be traveling alone.” 
 
    “You don’t give her enough credit,” said Lilian. “In a very real sense, we’re all just as alone and vulnerable. It’s part of the reason why I think you need Kastet, and she needs you.” 
 
    “Interesting how neatly you sidestep your own place in the passage of events.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I suppose it is. My place within the world of politics is in the shadows now. I’m here in the background, a ghost, to advise, to serve, and occasionally… to feed.” 
 
    Damon could feel the weight of her gaze on his neck. The spot she’d once bitten regularly during her time at the inn pulsed with an oddly pleasurable itch. Strangely, he wasn’t as put off by the idea of her feeding off him as he’d once been. 
 
    “I’ll accept your hospitality, and I’ll keep an open mind,” he said. “That doesn’t mean I’m agreeing to lead the charge on whatever foolish plan Kastet next pulls out from her sleeve.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I do the majority of the cooking here, so I’ll be by to bring you food and wine in a few hours. We wouldn’t want you to go hungry.” 
 
    He nodded, feeling a prickle of anticipation as Lilian slowly opened the door and exited into the echoing hallway. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon rested for a time, despite being distinctly uneasy within the chamber’s clean, carefully made bed. It was hard to keep his thoughts from wandering to Malon, Vel, and Ria.  
 
    He wondered if he was making a mistake by staying at Hexadonia instead of immediately continuing his travels and search. Would his aesta approve of him humoring the princess-turned-warmonger in place of trying to help his family?  
 
    He didn’t know for sure. Lilian had a point about the limits of what anyone could do alone. As much as the responsibility to help the people he loved weighed down on his shoulders, he was only one man. He couldn’t get along in the world by tackling every problem on his own. 
 
    Lilian arrived with the food and wine she’d promised. Damon ate a baked potato lavished with butter and several strips of dried and peppered beef. The wine was tasty, dangerously so, and he drank a cup or two more than he considered prudent. 
 
    He didn’t actually want to stay the night. It felt too much like allowing himself to be pulled back into a sphere of influence he no longer wanted anything to do with. Damon eventually left his room, lantern in hand, and made his way back to Kastet’s audience chamber. 
 
    She wasn’t there, which shouldn’t have surprised him, given the hour. The night had snuck up on him while he rested, along with some inclement weather. He could tell it was raining from the intensity of Hexadonia’s various ceiling leaks. Snow he could easily have traveled through with his myrblade in hand, but being resistant to the cold did little to deflect the discomfort of a heavy downpour. 
 
    He found a set of stairs leading to the tower and peered out over the courtyard through an old, open window. Something felt off, and he was reminded of his first visit to Hexadonia, stumbling through the catacombs and confronting the shade that apparently lived within them. He saw a flicker of motion in the darkness outside. 
 
    A brush against his shoulder was enough to send Damon reaching for his myrblade. Lilian pulled back abruptly, moving with far more speed and grace than a human. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said. “I was just interested in what you were looking at.” 
 
    She’d changed into a nightgown barely long enough to verge out of the territory of an oversized shirt or tunic. One of Kastet’s, no doubt. It lent a girlish appearance to her otherwise unsettling features, and Damon found himself appreciating the thin, almost sheer nature of the fabric as his heartbeat slowed to a normal pace. 
 
    “Just seeing shadows in the night, I suppose,” he said. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “No. Just checking up on you.” She walked over to the window, her shoulder brushing his as she took up a place next to him. “I don’t sleep much.” 
 
    “Bad dreams?” 
 
    “No, just restless,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    Damon felt a strange, somewhat unwelcome fondness for her. She was lonely, and probably for good reason. With Kastet as her only company, she didn’t have anyone to unload onto, not really. Not in the way a person, a young woman, needs. Was Lilian still a woman? 
 
    “You give me this look, sometimes,” she said. “As though you’re still trying to figure me out.” 
 
    “I thought I had figured you out, at one point,” he said. “Not anymore. I suppose you might be right.” 
 
    There was a pregnant pause as a draft of wind blew inward through the window, spraying them with mist and drizzle. Lilian took a step back alongside him, nudging him slightly with her elbow. 
 
    “Let me feed off you tonight?” she whispered. 
 
    Damon hesitated, suppressing his initial reflex to say no, to push her away. She couldn’t feed off him without permission – his myrblade’s ice affinity made sure of that. And here she was, asking for permission. It was disarming, and made him think that maybe she was also trying to figure him out, simply for the sake of knowing him. 
 
    “What do I get in return?” he asked, with a small, greedy smile. 
 
    “In truth?” Lilian stepped forward, moving to stand so close that he could feel the heat coming off her body in horny waves. “Just about anything you want.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Damon pressed Lilian back against the stone wall of the tunnel with enough force to make her gasp. She took a breath, shoulders shivering involuntarily. The wall was cold, and she was hardly dressed.  
 
    He kissed her, knowing himself to be a willing participant in her seduction. She was like him, in a way, though if sex was his weakness, then blood was hers. Lilian bit his lower lip as their kisses intensified, hard enough to hurt, just short of breaking the skin. 
 
    “Are you going to take me down to your room?” she whispered with a breathy growl. 
 
    Damon let his rapidly stiffening cock poke against her thigh in place of a proper answer. He could take her to his bed. It was an option, one which he couldn’t precisely articulate his disinterest in. Lilian, corrupted by the blood of a zanyadai. Lilian, tempting him with dark seduction in the dead of night.  
 
    He turned her around and pushed her forward against the window, putting her into a position where the wind and rain were kissing her face. He slid her nightgown up. She wasn’t wearing girlshorts, but she’d been that type of woman even before her transformation. 
 
    Damon knew he didn’t have to be gentle with her. He took his cock out and eased it into her womanhood, which felt sticky, almost like thick honey or molasses in place of simple wetness. Lilian let out a girlish grunt and arched her back. One of her hands clutched his forearm, claws threatening to dig in. 
 
    No, he didn’t have to be gentle with her… but he still needed to be careful. Damon pumped his cock forward, exhaling in satisfaction as he explored her depths. He accelerated his pace, thrusting faster and faster until his crotch collided with the perfect cushion of her ass with each forward motion. 
 
    Lilian let out an annoyed hiss, and Damon realized that the rain had shifted direction, soaking her face and upper body. He pulled her back, briefly hugging her from behind at an angle that made his cock pop loose from her slit with an amusing, harp string flutter. 
 
    She pulled her wet nightgown up and over her head, turning around to face him in a sliver of teal moonlight. Eldritch was almost full, and Damon would need to plan on meeting Vel soon, if not the next night. The thought seemed so far-off as he stared at the strange, naked woman in front of him, less than human, more than monster, seduction incarnate. 
 
    She hugged herself against him, holding his cock like a loaded crossbow in her surprisingly soft palm as she inhaled against his shoulder. She moaned as she kissed his neck, roaming around with her hand to cup his manhood and touch him in all the most sensitive places. 
 
    Her teeth raked softly against his neck, as though asking for permission. He reached around, playing with her awesome, impossibly taut buttocks. He gave them a squeeze and nodded his head. 
 
    “Go ahead,” he whispered. “I won’t freeze your lips off this time.” 
 
    She let out a single, dark laugh. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    She didn’t bite him immediately. It was as though, despite his assurance, she still felt she needed to warm her chosen feeding spot. She lavished his neck with small, sucking kisses, and then began to lick him in a manner that tickled so much Damon had to give her butt a warning slap to get her to stop. 
 
    He could sense the excitement fluttering through her as she finally prepared to sink her fangs in. The anticipation would have unnerved him had it been the first time he experienced it. Instead, Damon became even more aroused, his cock hardening to the point where it was liable to burst even from accidental touches. He cradled Lilian’s head, pulling her mouth into his neck in the manner he might embrace a normal woman. 
 
    Damon grunted as he felt the tiny pinch of pain, followed immediately by the deluge of insane pleasure. It was more than one sensation. There were different tones to it, different faces. The euphoria of drunkenness, the eroticism of sexual buildup. The simple, warm acceptance of a tight, loving hug.  
 
    Lilian moaned, whimpering almost as she lapped up the last few drops of what she was apparently willing to take from him. Damon mumbled something that even he couldn’t make out. He was drooling, and he very nearly had a thigh cramp from how badly he needed to come. 
 
    “Do you want to know what your blood tastes like?”  whispered Lilian. 
 
    It took him a second to make sense of her words, the question. “What?” 
 
    “There was… this treat that my uncle used to make for me when I was young, before he died,” she said. “He would pour hot maple sap onto snow in the winter, and it would crystallize into these delicious, cold chunks. Sweet and sticky.” 
 
    She slid down to her knees, letting her chin brush against his cock so it snapped back upward as she passed by. She touched it with her hand, dark eyes wide and still visibly dazed from her indulgence. Damon buried his fingers in her hair and pulled her head forward, her lips brushing against the tip of his manhood. 
 
    She made a soft, cooing noise as she began to suck, followed by a chorus of slurping lewdness as she committed herself to the act in earnest. The pleasure of it was unreal, enough to make him wonder if he’d accidentally let her corrupt him without realizing it. Her mouth was hot and active. Her lips pinched with a tight, sucking seal. 
 
    He didn’t last long. 
 
    He had to brace himself against the wall as he came. He unloaded enough seed into Lilian’s mouth to, by his reckoning, paint her tongue and cheeks as white as the snow outside. He only slowly caught his breath afterward, and she stood to give him a gentle, surprisingly affectionate hug. 
 
    Lilian’s arms suddenly stiffened against him. Damon reacted as though faced with a threat, which proved prudent as he followed the line of her gaze toward the window. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Outside,” she whispered. “There’s something there. More than just one.” 
 
    A loud banging noise sounded from outside, like a heavy fist against wood. Damon looked down from the tower and spotted a shape moving through the snow, humanoid, but down on all fours. There was more than one, perhaps a dozen in total, all assembled outside the keep’s main door, keen on breaking it down. 
 
    “Those would be highlander tau,” he muttered. “Rovahn’s balls.” 
 
    “What?” Lilian was still hugging him, and the tips of her claws traced lines through the fabric of his shirt. “But we only have the trained ones that Famine gave us.” 
 
    “They have pack instincts,” he said. “The ones you have might be tame, but that doesn’t mean they’re incapable of attracting ones who aren’t. I should have realized this might happen when I first saw them.” 
 
    “What do we do?” asked Lilian. “Can a fight be avoided?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Go make sure Kastet is safe. I’ll handle them.” 
 
    Lilian stared at him blankly, but Damon was already moving. The freezing rain had rendered the keep’s exterior slick and icy, which suited him perfectly. He drew his myrblade and pressed it to the wet stone outside the window, exhaling frozen white breath as he drew from its enchantment. 
 
    He created a simple slide of ice, with a generous lip on either side for maximum safety. Damon stepped out of the window and slid down it, speeding along like a child might take a snow sled down a hill. 
 
    The tau barely reacted as he hit the ground behind them. The snow was sticky and crunchy from the freezing rain, but it made little difference to him in practical terms. Damon jabbed the tip of his sword into the ground and summoned a pair of ice elementals. 
 
    He could easily have cut down the tau on his own. It would have been easier, still, to take them on with Lilian at his side, each of them handling half of the pack with effort to spare. With that said, he was more powerful than he’d been the last time he’d faced this kind of monster. He didn’t have to exert himself at all, really, with the tricks he now had up his sleeve. 
 
    The ice elementals fought with cold efficiency, dodging the claw strikes and snapping jaws of the tau with lithe, elegant movements. They were both feminine in appearance, tall, naked women composed entirely of magic and flawless pale blue ice. They struck back with punches and kicks that shattered bone, occasionally slipping behind one of the monsters to grapple them to the snow and freeze off body parts. 
 
    Damon watched with grim approval, as did Kastet and Lilian who’d peered out from the tower’s window above. Neither of the women looked worried, and more to the point, they were talking with one another about what they were currently witnessing. Whether it was a conversation borne of respect of his abilities, or concern over his intentions, well, he could only guess. 
 
    “Drag the bodies out of the courtyard,” he told his ice elementals as they finished dispatching the monsters. “No need to leave them to bleed into the clean snow.” 
 
    He spoke loudly enough for Kastet and Lilian to hear, despite knowing he could have given the command with a silent thought. There was no need to give everything away just yet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Damon slept fitfully, plagued by dreams he couldn’t remember. He awoke early in the morning, shirt soaked through with sweat. It took him a few seconds to remember enough to recognize his surroundings. He was still in Hexadonia, still fencing over everything and nothing with Kastet. 
 
    He dressed and left his chamber. The stone hallways of the ancient fortress were cold, uncomfortably so, though it hardly bothered him. He found his way back to Kastet’s audience chamber and pushed his way through the polished oak double doors. 
 
    “You’re letting the draft in.” Kastet sat at the table in the corner, eating a slice of fruit cake and drinking steaming hot tea. Her hair was loose and messy, and unless Damon was mistaken, she wore the same nightgown Lilian had worn the night before. 
 
    He shut the doors behind him as he entered, each footstep echoing through the overlarge chamber. He didn’t see Lilian anywhere, which left him with no option other than to join Kastet at her table. She gave him a curt nod, cutting him a slice of fruit cake and pouring him a mug of tea. 
 
    “Where’s Lilian?” he asked. 
 
    “With no tau to keep guard over the perimeter, the duty fell to her,” said Kastet. “A temporary setback. I’ll have enough coin saved to hire a mercenary or two to serve me fulltime, soon enough.” 
 
    “Right,” said Damon. “Because that’s precisely what you need most right now. A mercenary to guard an abandoned fortress.” 
 
    Kastet’s eyes flashed with anger. “Do you have a better suggestion?” 
 
    “I do. Go back to the inn. Quit making your life harder than it needs to be.” 
 
    “That’s amusing, coming from you,” she said. “At least I know what I want, Damon. At least I can see a vision for my future that makes sense.” 
 
    “You see too much in your own future.” 
 
    They stared at each other, and Damon saw his own annoyance reflected in her expression. It was her ambition that prickled him. It felt so pointless, a habit that had run its course, overstaying its welcome. At the same time, he saw no real point in arguing with her if it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    He ate his food and drank his tea, ignoring the tension that filled the silence. Footsteps sounded from outside the audience chamber, and Lilian entered a moment later. 
 
    “Princess Kastet,” she said, offering a small bow. “A courier arrived bearing a message from one of our spies in Avaricia.” 
 
    Damon arched an eyebrow. The fact that Kastet had spies in Avaricia was interesting, but the fact Lilian had deliberately chosen to reveal that detail with him present was just as intriguing. Kastet accepted the missive with a peevish frown, examining the wax seal for only a moment before opening it and unrolling the parchment. 
 
    “This…” she whispered. “This is impossible.” 
 
    Damon wondered briefly if she might be playing up her reaction, trying to tease him into asking about what the message held, drawing him deeper into her web. The surprise on Kastet’s face looked entirely genuine, however, and after a few seconds, she was forthcoming with the information. 
 
    “There’s been a transition of power within the Merinian line of succession,” she said, voice breathless, wavering. “Gabriel… has ascended to the throne.” 
 
    Damon folded his arms. Lilian bent over the table, staring at the missive in awe. 
 
    “This is good news, isn’t it?” asked Lilian. “Kastet… This means you can go home if you want. You could return to Merinia, to Hearthold Castle.” 
 
    There was a pang of sadness in Lilian’s voice which Damon didn’t miss. Kastet could go home if she wanted. Lilian, in her current state, would receive no such open welcome. 
 
    “How can this be?” muttered Kastet. “King Gabriel… It doesn’t even sound right to speak aloud.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Damon. “I wasn’t sure Gabe had it in him. The only way he could have taken the throne from Anise is through sheer force or serious cunning.” 
 
    “He’ll be grateful to both of you, no doubt,” said Lilian. “You gave him support. Vel as well, given how she used her magic to aid in his escape from the dungeon.” 
 
    “I made him what he was!” snapped Kastet. “The only reason he even deigned to leave his bedchamber was at my urging.” 
 
    “You don’t sound pleased by this development,” said Damon. 
 
    Kastet whipped her gaze up from the missive to glare at him. “This is not the time for your mockery. There’s more to the message than the simple news of the succession. He’s still coming to Veridan’s Curve, taking Anise’s place in the visit she planned to Avaricia.” 
 
    “Wait…” said Lilian. “What does that mean? Gabriel would be placing himself in Avarice’s power, in essence. Why would he take such a risk?” 
 
    The obvious answer, the one Damon was reluctant to voice, was that the young king planned on renewing Merinia’s alliance with Avarice, rather than abolishing it. It would be a betrayal of many of the ideals Gabriel seemed to espouse in the short time Damon had gotten to know him, but he wouldn’t be the first monarch to cave in the face of political reality upon ascending the throne. 
 
    “As fascinating as I find this new development, it doesn’t really concern me directly,” he said into the thoughtful silence. “I need to get back to Azurecliff. Vel promised to return by the rise of the next full moon, which is tonight.” 
 
    “Wait!” snapped Kastet. “Damon. This is serious. If Gabriel is coming to Veridan’s Curve, I need to see him before he meets with Avarice. Do you know what this could mean?” 
 
    “No, but I get the feeling you’re about to tell me.” 
 
    “He could be an imposter!” said Kastet. “Or… perhaps under some sort of mind-bending spell! There’s no way Gabriel would consider extending the alliance with Avarice of his own accord!” 
 
    Damon exchanged a skeptical glance with Lilian. 
 
    “Regardless, I’m going to need you by my side in the days to come,” said Kastet. “I can promise you the title to an entire city, along with a vault of gold, if you serve as my retainer and help me reach him first.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Look, I have my own problems to deal with right now. I have to meet up with Vel and find my aesta. I’m sorry, Kastet. I can’t help you this time around.” 
 
    He didn’t have much else to say and knew that if he stayed, Kastet would plead with him endlessly. He stood up from the table, scooping the last of his fruit cake into his palm for the road. 
 
    “Stop!” snapped Kastet. “Lilian! Don’t allow him to leave just yet. We aren’t finished talking.” 
 
    Lilian let out a snort. “I can’t stop him, Your Highness. He’s more powerful than I am. I also think he has a point.” 
 
    Damon saw the impotent rage stirring in Kastet’s expression. This was what he’d tried to get through to her before. She could sit on her throne in a crumbling fortress and call herself a princess, but the power she pretended to wield was meaningless without subjects. 
 
    “Damon!” shouted Kastet. “Get back here! If you walk out that door, you’ll regret it!” 
 
    “Come with me,” he said. “Stay at the inn for a night or two. We can talk more about this with Vel. I don’t know that my answer will be any different, but it would make for livelier surroundings than these cold stones.” 
 
    “I order you, by my right as the Princess of Merinia, to get your hand off that door!” 
 
    Damon sighed and shook his head. Had she always been this bossy and controlling? He ignored several more petulant shouts as he left the audience chamber and pushed into the dark hallway beyond. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    The previous night’s freezing rain had depressed the snow and created a thick crust of ice overtop it. It was enough to support Damon’s weight, and his trip back to Azurecliff felt surreal, as though the ground was a full foot higher than normal. 
 
    Conveniently, the hard-packed snow made his tracks faint, near impossible to follow. It left Damon bolder than he otherwise would have been. As he approached The Rosewood Inn, he veered north, following the road up toward the town proper. 
 
    It was his first real look at Azurecliff in weeks, given how his recent arrival and departure had been under the cover of night. The town was rebuilding, but evidence of Victor Blackseed’s attack was still obvious. A least a dozen houses on the outskirts were burned-out shells, too damaged to be repaired, standing reminders of that horrible day. 
 
    Eventually, the townsfolk would demolish them and reclaim the land, but it wouldn’t happen before winter’s end, or even be at the top of the agenda next spring, during planting season. It was a harsh reality in towns like Azurecliff. The world would continue on with its demands and obligations, while those who couldn’t get over their losses were left behind or dragged forward. 
 
    Damon knew it would be foolhardy to actually head into the town, even with the hood of his cloak masking his identity. What he hadn’t expected was to be spotted by a guard in his position outside of town, several hundred feet away from anything he considered to be of interest. 
 
    A young man with a spear and clad in light winter clothing jogged over to him, eyes serious, expression grim. Damon waved a hand and made as though to move on back toward the road. The guard wasn’t having it. 
 
    “Hold there,” he called. “This town has seen enough trouble in recent times. What’s your business, stranger?” 
 
    “Just passing through,” said Damon. 
 
    In his mind, that should have been the end of the exchange. He knew the guard was new to his job, as he wasn’t someone Damon had ever seen at the inn before. His inexperience seemed to show in the way he started toward Damon, holding the spear at the ready, making far too much out of a nothing situation. 
 
    “Take your hood down,” said the guard. 
 
    “Now why would I do that?” asked Damon. “You think I’m some kind of outlaw?” 
 
    His voice came out with more dark humor than he’d intended, and it wasn’t lost on the other man. 
 
    “Turn around and take down your hood, or me and a few of the others looking out for this area are going to make short work of you!” shouted the man. 
 
    Damon cackled and set a hand on his sword. “You really shouldn’t make threats that you can’t back up.” 
 
    “Get your hand off your weapon, stranger!” 
 
    Damon wanted to draw his sword instead, though he knew it was the wrong move, twice over. He should have just taken his hood down. Of course, if the man had recognized his face as the infamous outlaw Damon Al-Kendras, he would have stood no chance at continuing to hide out at the inn. A chance which, he admitted, would still be remote unless he could calm the current situation. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “I’m just a traveler looking for somewhere to get out of the cold.” 
 
    “Give me your name, show me your face, and then maybe, we’ll see about—" 
 
    “Easy, Ned,” barked a familiar voice. “It’s the winter. People don’t make mischief the same way they might in the hotter months, with their blood boiling. You know that.” 
 
    Damon let out a small sigh of relief as he saw Arturius step up behind the young guard and clap a hand down on his shoulder. The sense of relief faded when he saw the flicker of recognition in the old man’s gaze. He knew Damon by sword and stance, regardless of whether he could see his face. 
 
    “We can’t just let him walk around behind our town without checking on him,” said the young man. 
 
    “Haven’t you checked on him, though?” asked Arturius. “Doesn’t seem like he’s doing much more than walking by.” 
 
    The young man stuck his spear butt into the ice and looked as though he wanted to argue his point. Arturius pushed him in the direction of the market square with enough force to make him stumble. 
 
    “You go do the rounds,” said Arturius. “Let me handle this.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Damon waited until the young man was out of sight before pulling his hood back far enough to reveal his face. “You got them calling you sir, now? Should I call you Captain Arturius, or…?” 
 
    The old man didn’t smile. They’d fought before. Damon recalled it well, mainly because it was one of the few times he’d lost in recent years. 
 
    “Seemed prudent to keep a tighter watch on the town after what happened.” Arturius folded his arms. “What are you doing here, lad? Didn’t Doogle make it expressly clear that you needed to move on?” 
 
    “I did, for a time,” he said. “I’m not staying. I just came back to meet with… Violet. She woke up, you know?” 
 
    “Keiza said as much. I was happy for her.” 
 
    “She said she’d be back around this time. I’m going to wait for her at the inn. That’s it.” 
 
    Arturius didn’t say anything for a while. “Well, I suppose that’s it, then. Get going. I’ll bring by some food and brandy for you. Wouldn’t be safe for me to be seen entering and leaving the inn, so I’ll just leave it by the back window.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “I’m grateful.” 
 
    “So am I. I don’t forget like some do. Been telling the story of what actually happened on the day the Emperor’s bastard took a shit on our town. Damon Al-Kendras might not be the most popular fellow hereabouts, but Anders Rosewood is a hero to us. Serious when I say that, lad. Don’t you forget.” 
 
    “There is no Anders Rosewood.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Arturius was true to his word. About an hour after Damon arrived back at the inn, he heard a soft tap at one of the windows. A basket waited for him on the other side with two bottles of brandy, a slab of fresh venison, a loaf of bread, half a wheel of cashew cheese, and most wonderful of all, a bundle of winterscotch cookies, still warm from the oven. 
 
    He resisted the urge to feast immediately. It was the night of the full moon, and it felt as though eating early would be doubting Vel’s word on her return. Though, the temptation of the cookies proved to be too much, and he ate one while they were still warm. It was so sweet and flaky that he was left groaning with satisfaction. 
 
    He didn’t light the fire in the hearth, still remembering what Keiza had said about it being obvious from outside. The inn was cold, and for the first time in a long time, the cold was oppressive. He roamed from room to room barefoot, lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    Hours passed by in a slow progression of silence and contemplation. Damon was beginning to think he might have to wait another day, or perhaps give up waiting and go back to searching, when the door finally opened. He hadn’t bothered to so much as light a lantern and couldn’t make out more than a silhouette.  
 
    He heard a sharp twang and threw himself to the ground on reflex. A crossbow bolt thudded into the wall behind him. Damon rolled, yanking his myrblade out of his sheath and coming back to standing. He was about to attack, but he hesitated as a whisper came from his new, apparent enemy. 
 
    “Damon?” asked Vel. “Is that you?” 
 
    “True Divine, Vel,” he muttered. “A crossbow? Really?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Damon’s annoyance lasted for only an instant before he was against Vel, pulling her into a tight embrace. She still had her traveling pack on. The door was still open. Everything fell to the wayside in favor of simply hugging her, holding her, having her back in his life again. 
 
    “Damon…” she muttered. “You’re squeezing me too tight.” 
 
    “Good.” He did relent a bit, but kept her in his arms. “I missed you.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    He closed his eyes as he stepped back, holding her shoulders. He took a breath, his heart torn in two directions as he considered what he needed to tell her, and how much it was going to hurt. 
 
    “I have to say this now, because if I don’t… I’m not sure I’ll be able to.” He met her gaze in the dark and wondered if she could see the tears already beading in the corners of his eyes. “Vel… Ria is… she’s not coming back.” 
 
    His tight throat made his words sound raspy and pained. They were pained, and it was a pain that he wished he could spare her. He was so mad at himself for his failure, the feeling born anew. He wanted Vel to yell at him, to vocalize the loathing that had to that point only echoed through his own mind. 
 
    “I know,” said Vel. “Well, at least not right away. She’s pretty busy right now. Do you mind if I shut the door? It’s freezing out there.” 
 
    She pulled away from him and shut the door to the common room, shivering slightly as she shrugged her way out of her traveling pack. She wore several layers, a winter cloak over one of Malon’s old maroon tunics, over one of her own long-sleeved shirts. Her hair was in a braid, almost like Malon’s, though with a few stubborn, curling strands left loose on the sides and across her forehead. 
 
    “No, Vel,” he said, shaking his head, heart still in shards. “You don’t understand. I couldn’t protect her. I wasn’t… strong enough. She was in the palace in Yvvestrosai when Avarice burned it down.” 
 
    “Damon,” said Vel. “Ria is fine. At least, she was the last time I checked.” 
 
    “You aren’t hearing what I’m—" 
 
    “Damon!” She took his face in her hands and spoke slowly, as though he’d just suffered a blow to the head. “Ria is fine. I’ve been checking in on her with my dreamspelling. She, at least, has had the good sense to wear her amethyst dreamspell amulet every now and then. Why don’t you?” 
 
    “I…” He shook his head, overwhelmed by her words. “I thought it would be too hard to have to tell aesta about Ria in a dream. You’re sure? She’s… alive?” 
 
    “I’m positive. I last spoke with her two, three days ago? She’s back in the Malagantyan now, trying to organize with some of the Rem helping the refugees from Yvvestrosai. The only thing wrong with her is the fact that, last I checked, she still had doubts about whether you were currently alive.” 
 
    Damon was left reeling from the various consequences of what she’d just told him. He watched as Vel kicked her boots off with cute, almost childish movements and made her way over to the hearth. He drew his focus back to the moment, as it was all he felt he could currently make sense of. 
 
    “Ah, you probably shouldn’t light that,” he told her. 
 
    “Why not? I live here.” She gave him a challenging look over her shoulder as she began sparking the flint lighter. “Not all of us are wanted outlaws like the famous Damon Al-Kendras.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said.  
 
    “Oh no, the evil outlaw is offended by my teasing! My life is as good as forfeit!” 
 
    “You’re annoying,” he said, grinning. He came up behind her and pulled her into another tight embrace, her body so small and familiar against his. He kissed her, all but reveling in the eagerness with which her lips responded. 
 
    “Easy,” she said, setting her hand on his chest. “Let’s start a fire, first. Do you have any food here?” 
 
    “Plenty, courtesy of Arturius.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be keeping a low profile?” 
 
    He sighed and waved a dismissive arm through the air. “When do things ever work out just as intended?” 
 
    Vel shifted her arms back around his chest and looked up at him with dreamy, hopeful eyes. “Today, apparently.” 
 
    They both started the fire together, sharing several more kisses and loving caresses in the process. Damon pulled two chairs down off one of the inn’s unused tables, and they sat together in the bloom of the fire’s heat. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “I woke up,” she said, coyly. 
 
    “Obviously.” Damon bumped his knee into hers. “After what we tried with you dreamspelling us to Hearthold, I wasn’t sure if you ever would.” 
 
    “Jilou was in a coma,” whispered Vel. “She… her body, I should say, wasn’t capable of releasing the dreamspell because of it. I was there with her for several long weeks, nearly a month.” 
 
    “With her… where?”  
 
    “In a dream,” said Vel. “But, you know, it wasn’t as though we were having fun, or anything. We were friendly with one another, and it was interesting being able to spend so much time in a realm where nothing is impossible and anything can happen with enough will. I swear though, I didn’t enjoy it! Well, not really.” 
 
    “So, you and Jilou were sipping dream tea and living imaginary lives,” said Damon. “Sure. That’s sounds so painful and arduous.” 
 
    “Oh, shush,” said Vel. “I was back to business as soon as I woke up. What happened next is already in the note I left you. I spent some time with Keiza, but she didn’t have any clue where aesta had disappeared to either. I didn’t see any other option beyond going looking for her myself.” 
 
    “You could have just waited here!” said Damon, a touch harsher than he’d intended to. “Do you have any idea how dangerous it is for a pretty young woman like you to go wandering the roads on her own?” 
 
    “Aw, thank you! But I do know. It’s why I bought this before leaving town with the money left over from that treasure you mailed us while in Captain Aldric’s body.” 
 
    She lifted the crossbow, which she’d reloaded at some point, and pointed it in his face. 
 
    “True Divine, Vel!” he shouted, ducking out of the way. 
 
    “What? It’s hardly any different from the shortbow you taught me how to use.” 
 
    “Do you have any semblance of what proper trigger etiquette for a crossbow entails?” 
 
    “Um… No?” 
 
    Damon sighed, but despite himself, he couldn’t stop smiling. He took the crossbow from Vel’s hands and gently set it down in a spot where an accidentally discharged bolt wouldn’t kill someone or break a window. 
 
    “We still have a lot to talk about, but I haven’t eaten all day,” said Damon. “Let’s finish this discussion over dinner.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say Arturius gave you food?” 
 
    “He did. I was waiting for you to get back so we could eat together.” 
 
    “Damon!” Vel grinned at him. “You do know how to be sweet when you want to. I’m hungry too, but I’d also like to grab a bath before dinner.” 
 
    “I’ll handle the cooking, then,” he said. 
 
    She leaned over and kissed him and then bounced up the stairs to her room to get a towel and a change of clothing. It was hard for Damon to put the full extent of the relief he felt into words. Vel was back, and Ria was alive. True Divine, Ria was alive! 
 
    Even the issue of finding Malon seemed more manageable in the newly provided context Vel had given him. Their aesta was surely capable enough to manage on her own. If Vel could travel safely with no more than a crossbow and a smile, Malon, with her crest magic and experience, would doubtless be fine on her own. 
 
    He wanted to believe it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Damon took his time cooking, nostalgic for the days of running the inn alongside Malon and the others. He brought out his aesta’s favorite stew pot and surveyed the kitchen for ingredients, finding plenty of spices, potatoes, and a jar of lightly pickled cabbage. 
 
     He settled for venison stew, cutting up the meat and potatoes and giving each a sear over the fire as he brought the broth to a boil. He knew right away that he was making more than he and Vel would eat that night, but the leftovers would still be good tomorrow, not to mention the option of using the snow to store them for longer if needed. 
 
    He stirred in the venison and potatoes, adding the cabbage, but not much of the juice that came with them. He stirred and slowly added spices, and then covered the pot and turned his attention elsewhere. 
 
    The brandy was calling his name. He poured himself a generous cup as he cut and buttered bread to warm next to the fire. The cheese Arturius had provided him was good to eat on its own, which he proved by sampling it himself. The winterscotch cookies were, well, winterscotch cookies. He got the sense that Vel would devour them when presented with the opportunity. 
 
    He stood at the bar while the stew cooked, remembering so many previous days and nights in which the inn had been a place of lively company and conversation. Part of him still held out hope that they might find a way to return to that life, picking up from where they’d left off and playing at being a happy, humble family again. The rest of him knew it would never be. 
 
    Vel emerged from the basement barefoot and clad in a plain black nightgown. She was still toweling off her hair, her blonde locks made wet and scraggly by the heavy scrubbing she’d given them. She was shivering, no surprise given how cold the water must have been, and came to stand in front of the hearth to warm up. 
 
    “The food’s almost ready,” said Damon. “The stew’s thirty coppers a bowl, but it comes with bread and cheese.” 
 
    “You’re hilarious,” said Vel, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t even mention the cookies,” said Damon. “They’re five pennies.” 
 
    “Cookies? Are you still joking, or…?” 
 
    “Dead serious. Winterscotch.” 
 
    Vel disappeared past him into the kitchen and came back chewing, with half a cookie in hand. Damon wasn’t quite sure why it amused him so much to see her enjoying sweets, but it did, and he held onto that image of her: barefoot, hair damp from the bath, licking sugar crumbs from her finger. 
 
    They settled down at one of the tables. Damon ladled the steaming stew into bowls for each of them. It was still too hot to immediately start eating, so they nibbled on the bread and cheese. 
 
    “What happened during your search for aesta, Vel?” he asked. 
 
    Her face grew serious, and she set a spoonful of stew she’d been blowing back into the bowl. “Well, as you no doubt guessed from the fact that I arrived here alone, I didn’t find her. But I did manage to unearth a clue, I think.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I managed to find a few people who saw her traveling north out of town,” said Vel. “I went north. I eventually found an inn where she’d stayed, with an innkeeper who swears that she asked him about the village of Anliwich.” 
 
    Damon sat up straighter in his chair. “Vel, Anliwich was also the town I followed aesta to, back when she disappeared a few months ago. It’s the village where…” He glanced at the door, and then at the windows, feeling a genuine concern for being overheard even though they were alone. 
 
    “I think I know already,” said Vel, nodding. “Lascivious. When I reached Anliwich, she wasn’t there, but something had happened recently. One of the homes had burned down, a place where a married couple lived, along with a little girl. Tonia, Carter, and Seffarina.” 
 
    Damon laced his fingers together and tried to do the same with the clues piling up. “Alright. Aesta leaves the inn with no warning, even though you’re still here, asleep, and unwell. She’d only do that if Lascivious summoned her, right?” 
 
    “Hold on, Damon,” said Vel. “It’s your turn to explain. This woman, Tonia. You’re sure she’s Lascivious?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The girl, Seffi. She’s only thirteen, maybe fourteen now, but it’s her. I saw her use her power.” 
 
    “Do we truly have all that much to worry about, then?” asked Vel. “If it’s just a little girl, she can’t be plotting evil… can she?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “I can almost see an order of events that makes sense,” said Vel. “The house was burned down. There was a fire, possibly natural, possibly… this Seffi girl having an accident with her powers. Her parents don’t make it. She’s terrified afterward…” 
 
    “And she reaches out to aesta, the only other adult she thinks she can trust,” said Damon. “It fits.” 
 
    “You sound skeptical.” 
 
    Damon shrugged. He wanted to believe. It matched with what he knew about Seffi. She’d seemed innocent and, godlike magical ability aside, relatively harmless. Still, it was wishful to assume that the fire which had destroyed her home was accidental when other explanations existed. 
 
    “She could have been discovered,” said Damon. “Avarice certainly has a penchant for seeking out his siblings. Wrath, as well, though I’d tend toward giving her the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    Damon took a spoonful of his stew, tasting it for the first time. It was spicy and gamey, the venison thin and a touch over-chewy. Still, the flavor was excellent, and the potatoes and cabbage had been cooked to the perfect point. 
 
    “In either case, I feel as though it makes sense to assume that aesta will try to contact us here,” said Vel. “Maybe she left thinking it would be a quick matter she could handle and return from before she was overly missed?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. 
 
    They shifted topics as they continued eating. Damon told Vel of his adventures with Ria, traveling across the desert and staying within Yvvestrosai. She burst out laughing when he related his and Austine’s search for a nonexistent dungeon within the temple atop the mountain spire. 
 
    He poured them each some brandy as they sat together by the fire after dinner, eating cookies and rubbing shoulders. There’d been a point and time on his way back from Yvvestrosai in which Damon had never imagined himself having this kind of experience again, so torn from grief he’d been over the fates of Vel and Ria. 
 
    “I’m not even tired,” whispered Vel. She gave him a broad smile and took a deep sip of brandy, coughing a bit as she exhaled, cheeks rosy. 
 
    “I didn’t think you would be,” he said. 
 
    “It’s warmed up in here so much,” she said. 
 
    “The hearth.” Damon rubbed her leg, enjoying the way she pulled deeper into him. 
 
    “You really stuffed it full of wood,” she said. 
 
    “Mmhmm.” He took a sip of his own brandy, the fingers of his hand sliding higher along her thigh. “I have a lot of practice starting fires.” 
 
    Vel made a soft, sighing noise and slid forward on her chair in a manner that all but gave Damon an invitation. He let his hand sneak underneath her nightgown, delighting in the way her body tensed with anticipation as his touch slid closer to her crotch. 
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned. “Damon. Um… can you help me find some sheets upstairs? You know… for my bed.” 
 
    “I know just where to look for them.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He held her hand as they stood up. Vel grabbed the bottle of brandy to take along, which he appreciated. They hurried upstairs, taking each step with the budding haste and hormones of reunited lovers. 
 
    Vel turned around as she opened the door to her room, pulling Damon with her as she walked backwards toward her bed. She grinned and tried to fall onto the mattress, as though splaying her body out for his taking. Damon caught her mid-motion, holding her body tight to his as he started kissing and groping. 
 
    There was no more time for teasing or gradual build-up. Damon missed her too much for that. He loved her too much for that, and he was already too turned on by every little thing about her, from her lips, to her breasts, to her expressions and soft noises.  
 
    He lowered her to the bed as she fumbled with her fingers in an attempt to undo his belt. He helped her, enjoying the way she tensed as her fingers finally closed around his hard cock. They were rushing now, both in such a hurry to do naughty things with one another that it almost felt like a stage act. 
 
    He slid her nightgown up far enough to reveal her naked womanhood and then plunged his cock inside. Vel was ready for him, her tight lane already so lubricated that he wondered if she’d gone into heat the moment she’d first seen him. 
 
    “Damon!” she cried, breathlessly. 
 
    He thrust forward, hugging her through the heady pleasure. It still felt like an indulgence, a wicked, dirty secret which they both couldn’t help but return to. It was, in a very real sense. Their aesta wouldn’t approve of what they were doing, but like so much of life, it was happening anyway. 
 
    He sucked on one of her nipples and heard her stifle a squeal. He caressed her cheek with one hand and her butt with the other, staring into her eyes, the tip of his cock still throbbing inside her. 
 
    “You can be as loud as you want tonight,” he said. “It’s just us here.” 
 
    “Oh…” She bit her lip and glanced sideways. “Damon… Don’t say things like that.” 
 
    He turned her face back toward his, dominating her with a deep kiss. He pinned one of her legs over his shoulder and cupped one of her tits, fucking her hard for the next few rough thrusts. Vel shuddered and let out tiny, squeaking noises. 
 
    “That’s it,” he whispered. “True Divine, Vel. Your moans are so sexy.” 
 
    “Damon!” She moaned even louder, the noise drawn out of her, unintentional. “You’re making me feel…” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “I want you to feel it.” 
 
    He sank his cock deep into her. Vel opened her mouth as though to let out a passionate cry, but no sound escaped her lips. It was as though she was frozen in a moment of pleasure. Damon hugged her tight to him, grinding his hip bone into her crotch, stirring her up with his manhood. 
 
    She finally let out a moan of pleasure loud enough to bounce off the walls. Damon began pumping into her like a beast, so hard that the legs of the bed chafed against the floorboards. 
 
    He was too turned on to last as long as he should have. In truth, Vel urged him on, rubbing his back with soft hands, curling her legs against him in hot little ways. He clutched her to him, burying his face in the nape of her neck as he filled her womanhood with his hot seed. 
 
    They both realized what had just happened in the same moment. 
 
    “Whoops,” he said, pulling out, despite already having unloaded several spurts deep into her body. 
 
    “Mmm…” said Vel. “It’s fine. For tonight, at least.” 
 
    She stroked his cock, helping coax the last few sticky drops out, and then pulled him back into her womanhood. Damon chuckled when he saw the expression on her face, a mixture of cute, selfish determination. It was the way she looked when she’d decided to pout in order to get her way. 
 
    “What?” she asked, noticing his smile. “It feels good.” 
 
    “I bet it does,” he whispered. “It’s going to get hard again if you put it there.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not a child, Damon.” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    He brought his face in close to hers, teasing her by going for a kiss and then pulling back just before their lips touched. Vel let out a needy moan, and they were off again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Damon slept better than he had in a long time. Vel was still in his arms when he awoke, naked and soft and warm. She was snoring cutely, and he was tempted to pick up right from where they’d eventually left off the night before as he felt his cock stirring to life against her ass. 
 
    He was dimly aware that something had woken him up, and when another series of hard knocks came from the common room below, he realized someone was at the door. Vel stiffened, gasping as she also came awake. 
 
    “Someone’s here?” she muttered. “Oh! Someone’s here! Damon, you have to hide!” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he said. “It’s not like they’ll come upstairs.” 
 
    Vel scowled at him. She climbed out of bed naked, all the best parts of her body bouncing as she quickly leaned forward to snatch up her nightgown. Damon tried to pull her back into bed, his arms moving of their own volition.  
 
    She wasn’t amused, and she tossed his undershorts at him and set her hands on her hips. “Be serious. You can’t be caught, which means I have to convincingly explain to whoever has come looking how I’m here alone.” 
 
    “I doubt you’ll have much trouble with that,” he said. “Just play up the part of sweet, innocent Violet. They’ll be too distracted by how you look in that nightgown to question your story.” 
 
    She frowned and looked down at herself as though she couldn’t quite decide whether he’d just complimented her. “I suppose. Remember, no noise! I’ll try to get them out of here quickly.” 
 
    Damon watched her leave the room and listened to her footsteps descending the stairs. He pulled his undershorts on, considering whether their visitor might be Arturius, with more food for them. No, more likely Keiza came to investigate and potentially pay him a visit. 
 
    “Good morning, Violet.” Doogle’s voice was loud and slightly peevish. “I didn’t realize you’d returned to the inn.” 
 
    “Hello, mister Doogle,” she said, sweetly. “I just arrived back last night, in fact. What seems to be… Um, Doogle?” 
 
    “You don’t mind if I come in and take a look around, do you?” 
 
    Damon swore under his breath. He could already hear Doogle roaming around the common room, the sound of his boots against the floorboards an obvious contrast to Vel’s bare feet. 
 
    “Excuse me, mister Doogle, but I didn’t invite you in!” 
 
    “It’s only fair, lass. Your brother is a wanted man. I need to make sure, to my own satisfaction, that he isn’t being harbored in my town.” 
 
    “As though he’d be foolish enough to come back here,” said Vel. “Fine. Look for yourself.” 
 
    Damon resisted the urge to hurry to the window of Vel’s room and fling himself out. He tested each step, trying to remember where the creaks in the floor were. Maybe he could hide in one of the empty rooms? It wasn’t as though he was afraid of Doogle, more aware of how primed the Penny Warden was to overreact. 
 
    “I told you,” said Vel. “It’s just me here.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe a young woman would sleep in an empty inn alone, without any fear of being set upon during the night?” 
 
    “Well, I had this with me,” said Vel. “Look! I bought it from Arturius. It’s super accurate.” 
 
    “True Divine, don’t point that thing in my face! Do you have any idea how easily those things can go off?” 
 
    There was a sharp twang, followed by a heavy thunk. Damon stared, open mouthed, at the floor, wondering if he’d just overheard an accidental killing. 
 
    “Oops,” said Vel. 
 
    “Let’s… just pretend that didn’t happen, shall we, lass?” said Doogle. “Might have to dig around in that window frame a bit to get the bolt loose.” 
 
    The incident had at least distracted Doogle sufficiently to take the edge out of his search. Damon listened to him marching around the inn, even coming upstairs at one point, during which time he hid underneath the bed. Eventually, he left, and Damon sighed in relief as he snuck downstairs to check on Vel. 
 
    “Well, I suppose he was going to check in on me eventually,” she said. “We should be safer now that he’s sated his suspicions.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Damon. “We’ll still have to be careful. I’m not actually sure that I could leave the inn right now if I wanted to, given how closely Doogle and the newly hired guards are going to be watching.” 
 
    “I’ll head into town,” said Vel. “I can ask around some more about aesta. I doubt I’ll discover much, but I’ll be expected to make an appearance since I just arrived back, and this way I can confront anyone with questions directly.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable. I’ll be here when you get back.” 
 
    They ate a quick breakfast, dressed, and began their day. Damon paced for a bit after Vel left, unsure of what to do with himself. He eventually settled for training with his myrblade in the basement. He was limited indoors in what he could do with its magic, but that was a nice change. It’d been too long since he’d gone through the basics, and he took his time retracing the elements of his sword routines. 
 
    He worked up a sweat and took a bath, finding a certain elegance in heating himself up and then cooling off in the water. When he came back upstairs, snow was coming down outside in thick curtains. With the visibility reduced, there was no real risk in revealing himself with a fire, so he built up the hearth and began warming the common room. 
 
    He breathed new life into the leftover stew by adding more potatoes and pickled cabbage as he waited for Vel to arrive back. It felt so comfortable and easy to be back at the inn, but he owed more to his good mood than just that fact. Having Vel with him. Knowing that Ria was alive. It all fed into a greater sense of wellbeing and hope, a feeling he’d forgotten about after the horrors of Yvvestrosai. 
 
    He watched through one of the windows as Vel came down the road. She had her winter cloak on, and her golden hair was dusted with snowflakes despite her cute, continuous efforts to brush them away. She’d bought something, though he couldn’t make a guess at what from the size of the bundle. 
 
    “Hey,” she said as she came into the common room. “Looks as though we’re going to be snowed in tonight.” 
 
    “Looks like it,” he said. “Not that we’d have anywhere else to be, regardless. Unless you discovered a clue about where aesta might be?” 
 
    Vel frowned and shook her head. “No. She hasn’t come back this way in recent days, though I wasn’t hopeful, regardless. I saw Keiza.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “I did.” Vel quirked her mouth sideways. “She didn’t say as much, but it’s pretty clear she knows you’re here with me. I tried to invite her to come by for dinner, but she’s helping out with Melnicka at the House of Gratitude. Apparently, they’ve finally started serving alcohol.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” he said. “I guess the demand must have outstripped her resolve after we closed up shop and the townsfolk had nowhere else to go.” 
 
    “I bought you something,” said Vel. 
 
    He stared at her, more surprised than anything. “You did?” 
 
    “Yeah. I wanted to get you a shirt, but I thought it would be far too obvious if I picked out men’s clothing so quickly after arriving in town. Here.” 
 
    She passed him the bundle she’d been carrying. Damon unfolded it and found himself holding a basic black cloak with a gray fur collar. It was thin, not really suited for keeping a normal person warm during the winter. Which was perfect for him, given his immunity to the cold. 
 
    “It was more expensive than the other cloaks, but the fabric is fine,” said Vel. “Here, feel it. Soft, isn’t it? I think it’ll look dashing on you, Damon.” 
 
    “It’s really nice,” he said. “But really, Vel. There are better places for you to be spending your money right now than spoiling me with it.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure there are.” Her expression grew serious, and she came around to his other side, pulling the cloak onto him from behind. “I can’t stand it how they talk about you, Damon. They simply don’t understand all that you’ve done. For me, for Ria… for the world. I want other people to see you the way I see you. For that to happen, I need to help you start dressing the part.” 
 
    Damon let out a good-natured chuckle. “The part of what? A hero?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She kissed him on the cheek and returned to playing with the cloak’s fit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Damon and Vel wiled away the hours of the afternoon. It didn’t snow as much in Avaricia or back in the Malagantyan, around Malon’s old farmstead. He felt a certain appreciation for how hardy Azurecliff’s residents were to put up with such weather, year after year. 
 
    They watched the road from the inn’s window like an old married couple, though only a single traveler or wagon passed by per hour, given the persistence of the snowstorm. Stew and brandy kept them warm alongside the fire, and of course, the brandy led to them being unable to keep their hands off one another.  
 
    Damon pulled Vel onto his lap and was in the process of feeling her up underneath her shirt when she suddenly drew up straight and stared at the window. He followed her gaze and saw that two travelers had diverted from their path on the road to head straight toward the inn’s entrance. 
 
    “Keiza took down the sign back when Malon first left,” whispered Vel. “We’re not an inn anymore, at least not one open for business.” 
 
    “We could be, if we felt the urge,” he said. “We have stew. We still have a bit of ale left. And beds, of course.” 
 
    “Damon, how much have you had to drink? If anyone saw you and mentioned it to someone else in town, Doogle would show up with backup to drag you out into the open.” 
 
    “It’s the middle of a snowstorm, Vel. We can’t just turn people away.” 
 
    “We absolutely can, and it’s the smart thing to do, if a little mean.” 
 
    She stood up and smoothed out her shirt. Damon made a halfhearted attempt to pull her back onto his lap, but she swatted his knee and held a finger to her lips. 
 
    “Hide in the kitchen for a minute while I turn our uninvited guests away,” she said. 
 
    “Fine. Shout if you need anything.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He made sure his myrblade was with him as he put himself out of the line of sight. It seemed unlikely that travelers coming from out of town would show up seeking trouble, but unlikely events had become a fixture of his life. 
 
    He heard the door open, along with a few exchanged words muted by the dampening of the falling snow. When he heard footsteps within the common room from more feet than just Vel’s, he risked a glance around the corner of the partition dividing the kitchen from the common room. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “It’s you two.” 
 
    Kastet and Lilian were both covered with snow. Kastet wore a thick winter cloak, a heavy shirt, and fur gloves. Lilian’s clothing was similar, though she, like Damon, was clearly more tolerant of the cold. 
 
    “You don’t sound as though you’re happy to see us,” said Kastet. 
 
    “Funny how that is.” He folded his arms, eyeing them both seriously. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Damon, relax,” said Vel. “They’re my friends. I haven’t seen them in weeks. They’re more than welcome to be here.” 
 
    “But why are they here?” asked Damon. “I get the sense that this isn’t entirely a social visit.” 
 
    Kastet and Lilian exchanged a glance. Lilian was the one who eventually spoke. 
 
    “Can we sit down and settle in a bit, first?” she asked. “I know we didn’t exactly announce ourselves ahead of time, but I would like it if we could catch up with Vel.” 
 
    Damon waved a hand in concession and found that much of his grumpiness toward them faded as he began pulling down extra chairs around a table and setting the common room up. He was, in a sense, playing the part of an innkeeper again, if only for close friends.  
 
    He brought them both stew, a larger bowl for Kastet than Lilian, whose appetite for food was muted. He brought out the brandy, keen on getting Kastet at least near as drunk as he and Vel already were. 
 
     “We received word from Avaricia,” Kastet finally said. “The Godking has begun a search for Lascivious, and judging from the description of the person she’s looking for, it’s likely a teenage girl.” 
 
    Damon felt Vel looking at him. He set his spoon down and folded his hands in front of him on the table. 
 
    “Where is he searching for her?” he asked. 
 
    “Up and down Veridan’s Curve,” said Kastet. “Both within Avaricia, Silke, and the surrounding area.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to assume that our aesta is with Lascivious,” he said, mostly to Vel. “I think this is what we’ve been waiting for. We need to travel back to Veridan’s Curve and find her before Avarice does.” 
 
    “Why now?” asked Vel. “This seems too significant to be coincidental.” 
 
    “Velanor, my brother, has finally ascended to the throne,” said Kastet. “He’s coming to Veridan’s Curve to meet with Avarice. I would assume this is the Godking attempting to shore up the walls of his power ahead of that meeting.” 
 
    “Gabriel… became the King?” Vel’s voice was a thin squeak. “That’s unbelievable. How?” 
 
    Kastet shook her head. “I intend on asking him for the details. But that will come later. Damon, you should also know that I sent word to Wrath. She’ll be here, at the inn, within a day or two.” 
 
    Damon knew she expected him to react to that, but he wasn’t sure of his own feelings. On top of that, there was no real way for him to approach the situation with Malon and Lascivious without planning around the existence and motivations of the other Forsaken. 
 
    “Does anyone want more brandy?” he asked. 
 
    Every glass at the table went up, and he found himself appreciating the fact that Arturius had given him two bottles. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Despite the serious news Kastet and Lilian had brought to the inn, the rest of the night was a rather lighthearted affair. Vel, Kastet, and Lilian fell back into their old rapport, giggling together more like childhood friends than a princess and her ladies-in-waiting. 
 
    There wasn’t much room for Damon in their grouping, despite their occasional attempts to draw him into the conversation. He was fine with that, however. Moreover, it delighted him to see Vel enjoying herself with her friends. It felt as though the chaos of their lives had left little room for that over the past year. 
 
    It was only when the four of them were preparing to turn into bed that Damon discovered a small, annoying facet of having company over. Vel was overly chaste with him as she said goodnight, just a hug and a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    Damon eyed Lilian, wondering if perhaps she might be more open to staying up and getting into some late-night mischief, but she and Kastet split off upstairs together. He suspected that Lilian might be angling to feed off the other woman and decided he could do without interrupting. 
 
    He awoke the next morning to the dismayed shouts of Vel and Kastet. He came down into the common room, noticing how cold it was, though it didn’t affect him directly. 
 
    “We’re snowed in,” said Kastet. 
 
    She and Vel stood near the door, which they’d opened far enough to reveal a piling of snow high enough to cover the sides of the porch. It was still coming down in fat, lazy white flakes. Damon shook his head as he stared out at a pristine blanket of white. No travelers would be on the road today. Even a large carriage couldn’t push through that much snow. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “We might have to adjust our plans a bit.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have much firewood left,” said Vel. “We’ll have to get more. Along with some more food, given that we now have four people to feed.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t eat much.” Lilian flashed a smile that included her fangs. 
 
    “Her point still stands,” said Damon. “We don’t really have a choice about heading into town anymore, unless we want to be cold and hungry tonight.” 
 
    “How is this going to work, though?” asked Vel. “I’m the only one who can really show my face in Azurecliff. You’re still wanted, Damon. Lilian would cause a stir, and Kastet… well, you were still pretending you were a boy the last time you came to Azurecliff.” 
 
    “You do the purchasing, Vel, and bring everything into the trees behind town,” said Damon. “We’ll carry the firewood and anything else cumbersome from there. I can also summon us more help, if needed.” 
 
    Vel furrowed her brow at that. The four of them spent the next few minutes bundling up to go outside, and then another quarter hour clearing as much snow as they could away from the front of the inn. It was sticky enough to clump together, forming into dense piles that were sturdy enough to sit on. 
 
    They practically waded through the snow as they traveled along the road. Damon kept his new cloak’s hood up over his head, as did Lilian, whose need to conceal herself was just as pressing. They split off from Vel as they approached the edge of town, though the only people out and about were in the process of moving snow, much as they’d just done. 
 
    Half an hour later, Vel returned, carrying the first of several bundles of firewood in her arms. She was frowning and let out a grunt of exertion as she set her heavy burden down. 
 
    “This is going to be a pain,” she muttered.  
 
    “Here.” Damon unsheathed his myrblade and dropped its tip into the snow. An instant later, two ice elementals emerged either side of him. Vel gasped and hopped back a step, eyes wide, mouth agape. 
 
    “How…” She shook her head. “When did you learn to do this?” 
 
    “Back in Yvvestrosai,” he said. “Handy, right?” 
 
    “You haven’t made them do anything weird for you, have you?” she asked. 
 
    He hesitated for a telling instant. 
 
    “It’s Damon we’re talking about,” said Kastet. “Of course, he did.” 
 
    With the help of the ice elementals, getting the firewood across the last stretch to the inn was at least easier than carrying it all the way out of town. They finally arrived back several hours into the afternoon, boots and bodies wet from snow and sweat. 
 
    Damon fed the fire, stepping back to let Vel and Kastet crowd closer in and start warming up. They’d both changed into nightgowns to let the rest of their clothing dry out, and he watched them sit in chairs with their knees pulled up by the hearth, cute and cozy. 
 
    Vel had purchased sausage for them to cook for dinner, along with more potatoes and some late-season carrots. Damon opted to cook each separate, pan frying the sausages, baking the potatoes whole, and making a simple, sweet glaze to cook the carrots in. 
 
    The sun set early in the winter, and he’d just begun serving the food when a flash of azure light announced Wrath’s presence, along with the sound of the door opening and closing in quick succession. Her blue hair was covered in snow, which somehow humanized her in Damon’s eyes, and she wore white and gray winter outer clothes. 
 
    “You’re earlier than I’d expected you’d be,” said Kastet. 
 
    She seemed to be the only one, other than Damon, to not feel intimidated in the presence of the Forsaken. Wrath strode forward, her eyes narrowed in what he suspected was feigned annoyance. 
 
    “I arrive in my own time,” said Wrath. “Though, it wasn’t my intention to interrupt your dinner.” She scanned the room, her eyes eventually settling on him meaningfully. “Hello, Damon.” 
 
    “Clara,” he said, voice bitter. “You lied to me.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    He stood up, letting his hand settle on the hilt of his myrblade, knowing the threat it implied. “You told me that Ria burned to death in the palace. She’s alive.” 
 
    Wrath shook her head dismissively. “I told you what I knew at the time. I never saw her leave the palace.” 
 
    “Was your objective really to give me the truth, or was it to say whatever it took to try to get me to take your crest?” 
 
    “If you’re going to attack me, do it with your sword instead of these foolish accusations.” 
 
    A silent slice of eternity passed with the two of them staring at one another, the room pulsing with tension. Damon drew his myrblade and attacked in the same motion, knowing how foolish it was but finding himself unable to summon his restraint. 
 
    Wrath blurred, drawing her wrathblade and blocking with ease. She looked more surprised than angry, squaring her shoulders as Damon pushed his sword forward against hers. 
 
    He attacked again, and again, each strike blocked before it could come close to reaching her. Damon heard the others yelling. It was Vel who attempted to physically pull him back, hugging her arms around him and shouting into his ear. 
 
    “Don’t!” she said. “Damon, are you out of your mind? Please!” 
 
    “Why…?” he asked, his voice cold and rocky. “I spent weeks thinking I’d gotten Ria killed. Do you have any idea how much pain you caused me?” 
 
    “Do you think I lied to you intentionally, Damon?” spat Wrath. “Is your opinion of me really that low?” 
 
    “Damon,” said Vel. “Ria’s alive. Isn’t that what really matters here?” 
 
    He forced himself to take a breath, suppressing the urge to shake Vel off and attack again. Vel’s hands closed over his sword hilt, gently but insistently forcing it down.  
 
    “Well,” said Kastet. “Now that we’ve gotten the unpleasantries out of the way, why don’t we have dinner?” 
 
    Nobody objected, but the suggestion did little to change the room’s mood. Damon shook his head, still unable to dismiss the debt of emotion that had haunted him during his journey back from Yvvestrosai. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Damon,” said Wrath in a quiet voice. “I honestly am. I made a mistake.” 
 
    Hearing her apologize so openly seemed heretical, as though it flew in the face of the awesome power she wielded, the mythical, evil reputation. Damon sighed and sheathed his myrblade. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I accept your apology.” 
 
    Lilian had taken up the task of serving the food, and after guiding Damon over to his seat, she made a point of pouring him a full glass of brandy. Kastet fell into a brief, quiet discussion with Wrath before the two of them joined him. 
 
    It was strange to look around the table and take in the range of faces. Wrath, one of the Forsaken, with her cold blue eyes. Lilian, corrupted by zanyadai blood, claw hands primly folded in front of her. Kastet, the exiled princess. And, well, Vel. 
 
    He started laughing and waved a hand to assure the others that he hadn’t gone crazy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Kastet relayed the relevant information to Wrath as they all began eating sausage, baked potatoes with butter, and glazed carrots. The blue-haired Forsaken listened in silence and spent a good minute considering the information before diving into the discussion. 
 
    “All of this can’t be mere coincidence,” said Wrath. “From King Gabriel coming to Veridan’s Curve, to Lascivious finally stepping into the light. Even my own recent alliance with Famine seems like a small piece of a greater whole of events.” 
 
    “Foremost, we need to know more of my older brother’s intentions,” said Kastet. “His motivations, currently, are a cypher to me. The smart thing to do, were he interested in pursuing the path we last discussed, would be to stay in Hearthold and look for the right moment to cast off his alliance with Avarice.” 
 
    “Is there anything that suggests it’s not what he still intends to do?” asked Vel. 
 
    Damon shook his head. “He’s coming to Veridan’s Curve. Unless he’s bringing an army with him, which seems improbable, I doubt it’s to renounce the alliance with Avarice. True Divine, even if he did have an army, to come himself, in person… it’s just too foolhardy.” 
 
    “It’s possible he intends to take measure of Avarice himself before deciding what to do,” Lilian said. “We still don’t know how your brother came into power, milady. He could be a much different person than when you last knew him, given his time in Anise’s dungeon and whatever transpired after his escape.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” said Kastet with a slow nod. “Anything is possible. Leandra’s bush! That’s what I hate most about so much happening so fast.” 
 
    Damon topped off her cup of brandy along with his own. “I think what’s clear, above all else, is that we need to travel back into Veridan’s Curve.” 
 
    “It won’t be safe for us in Avaricia, even in the outskirts,” said Vel. “We’d be too conspicuous as a traveling party.” 
 
    “I’ve already made preparations for us to reside within an estate in Silke,” said Kastet. “An old friend of mine has lent us one of her towers. She’s doing it in secret, of course. It’s empty of guards and servants, so it won’t exactly be the most comfortable residence, but it should do.” 
 
    “It sounds as though we’ll be doing the same thing there as we’re doing here,” said Damon. “Waiting for something to happen.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Kastet. “We’ll be much closer to the action in Silke. We’ll also be in a city where we can, potentially, expand our base of power. Between the funds I’ve raised in recent weeks and what Wrath and Famine can no doubt supply, we can start hiring mercenaries to expand our capabilities.” 
 
    “Famine still has her monsters.” Wrath made a small, upturned gesture with her hand. “Whether or not they’ll prove useful under these circumstances is anyone’s guess.” 
 
    There were still numerous questions left unspoken and unanswered, but it seemed as though everyone had spoken their piece. The brandy kept the meal pleasant, even with Damon and Wrath exchanging the occasional veiled jab over one thing or another. 
 
    “Is there somewhere I can wash up here?” asked Wrath as she pushed her plate forward. 
 
    “Um… You’re welcome to use the bath downstairs.” Vel pointed to the door leading to the basement. 
 
    “Thank you.” Wrath nodded to her and then disappeared in a flash of azure light, coupled with impossibly fast footsteps across the floor.  
 
    “Well, she’s clearly making herself comfortable,” muttered Damon. 
 
    “You know, there are better targets for your anger and frustration than the Forsaken on our side, Damon,” said Kastet. “You’re going to have to work with her.” 
 
    “I can work with her,” he said. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    They retired to bed, aware of how early they’d be setting off for Silke the next morning. Damon again found himself wishing he could share his quilt with someone else. It was a basic, shortsighted impulse, but it felt strangely justified. He’d bedded every woman currently under the inn’s roof, at one time or another. 
 
    He lay in bed, searching for sleep, when a gentle knock came at the door. It opened before he could get up. 
 
    “Damon,” whispered Vel. “Are you still awake?” 
 
    It was almost shameful how quickly his cock hardened at the sound of her soft, seeking voice.  
 
    “Come on in, Vel.” 
 
    Her silhouette was briefly illuminated from the generous moonlight falling across the hall’s side window. She wore an oversized nightshirt, one of his old ones, and was otherwise bottomless. Damon pulled his quilt back and welcomed her into his bed with a line of kisses running up the side of her neck. 
 
    “Easy,” she whispered. “I didn’t come here for… that.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, disappointed, but not defeated. “That’s alright. Talk to me.” 
 
    “I thought I might help us gain some clarity on our current situation by using my dreamspelling to reach out to Prince, er, King Gabriel.” 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    He saw her shake her head in the dark. 
 
    “It’s harder for me to enter the dreams of men, for whatever reason,” she whispered. “It only worked with Aldric because of how he’d become almost a surrogate father to Jilou. Gabriel wouldn’t let me in, and from what I could sense from his dreams on the outside, well… I wasn’t really interested in entering his… nocturnal activities.” 
 
    “Sounds complicated, but I think I get it,” he said. 
 
    “So, I thought instead that I’d reach out to Ria,” said Vel. “Which is why I thought of you. After what the two of you went through, I’m sure you’d like to see her again, right? Even if it’s only in a dream?” 
 
    Damon sucked in a breath, nodding before he’d even truly thought about it. “You’d do that for me, Vel?” 
 
    “It’s for both of us. We’re family.” She set her hand on his leg. “I know you love her, Damon. In some ways, it’s the same as how you love me. In other ways, it’s different. I think… I used to be threatened by how close the two of you are, but now I just want all of us to be happy.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    Vel slid underneath the quilt next to him. Damon spooned with her from behind, hugging her small, soft body against his. She let out a contented sigh that stirred a powerful need in his loins. He was fully onboard with her plan to dreamspell with Ria, but that wasn’t enough to stop his cock from getting hard as he felt the soft cushion of her buttocks against his crotch. 
 
    “You’re going to have to fall asleep for this to work,” whispered Vel. 
 
    “I can do that.” He slid his hands down the front of her body. He heard Vel sigh and bend forward to take off her girlshorts. 
 
    “Does this help?” she asked.  
 
    “Immensely.”  
 
    Damon pulled his shaft out of his own undershorts and shifted into position behind her. It felt so wonderfully lewd for Vel to be offering herself up to him so casually. She was taking a risk, with Kastet and Lilian no more than a room or two over. She loved him enough to take that risk, to put her own reputation at stake simply so he could get off. 
 
    He slid his cock into her. She was wet, and he wasn’t sure whether he was surprised by that or not. Thinking back to his earlier consideration, he was the only man under the inn’s roof. He had bedded Kastet, Lilian, and Wrath, and yet Vel was the one with enough confidence to come to his bed, to let herself be claimed by him for the night. 
 
    He took her slowly from behind, hugging her body to his chest. He cupped her breasts as he began thrusting with enough vigor to make his bed creak. Vel set her hand on his leg and squeezed in warning, which he found insanely hot. It was almost like being back in the tower, coupling in secret just outside of their aesta’s disapproving gaze. 
 
    Damon went slow, easing himself in and out of Vel’s womanhood with restrained movements. It was torture of the most pleasurable sort, and not just for him. He could feel Vel’s tiny, stifled reactions, as though him going slow made her that much more aware of her own noises and needs. 
 
    He whispered her name into her ear, over and over again. She moaned his name back, squealing breathlessly as he played with her nipples. She was too hot, too cute, and too tight for him to hold out for very long. 
 
    Damon had enough sense this time around to finish against Vel’s nightshirt, rather than inside her. She let out an annoyed, sleepy groan, dazed from her own pleasure. 
 
    “You made a mess on my shirt,” she whispered peevishly. 
 
    “I’ll give you one of mine to wear instead.” 
 
    “As though we could make it any more obvious what we’ve been up to,” she said. 
 
    “You’re already wearing one of my shirts, Vel. It’s not as though it’ll make a difference.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    She turned her head to kiss him. “I love you.” 
 
    They stayed like that for long minutes, long enough for Damon to start to forget their initial purpose. He wasn’t sure who fell asleep first, but eventually, they both drifted off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Damon was on horseback, with Vel sitting in the saddle in front of him, an echo of their posture in bed. They were galloping through the hills in the midst of a massive storm, black clouds thick enough to choke out the sun’s light and make day feel like night. 
 
    Rain came down in a constant deluge of pelting drops, which he tasted each time he took a breath. Throughout the surrounding area, Damon could see a range of enemies, from Avarice’s copper spiders, to rampaging tau, Merinian knights on horseback, Merinian mercenaries on foot. 
 
    One of the copper spiders leapt toward Damon and Vel from the left. Damon fumbled for his myrblade, which wasn’t where it should have been, but there was no need. A bolt of lightning tore through the air, striking the copper spider in mid-leap and flinging it backward. 
 
    A familiar shout came from the top of the hill they were heading toward. Damon saw Ria riding a jet-black stallion, one hand extended upward in the air to direct her tempesting magic at the numerous foes pressing in around her. 
 
    He shouted her name, but she was too far off to hear him. She started riding toward the core of the enemy army, a mass of men and monsters marching forward to overwhelm her. Damon spurred his and Vel’s horse forward, trying desperately to catch up with her. 
 
    The sensation of the dream swept him up. It was seductive and emotional, a feeling more of power and vengeance than fear or desperation. Ria was unleashed here, within her dream. She was fighting the battle she wanted most, with the storm at her back and countless enemies against which to test her might. 
 
    Damon pushed his horse harder, setting a course to draw up next to Ria as she charged toward the enemy army. Speed was relative and malleable within dreams, and soon enough, he was alongside her. He shouted her name and saw her glance over and grimace at them. 
 
    “Damon, Velanor,” she said over the sounds of the storm. “It is not safe for you both here!” 
 
    “How about we go somewhere else, then?” he asked. 
 
    Ria shook her head dismissively, leaning forward to commit to her battle charge into the enemy lines. Damon gave Vel a squeeze and felt her nod. She tipped her head back, and there was a sudden, unexpected flash of light. 
 
    The three of them hit the ground as the horses faded from existence and their surroundings shifted. It wasn’t raining anymore, and on the contrary, the day was warm and sunny.  
 
    They were sitting together in a place they all knew well. They were in the clearing, next to the lake, by their old home on the farmstead. The tower’s shadow cast a dark line across the otherwise green grass. 
 
    Ria was the first to groan and pull herself to her feet. She ran a hand through her hair and gave Vel and Damon a questioning glance. 
 
    “Is this all of my dream, of my mind, or…?” 
 
    “It’s really us,” said Vel. “I thought it made sense to check in using my dreamspelling.” 
 
    “Ria…” Damon stood up slowly, shaking his head as he saw her standing before him, alive and unharmed. “I thought you’d… I thought…” 
 
    “I feared the same, young Damon.” Ria blinked, tears coming to the fore of her eyes.  “I feared the same.” 
 
    They ran to each other, and Damon embraced her so tightly that he felt a slight gasp escape her chest. He held Ria as though he worried she might die again upon waking, as so often was the case with dreams.  
 
    They pulled back just enough to kiss and then leaned their foreheads together, both shaking with relief. Damon saw her face then, noticing the slim black line of tattooing along one cheek. He brushed his thumb along it and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Ayisa,” she said, simply. “She thought to wed me to the Athlatak after he had already been slain by Avarice. She was desperate to ensure a path forward for the Remenai people.” 
 
    “You stopped her?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ria. “Does that surprise you, husband? That I would remain faithful, even though I have promised myself to you?” 
 
    There was an edge to her voice that was playful, but also a bit annoyed. Damon rubbed her shoulders and then set his hands on her hips, shaking his head. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” he said. “I love you so much, Ria. I guess my heart is still brittle after thinking I’d lost you for good. Where are you right now?” 
 
    “I am safe,” she said. “I returned to the Malagantyan. It is as much of a true home as I feel I still have now. I visited Sharika and have been working with her to help the refugees of Yvvestrosai.” 
 
    “Ria,” said Vel. “We’re back at the inn. We’re leaving soon, but if you wanted to, you could catch up?” 
 
    Ria’s expression sank, and she gave a small shake of her head. “I cannot, as of yet. I am still needed where I am.” 
 
    “It’s enough just to know that you’re safe,” said Damon. “We’ll see each other again soon enough.” 
 
    He recounted to her the arrival of Kastet, Lilian, and Wrath at the inn, along with their plan in progress. Ria listened, her reactions hinting at her concern. 
 
    “Take as much care as you possibly can in your dealings with them,” she said. “I understand why you need their help. If Malon has begun working with Lascivious as a true crest sorceress, the situation could get… complicated.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” said Damon. “I’m not going to lose sight of what’s important. Our family comes first.” 
 
    He pulled Ria back into another hug. Vel walked over to him, and Damon opened his arm to sweep her into the intimacy of the embrace. He felt more confident in his ability to keep them safe than he had in a long time. He wasn’t alone, and neither were they.  
 
    “Could you reach out to Malon right now?” asked Ria. 
 
    Vel shook her head. “I already tried earlier. I’ve been trying every night.” 
 
    “She is a powerful sorceress,” said Ria. “It may simply be a facet of how she guards her mind.” 
 
    “It’s possible, I suppose,” she said. 
 
    “You should both be ready for when you next see her,” said Ria. “She is our aesta, but at the same time… you must view her role as Lascivious’s crest sorceress as a thing separate from that.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” he asked. 
 
    Ria shook her head and didn’t answer him directly. “Just… tread with caution.” 
 
    She kissed him again, and Damon kissed Vel afterward, not wanting to leave her out. He squeezed them both tight to him, wishing they could stay as they were for longer. The dream was already starting to fade, and he could sense the farmstead clearing giving way to the previous scene within Ria’s mind, the battle raging through the storm. 
 
    “We will see each other again soon,” whispered Ria. “I love you both.” 
 
    “I love you,” said Damon, with Vel echoing his words. They hugged again as the dreamscape dissolved back into the natural ambience of night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Damon met with the others in the common room the next morning as the party prepared to set off for Silke. Kastet had taken the initiative and made them all breakfast, one of her old habits from her time pretending to be Kain. 
 
    “We’ll be setting off within the hour,” said Kastet as she set a bowl of porridge down at the table in front of Damon. “It’ll take us a couple of days to reach Silke.” 
 
    “A couple of days?” Damon shook his head. “It’s a longer journey than that, especially in the winter.” 
 
    “There won’t be as much snow as we head toward the coast, will there?” asked Vel. 
 
    “Even so, I’d be surprised if we managed it in under a week,” he said. 
 
    “Wrath said she has a carriage which can traverse this weather,” said Kastet. “She left earlier to bring it here.” 
 
    Damon opened his mouth and then clamped it shut, unsure which of the many questions he had was most worth pursuing. What kind of carriage could be suited for traveling through knee-deep snow? Did she have it waiting somewhere nearby, and if she did, how did she get it there in the first place? What would they be feeding the horses with, given they’d be unable to graze? 
 
    Lilian sat down across from him. She was heavily bundled, which made sense. It wasn’t the cold which would be a threat to her during their journey, but the sun. Her skin was intolerant to direct sunlight. The winter gave her a small reprieve, given how often the sky was overcast during the day. 
 
    He downed his porridge and was in the midst of double-checking his supplies for the journey when Wrath made her appearance. Through one of the common room’s windows, Damon watched as two massive horses tramped up the road, dragging a carriage behind them which seemed to slide over the snow as much as roll through it. 
 
    “Their eyes…” whispered Vel. “Look at their eyes.” 
 
    Damon did, and was immediately left tamping down the urge to glance toward Lilian. Each of the horses had jet-black eyes, visible even from outside, at a distance. Muscles bulged underneath their skin, and their teeth looked decidedly wrong, more like the sharp jaws of pack wolves. The animals had been corrupted, which left him with little doubt of where they’d originally come from. 
 
    “A gift from Famine, I take it?” 
 
    Damon asked Wrath the obvious question as he helped load the carriage outside. Its interior was spacious, more than capable of seating all five of them and their bags. 
 
    “Good guess,” said Wrath. “She wants us to succeed. On my advice, she’s limited her direct contact for the sake of preserving the party’s morale.” 
 
    Damon let out a gruff chuckle. Famine had preyed on Lilian’s near-death experience to turn her into what she was now. He and Ria had fought her deep within the Malagantyan to save the life of Bylia, his old lover. He could see how having Famine around, constantly voicing unholy opinions, might chafe the atmosphere. 
 
    He made sure the inn was locked and that everyone had everything they needed before their final departure. In his heart, he still held hope that he might come back to their humble roadside abode one day in the future. He, Vel, Malon, and Ria, if she could settle things with her people. 
 
    It was a hope that he didn’t let himself cling to with much strength. The kind of hope that felt like fresh sparks on soggy tinder, technically capable of blooming into more, but too tenuous to trust, too desperate to arouse excitement. 
 
    He kicked the snow off his boots as he climbed into the carriage. Wrath was up front in the driver’s seat. Lilian and Kastet sat together on one of the long passenger benches. Damon took a spot next to Vel on the one across from them, and the carriage began to move. 
 
    The effect of the snow on the carriage’s cadence along the road was surprisingly gentle, smoothing out what would have otherwise been a boulder and pothole-filled experience down the road.  
 
    Practically no other travelers were out, and Damon was content to make himself comfortable on the bench. Vel took her boots off and set her feet in his lap, and he began absentmindedly rubbing them, cute and tiny as they were. 
 
    Hours passed by in uneventful silence. It was still cold within the carriage. Vel brought a quilt out at one point to wrap around her shoulders. The benches were cushioned, and come afternoon, Damon found himself tempted to lie down alongside her. Kastet had fallen asleep resting her head against Lilian’s shoulder — he doubted either of them would notice or care. 
 
    Vel let out a small sigh as he joined her, slipping under the quilt and pulling her soft body into his. Damon hadn’t anticipated how the carriage’s rocking would move them against one another and felt himself acutely aware of each small bump, every shift in the angle of the road or the speed of their progress. 
 
    It was distracting, though not in a bad way. Quite the opposite. Vel let out a tired moan and wriggled against him. Damon shifted one of his hands up her stomach, holding her tighter as the carriage swayed from side to side around a corner. 
 
    “Damon,” she whispered. “Your hands are cold.” 
 
    “Help me warm them up?” 
 
    “Mmm…” Her sigh was sleepy and playful. “I shouldn’t.” 
 
    He knew it was a bad idea. Kastet and Lilian were close enough to them that he could poke either one with his foot if he shifted it across the wagon’s aisle. With that said, they were underneath a quilt, and Vel felt awesome against him. 
 
    He let his hand run up the length of her body, delighting in the lilting, unnamable noise it drew out from her lips. He felt her open her legs for him and then playfully pinch his fingers between her thighs, as if to tell him he could only go so far and no further. 
 
    “Now that’s warm,” he whispered into her ear. “Vel. That’s practically scalding.” 
 
    “Damon… I’m trying to sleep.” 
 
    “I’m trying to warm my hands up.” 
 
    He moved a hand, slowly rubbing against her crotch. He indulged himself in feeling her reactions, the way she’d lean her hips, the steadiness of her breathing, each shudder of surprise or pleasure as his fingers began to touch her in a place they shouldn’t. 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She drew one of her legs back to clack her heel into his shin. Damon stifled a chuckle and pulled her closer, his hand shifting toward safer pastures. He inhaled, smelling her hair, and planted a kiss on her neck that seemed to do more for her than his exploration of her womanhood. 
 
    He might have continued and done much, much more over the coming minutes and hours. The wagon drew to a stop, which he noticed as much through the way it made Vel’s body go still against his as from Wrath’s sharp whistle to the horses.  
 
    Damon got up from the bench and grabbed his myrblade. He joined Wrath, who had her head covered by the hood of a heavy cloak, in the front of the carriage. The difficulty which had brought them to a stop was immediately apparent. 
 
    A dozen armed men stood around a fire behind a pair of movable wooden palisade barriers which they’d set up to block the road. One of them stepped forward, waving far too jovially for Damon’s liking. 
 
    “Hi-ho, travelers of the road,” he called. “This area is dangerous. Me and my boys here, see, we’ve been keeping it safe. Small toll we’ll be needing from you to keep doing our work responsibly.” 
 
    “Dirty, filthy bandits,” muttered Wrath. “Such a lazy operation deserves no mercy from me.” 
 
    Damon set a hand atop hers. “Relax. Let me handle this.” 
 
    He hopped down from the carriage and was immediately surprised by how deep his legs sank into the snow. He made his way over to the gap within the palisade barriers, where the leader of the toll bandits waited for his payment. 
 
    “Let me be entirely clear with you,” said Damon. “I’m not going to pay you. The only real consideration for you and your men, at this moment, is whether you’d prefer to get out of our way, or to die.” 
 
    The bandit stared at Damon blankly for a few seconds and then burst out laughing. With a smooth, reflexive motion, Damon drew his myrblade. As tempting as it was to simply run the man through, instead, he stabbed it into the snow, exhaling frozen condensation as he focused his will. 
 
    An ice elemental rose from the ground behind the leader of the bandits, immediately pulling him into an embrace both deadly and vaguely sexual. The claw points of the nude ice elemental’s fingers prodded against the man’s neck. Damon saw his jaw muscles flex as his eyes bulged with surprise. 
 
    “We… I… What I meant to say was…” The bandit tried to clear his throat. “You can go by. Not everyone has to pay the toll.” 
 
    “I think it’s best if the idea of you and your men imposing a toll in general is put to rest.” Damon summoned more ice elementals, enough to loosely surround the entire group. “If you’re still here when we come back through the day after tomorrow, I won’t be so merciful.” 
 
    It was a lie, though one which the residents of the nearby area would no doubt appreciate. They wouldn’t even reach Silke for another few days. Damon waited until the men pulled the palisades out of their way and gathered their meager belongings before walking back to the carriage and climbing inside. 
 
    “Nicely done,” said Wrath. She set her hand on his knee and gave it a small, suggestive squeeze. “Except, what happens if the men get the idea to follow us and attack us during the night?” 
 
    “You underestimate how easily most men falter in the face of intimidation.” 
 
    Wrath leaned closer to him, her azure eyes as cold and unforgiving as the winter itself. “Most men?” 
 
    He nodded slowly, not looking away. “Most men.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Even with a carriage drawn by Famine’s corrupted horses, Damon and the others were still bound by the fundamentals of their journey. They found a spot atop a hill which the wind had kept mostly clear of snow to camp for the night. 
 
    The carriage had a back compartment which, apart from being where they’d stuffed some of their supplies, was also replete with firewood. Lilian helped Damon build a generously sized bonfire. It revealed their position, but so did the carriage, which was impossible to hide. 
 
    He got his answer to what the horses would feed on when Wrath unhooked both of the massive beasts and let them run off into the woods. She saw Damon’s interest and grinned at him. 
 
    “They’ll be back by morning with bloody teeth and bulging bellies,” she said. “It’s more of a convenience than a hindrance. Eating meat keeps them strong, full of muscle and spunk.” 
 
    “I’m sure whatever they choose to make into their prey will see it decidedly differently,” he countered.  
 
    She gave him that smile again, the one which left Damon wondering if she was warming to him or had written him off as someone she’d need to kill.  
 
    Vel and Kastet were both shivering to the point of chattering teeth by the time he got the fire going. It gave off an amount of warmth that bordered on wasteful, but they’d only be in the snow for another day or two before reaching the coast, where the weather was consistently mild.  
 
    Wrath had also brought food and a metal camping spit. She set up the haunch of what must have been an impressively large boar to cook over the fire. Damon set up his tent and helped Vel with hers, and then took a seat around their simple camp site. 
 
    “Those bandits were truly vile,” said Kastet. “To be out attempting to extort innocent travelers in such oppressive weather. I cannot so much as fathom their motivation.” 
 
    “They seemed desperate to me, more than anything,” said Vel. 
 
    Wrath pulled the meat down from the fire and started cutting thick slices, still steaming in the cold, onto pieces of bread for ease of serving. She passed Damon his portion, and he had to resist the urge to wolf it down in one bite. 
 
    “It isn’t just desperation that lands men into such roles,” he said. “They learned a trade, much like everyone does. It just so happens their trade is in the business of violence, intimidation, and criminal opportunities.” 
 
    “You sound like you relate to them, on a certain level,” said Lilian. 
 
    That brought a chuckle out of him, but he couldn’t simply deny it. “I think I do, in some ways. I’ve been very lucky throughout my life. I occasionally wonder what path I might have gone down with my father’s debts weighing over me if I hadn’t been so fortunate.” 
 
    There was a pause in the conversation, and Damon was left wondering if the others were picturing him as a wandering bandit, or perhaps curious at his mention of his father. He didn’t often talk about Danio, now Wyden Starch. It wasn’t a pleasant topic of discussion for him. 
 
    “I would argue that we hold responsibility for each and every choice we make in life,” Wrath said. “It’s a weak dismissal to treat our destinies as though they’re set in stone by the fates.” 
 
    “That’s an easier belief to hold when you never really die,” he pointed out. “None of your choices are permanent in the same way, are they?” 
 
    A flicker of anger crossed Wrath’s expression, but she didn’t counter Damon’s accusation in the way he might have expected. 
 
    “Is that how you see it?” she eventually said. “In some ways, I envy you for death.” 
 
    Damon wasn’t the only one around the fire who scoffed at the statement. Kastet was practically rolling her eyes as she nibbled on the corner of her bread and pork. 
 
    “I mean it,” said Wrath. “Whatever choices you make, whatever regrets you have, eventually… they come to a definite end. None of it is permanent for you. Even the most intolerable paths through existence will fade to ash and bone.” 
 
    He would have argued against that point, if not for the tone of Wrath’s voice. She didn’t sound angry or resentful, just horribly, utterly worn out. She’d lived enough lives to say such a thing and mean it in a way that was hard to hear. If she’d been anyone else, Damon wouldn’t have resisted the urge to express his sympathy. 
 
    They finished their meal and began prepping for bed, letting the fire die down into a massive pile of crackling embers. The ghost moon was out, shining down across the reflective snow with enough intensity to tint the world green, making the night feel false and alien. 
 
    Damon gave a different sort of goodnight to each of his traveling companions. With Wrath, it was sort of an indifferent nod, a passing acknowledgment as she made her way toward the carriage, which she’d taken for herself. 
 
    He checked in with Kastet more in the manner of a retainer, making sure her needs were met as she climbed into her tent. Lilian gave him a hug, subtly sniffing his neck, eyes lingering in possible hopes of him inviting her to feed.  
 
    Vel would never have allowed it, annoying next to the fact that she also seemed impartial to joining him in his tent. Damon kissed her as he hugged her goodnight, finding her lips with his, heedless of being seen. 
 
    “Damon,” she said, voice equal parts annoyed and flirtatious. “Not tonight. Not with my friends here.” 
 
    “You’re going to get awfully cold in your tent by yourself,” he whispered. 
 
    She shrugged. “So, I’ll get cold. Can you at least wait until we reach Silke and have a proper room for, um… you know?” 
 
    Damon’s hands slid down to her butt, and he spent a generous amount of time groping it through her thick winter leggings. “If that’s how you feel, then so be it. I’ll leave my tent flap unlocked, regardless.” 
 
    “Mmm, hilarious,” she said dryly. “Goodnight, Damon. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    They kissed again, and Damon got his tongue deep enough into her mouth to start to think she might still be convinced. She gave him a soft push on the chest and began stepping through the snow toward her own tent. 
 
    He sighed and resigned himself to a normal, boring night’s sleep. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon awoke in the middle of the night to the sound of someone silently slipping into his tent, creeping over him with careful movements like a cat on the prowl. He kept his eyes closed, curious about what Vel would do if he teased her by forcing her into taking the initiative. 
 
    She went straight for his undershorts. Damon was comfortable enough in the cold that he’d only worn those to bed. He felt Vel pulling them down, and then heard her scrambling out of her own clothing with surprising speed. It was one thing for her to seek him out during the night, but she usually did it under the guise of “being too cold” or “unable to sleep”. This time, she was getting straight to the point. 
 
    Something hot and wet closed over the tip of his cock. Damon let out a reflexive groan. He’d already been partially hard, and the sensation of his tool stirring to life inside Vel’s tight little mouth was enough to make his heart race with arousal. 
 
    “True Divine, Vel,” he muttered. “What happened to needing a room?” 
 
    There was a lewd pop as her mouth left his prick, followed by a beautiful, but derisive laugh. 
 
    “Interesting guess,” whispered Wrath. “No, as it happens, your sister is not your horniest traveling companion on this particular night.” 
 
    “Wrath,” he said, feeling a mixture of emotions. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “This.” She licked him, her tongue doing glorious work as she gently caressed the rest of his package with warm fingers.  
 
    Damon groaned, reaching out to run his hand along her cheek on reflex. She wasn’t like other women, and he knew she wouldn’t let him simply grab a fistful of her hair and lead her around like a slut.  
 
    Wrath started sucking again, one hand pressed against his thigh, while the other began running up his chest. He knew she was making a point in the way she used him. It wasn’t just about sex, but about the fact that she could come into his tent, into his room, at any time and force him into this seduction. It was an encounter that strode into that murky territory by its very nature. Damon could tell her no if he wanted to, but did he trust that she’d listen? 
 
    The question became irrelevant as Wrath took his cock deeper into her mouth and the pleasure flooding through him pushed into needy, compelling territory. She could do incredible things with that mouth and those lips, despite them so often being pinched into a harsh line or a dangerous scowl. 
 
    He was less than surprised when she stopped and shifted to straddle him. The pause left him free of the fugue of his own lust for long enough to voice the obvious question, the one he should have thought of earlier. 
 
    “You think you can seduce me into accepting your crest, then, Clara?”  
 
    She didn’t stop moving, taking his cock in between two of her fingers and gently sliding it into her lane. “I offered you my crest already. You refused. I’m not the kind of woman who gets caught up on disappointment.” 
 
    They both gasped in unison as she dropped her hips down hard, taking his entire length as though trying to prove a point. Her toned buttocks smacked against his crotch with a terrific, elastic clap. Damon ran his hands up her body, marveling at the size and tautness of her breasts. 
 
    “Then why are you here?” he asked. 
 
    “Why does it matter to you?” 
 
    He had to acknowledge that it was a fair question. She was impulsive, so much like he was, despite being so different, so incomprehensible. He groped her ass as she rode him, limiting the movements of her hips. For an instant, he thought she might choose that moment to simply end him… but she didn’t. She let him lead. 
 
    He ran a hand through her hair, marveling at how it felt like any other woman’s, despite its wild color. Gently, but firmly, he pulled her face down until her lips met his. They shared a kiss that felt far too sweet to belong to either of them. Damon caressed one of Wrath’s buttocks and took hold of her waist, slowly guiding her up to speed as she began to ride. 
 
    Her breathing was irregular, tiny gasps and pleasured groans. Damon could see her breasts moving out of tandem with her body, lagging an instant behind as she began to pick up real speed. They weren’t being quiet, and he wondered if it was a choice on her part or just an inevitable facet of their mutual lust. 
 
    “That’s it,” he whispered. “Rock those hips.” 
 
    “You…” she snarled. “You think you can…?” 
 
    Her question died off as Damon put some more muscle into his arms, genuinely lifting her weight as she continued her erotic rhythm. Wrath made a noise as though regaining her composure and leaned forward, presumably to get in his face and glare. He kissed her again, mixing aggression with passion. 
 
    She let out a tiny gasp, high-pitched, vulnerable almost. Her hips moved faster but with smaller movements, and she didn’t pull away from him. Damon wrapped his arms together, and the moment verged on a level of gentle intimacy that seemed so opposite to how Wrath was in any other context. 
 
    “Damon,” she whispered, shuddering against him.  
 
    Her womanhood clamped down on his tool, and he felt like grinning and gloating. Wrath became as pliable as fresh clay. He shifted her down onto the bedroll, lifting her hips up, and drove his cock deep into her from behind. 
 
    He took her with an accelerating rhythm, letting the sound of hips clapping against her ass echo out into the cold night. She was Wrath, and she could take anything he threw at her and more.  
 
    He could be as rough as he wanted, but he didn’t just want to be rough. It was more about the exertion, the sensation, like running at full tilt, or reaching the perfect flow state in the midst of a fight. The pleasure was unreal, and the sound of Wrath’s breathless moans was egregiously erotic. 
 
    Damon grunted and pulled her hair as he came inside her. He felt a hand as strong and tight as metal close around his wrist, disentangling his fingers from her beautiful blue locks. 
 
    “You’re beginning to push your luck,” she whispered. 
 
    “It wasn’t luck that brought you here tonight.” He thrust into her one last time and heard her stifle a surprised gasp. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Wrath wasn’t one for cuddling, and she left Damon’s tent shortly after they’d finished their dirty business. He awoke the next morning to the bright sun shining down on piercingly white snow. Vel and Kastet were both eating breakfast next to the carriage, which housed a sunlight-averse Lilian. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said. “Sleep well?” 
 
    The looks that Vel and Kastet gave him made the question seem like a bad joke. Vel glared at him so deeply that it seemed genuinely comical. Kastet’s face was similarly annoyed, though with an extra hint of intrigue and an ounce of concern. 
 
    “No, Damon,” said Vel. “I, personally, had an awful night’s sleep.” 
 
    He could handle Kastet being irritated with him, but souring his relationship with Vel wasn’t on his agenda. 
 
    “Talk to me,” he said. “Please?” 
 
    He set a hand on Vel’s lower back and gently guided her away from the princess. Their boots crunched through the top layer of snow, leaving a trail of indentations in their wake. They found a spot on the edge of the hill next to a boulder. Vel hugged her arms across her chest as a chilly wind picked up. 
 
    “Why?” she whispered. 
 
    “There is no good reason why,” he said. “You know how I am, Vel. We’ve been through this before.” 
 
    “Was it Lilian?” she asked, cheeks flushed from the cold. “She was coy when Kastet and I brought it up.” 
 
    He gave a small shake of his head. “Wrath.” 
 
    Her expression softened slightly. Damon held her hand, wishing he could do or say more to help with what she was feeling. Calling it jealousy seemed like putting a simple label on a much more complicated emotion. 
 
    “Vel, it was just sex,” he said. “You, Ria… aesta. You all come first in my heart. I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I’m simply trying to navigate, well… this.” 
 
    He gestured to the carriage. Kastet leaned against one of the wheels, deep in a quiet discussion with Lilian, who sat on a bench within. Wrath had summoned the horses and was tying them into their harnesses. 
 
    “Are you going to take her crest?” asked Vel. 
 
    “I’ve already turned it down,” he said. “More than once, if you count the time she offered it to me as part of a deal.” 
 
      Vel leaned her head sideways and let out a sigh. “If I see you kissing her, or making eyes at her as we continue this journey, I… It’s going to…” 
 
    He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss followed by a long hug. “It isn’t like that. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The next few days passed in a predictable, uneventful rhythm. Damon and the others traveled by carriage to the southeast. The weather warmed quickly as they approached Veridan’s Curve, and eventually, they left the snow altogether. 
 
    It was still winter, and temperatures dropped low enough at night to necessitate campfires and warm clothing, but simply having hard ground underfoot doubled the speed of their progress. On the morning of the fourth day, the city of Silke came into view on the horizon. 
 
    “Have you been to Silke before, Damon?” asked Vel. 
 
    They were sitting on one of the carriage’s benches together. Damon had his arm around her, and Vel was snuggled into his shoulder. 
 
    “A few times,” he said. “It’s pretty.” 
 
    Silke was built upon an ancient Remenai coastal city that, at some period in the long distant past, had been submerged by shifting ocean currents. Most of its more well-to-do residents lived within the restored ancient towers, which still jutted above the ocean along the coast like island spires. Gondolas and floating barges moved along the lanes between the towers, many of which were connected by bridges in the levels higher above. 
 
    The city’s poorer district sat on the coast itself, a plain Merinian-style town that provided the crops and lumber and, of course, people which the richer tower residents relied upon. Damon had done a few shows with the Gleaming Scythe within one of Silke’s larger inn stages. 
 
    They departed from their carriage within the town district. Wrath, who wore a headscarf to cover her distinctive hair, left careful instructions with the stable master about what would be appropriate feed for them. Between her and Lilian, who was so effectively covered by her cloak as to be unidentifiable as a man or a woman, they made for an odd-looking traveling party. 
 
    “We’ll need to take one of the gondolas to my friend’s estate,” said Kastet. “Once we’re there, we’ll settle in and seek an audience with the Lord Governor.” 
 
    “How are you expecting him to help us, exactly?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Truthfully? By staying out of our way.” She drew closer to him as they started down the dirty street. “If we’re going to have any hope at success, we’re going to need a line of funding, not to mention at least a few mercenaries. Possibly a boat, as well, since the easiest way for us to approach Avaricia in secret would be by water.” 
 
    “I see,” he said. “It would be impossible for you to assemble all that without drawing the governor’s notice.” 
 
    Kastet nodded. “It isn’t going to be simple. True Divine, nothing from this moment on will even resemble simplicity. I still can’t wrap my head around what must be going through Gabriel’s mind.” 
 
    She shook her head, looking vulnerable for a moment. Damon set a hand on her shoulder reassuringly. 
 
    “Well, let’s start by settling into our new base of operations.” 
 
     In the end, they took two gondolas. Kastet, Lilian, and Wrath rode in the front, while Damon sat with Vel in the second. While he’d been through Silke before, he’d never gone out onto the water, and he was struck by the beauty and ambience of the waves licking against the stones of the ancient, carefully maintained buildings. 
 
    “Look,” said Vel. She nudged him and pointed down into the water below.  
 
    It was crystal clear, and Damon could peer down at the remnants of the old city. The centuries-old bricks of the streets were still visible, along with a few ancient statues. It made him feel as though he was suspended in the air over a frozen slice of history. 
 
    The estate Kastet had arranged for them to stay in was short and squat in comparison to the others. They climbed off the gondolas onto a wooden jetty which had clearly been added long after the water had consumed the original ruins. 
 
    They made their way up a long flight of stairs, entering the building on the first floor entirely clear of the shifting tide, a good ten feet above the current sea level. The interior was spacious and clean, with rugs covering an old stone floor and various paintings adorning the walls. 
 
    The rooms were on the upper level, each arrayed around the edges of the octagonal building in a manner which reminded Damon of Malon’s tower. The beds were each made with clean linens, and he left his traveling pack at the foot of his without much closer examination. 
 
    “What now?” he asked Kastet. Wrath and Lilian had found spots on sitting cushions, and Vel carried firewood toward the hearth. 
 
    “Now, as so often seems to be the case, we wait,” said Kastet. 
 
    The afternoon passed uneventfully, though being within the towers of Silke for the first time was an event, in itself. Food could be sent for by gondola. Kastet had a massive platter of cured sausage, cheese, and dried fruit delivered to the tower’s jetty, which they ate while watching the ships farther out in the ocean, white sails like clouds against the clear sky. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon when a response finally came from the courier Kastet had sent to approach the Lord Governor. She peered over the missive with a furrowed brow, folding it twice as she finished. 
 
    “Well?” asked Damon. “We’ve waited too long already to be left in suspense.” 
 
    “He’s agreed to meet with us,” she said, slowly. “He’s invited us to join him in his garden atop Redpane Tower.” 
 
    “That’s good, isn’t it?” asked Vel. 
 
    Kastet exhaled through her nose and began massaging her temples. “The invitation names Damon, specifically, as part of my retinue. It doesn’t bode well for the Lord Governor to be mentioning such things. He could well be acting under the presumption that I’m your hostage.” 
 
    Damon chuckled at that. Lilian and Vel looked far more serious. Wrath stood by the window, and without saying anything, she slowly began to open it. 
 
    “Keep mind of where the horses were stabled,” said Wrath, as though she’d barely been paying attention to the previous conversation. “I have business to attend to elsewhere.” 
 
    She disappeared in a flash of azure before any of them could raise a question or objection. Damon moved to take her spot at the open window, inhaling the scent of sea salt and ocean life. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “I suppose we won’t have Wrath’s aid to rely on for this one. What’s your opinion on this, Kastet? We don’t necessarily have to take this meeting if you find it foreboding.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we do.” Kastet came over to stand next to him. “Now that he knows we’re here, we can’t afford him attempting to curry favor with the Godking by exposing our presence. This was a calculated risk… one which I may have been mistaken about.” 
 
    Damon set a hand on his myrblade and turned to face Kastet. Her unease was written plainly across her face, but he didn’t share it. The situation was uncertain, rather than outright dangerous, and perhaps she would have preferred it the other way around. 
 
    “Then let’s go meet with the Lord Governor,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    It was late in the evening when the Lord Governor’s gondola arrived to escort Damon and Kastet to the Redpane Tower. He gave Vel a hug and a kiss goodbye and made sure Lilian was clear about what to do if they didn’t arrive back immediately. 
 
    “I have no intention of leaving you or the princess here if you’re abducted,” said Lilian. 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask that of you,” he said. “Just get Vel out of the city first. After that, you’re welcome to take whatever risks you deem necessary to free us.” 
 
    “Damon.” Vel clung to his side, her face scrunched with worry. “Are you really expecting this to go so poorly? Why even bother taking the risk?” 
 
    “Mind yourself, Lady Velanor.” Kastet answered before Damon could. “This is a formal invitation. We are trusting the Lord Governor to behave as an honest host, with no treachery. If he violates that trust, we’ll respond. Unfortunately, we can’t get what we want here without taking the chance.” 
 
    “We’ll be alright, Vel,” said Damon. “I promise.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek one last time and followed Kastet out onto the jetty. The gondolier confirmed their identities before punting the small boat off and paddling them along the canal. 
 
    True to its name, the Redpane Tower was a massive spire of dark stone and red-stained glass. From a distance, it looked like a rotting, bloody tooth jutting upward from the water, a comparison which Damon flushed from his mind as they approached the spacious landing dock and caught sight of their host. 
 
    Lord Governor Thomas Abastrius was one of the Godking’s vassals, though less powerful than many of the other city lords and high merchants under the umbrella of Avaricia’s influence. He was younger than Damon would have expected, mid-thirties or thereabouts, with dirty blond hair and a strong jaw. 
 
    Abastrius greeted Kastet on Redpane Tower’s long, barnacle-encrusted pier, stooping forward to help her off the boat and kiss her hand. He nodded to Damon, acknowledging him, but not giving any hint as to his deeper disposition. 
 
    “I’m honored that the two of you were so kind as to quickly accept my invitation,” said Abastrius. “I have a table prepared for us in the fountain room. Shall we?” 
 
    “Lead on,” said Kastet. 
 
    She seemed confident. Damon felt less certain of the situation. He noted the ample number of guards Abastrius had received them with, ten men, with two more standing on either side of the door leading to the tower’s interior. 
 
    They followed the Lord Governor up a staircase that wound around the tower’s interior wall, giving them a passing view of each of the eponymous red-paned windows. Damon noticed they were irregular, varying not just in color and shape, but also in the style of their frames. Replacing them was doubtless an expensive, specialized affair. 
 
    The fountain room was, well, a room with a fountain in it. It was large and central, with beautiful, nude female statues embracing around the central discharge of water, which rained down upon them and into the surrounding pool. The prestige of having running water so far up, at least a hundred feet above sea level, was not lost on Damon. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” said Kastet. 
 
    “You’re generous with your compliments, Princess,” said Abastrius. Despite having mentioned a table, he made no move to sit down or to invite them to. 
 
    “Truly, it is,” said Kastet. “The craftsmanship is marvelous. I’m fascinated by whatever hidden function must carry the water to this point with such pressure.” 
 
    Abastrius’s mouth twitched into a smile. “Once upon a time, it was magic. The ancient architect enchanters of the Old Rem used a blood ritual to continuously entice the water to flow in such ways. Or so my historians tell me. They have a fancy for spinning tales with intrigue over accuracy.” 
 
    “Once upon a time, you say?” asked Kastet. “What of now?” 
 
    “Now…” Abastrius steepled his fingers, glancing toward the table, but still not inviting them to sit. “Now, it runs on the grace of the Godking. He supplied my craftsmen with a spinning steam hearth that runs off flames and coal. Dirty, messy business, but a price worth paying.” 
 
    “You aren’t a subtle man, are you?” asked Damon. 
 
    Abastrius’s gaze snapped toward him, eyes smoldering with dark humor. “From what I hear, neither are you. Please, sit. You are my guests, after all.” 
 
    He finally waved a hand toward the table. Damon helped Kastet with her chair before taking his own, sitting with over casual posture on the edge in case he needed to stand in a hurry. 
 
    “I was surprised to learn of your visit to my city,” said Abastrius. “The last definitive news I heard of you, Princess, was when the late Queen sent word of your rape and kidnapping.” 
 
    “I was…” Kastet blinked and gave a small shake of her head. “I’m sorry. My what?” 
 
    “Yes…” Abastrius nodded sagely. “The Queen told us quite the story. According to her, the outlaw Damon Al-Kendras stole your virtue at the tip of his sword. When you refused to run off with him afterward, he flew into a rage and took you as his prisoner.” 
 
    Damon snorted. Kastet rubbed her temples. Abastrius looked as though he didn’t quite believe the information he was relating to them himself, which seemed like a good sign. 
 
    “I can assure you, Lord Governor, that none of what you’ve heard is accurate,” said Kastet. “As you should now well know, my stepmother intended to usurp the throne. You can confirm the truth with my brother, King Gabriel, if you still harbor any doubts of that.” 
 
    “I’m sure he would tell me many things,” said Abastrius. “He is on his way to Veridan’s Curve now, is he not?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Kastet. “In fact, I’m here at his request. He’s given me his full confidence to speak on his behalf. Lord Governor, part of my reason for coming to your city relates to the future of Veridan’s Curve and the shifting political landscape.” 
 
    “Full confidence to speak on his behalf, you say?” asked Abastrius. “I take it you have a sealed missive with his sigil, then? He’s certainly given me no forewarning of your arrival.” 
 
    “I do not, but that’s solely due to the speed at which events have been moving,” said Kastet. “I can assure you that I speak in his name.” 
 
    Abastrius licked his lips, considering her words for a long moment. “And I can assure you that you will be safe here in Silke, within my care, until King Gabriel officially arrives in Veridan’s Curve and we can get this all sorted out. You must understand my position, Princess. I was under the impression that you’d been kidnapped, and it’s hard for me to quell that concern even now.” 
 
    “You don’t look like a man that’s overburdened with concern,” pointed out Damon. “I’d say you look more like one who sees an opportunity.” 
 
    Abastrius let out a dry chuckle. “Quite so.” 
 
    He gestured with a hand, and Damon heard the footsteps of approaching guards. He sighed and glanced at Kastet. Her face was pale, and her fingers clenched the table as though she was expecting to be forcibly pulled back from it. 
 
    Damon had gone into the encounter expecting a fight, or at least the possibility of treachery. Still, he’d hoped for both Kastet’s sake and his own that he wouldn’t be forced into carrying out diplomacy at the point of his sword. He resigned himself to simply hoping he wouldn’t have to kill anyone as he drew his sword and pulled Kastet up from the table. 
 
    “The fountain,” he whispered. 
 
    She nodded and began moving that way, pressing her back against Damon’s so they had eyes to either side. Abastrius’s guards didn’t seem eager for a fight, which was ideal. Damon let them close in, slowly inching toward the fountain, eyeing the beautiful pool of water with greedy eyes. 
 
    “Princess, this is foolishness,” said Abastrius. “You’re only going to get your companion killed if you resist.” 
 
    “You don’t realize yet the mistake you’ve made, Abastrius, but you soon will,” said Kastet. She groped at Damon’s elbow and squeezed it, though whatever message she was trying to convey was lost at him. 
 
    “The men you see around you are some of the best swordsmen in Veridan’s Curve,” said Abastrius. “This will not end well for you.” 
 
    Damon wanted to scoff at that, or at least accuse the Lord Governor of exaggerating for effect. He didn’t get the chance. One of the guards came at him, swinging a longsword with surprising dexterity. He deflected the strike, almost fell for a feint, and suddenly found himself fighting for his life. 
 
    There were too many opponents, and too much happening all at once. Damon was on the defensive from the very start. Kastet’s gasps and wordless utterances were the only warning he got when the guards attacked him from behind. Damon was good, but he only had one sword, and it couldn’t be everywhere at once. 
 
    A spearpoint nicked him in the shoulder, a minor injury, but one that seemed to promise more to come. He countered, sliding the spear sideways and slashing its wielder across the chest. Kastet shouted his name and he ducked on reflex, getting his head out of the way of a greatsword that would otherwise have decapitated him.  
 
    He had to choose between protecting Kastet and winning the fight, and as cold of a calculation as it seemed, it was really no choice at all. The Lord Governor was more liable to kill any of his guards that so much as bruised her, given how quickly he’d identified her value as a prize to the Godking.  
 
    Damon dove into a roll, moving away from Kastet and toward the fountain. She let out a surprised shout as one of the guards immediately grabbed her. She was safer in their hands, rather than near him, within reach of weapon strikes which might land astray. 
 
    “Archers!” screamed Abastrius. “Shoot him!” 
 
    Damon hardly needed an excuse to dive into the fountain’s water, but the prospect of being turned into a sewing cushion by the various guards leveling crossbows at him from the edge of the room was more than enough to commit to getting wet. The splash of water flooded his ears as he tumbled into the fountain face first. He gripped his myrblade, knowing he needed another favor, another chain. 
 
    Myr 
 
    It took only a minor flex of his will to enter her realm. She looked slightly annoyed with him before he’d even said anything, still clad in the remaining chains which bound her power. Damon was, as always, struck by her ethereal beauty, pale blue skin, wispy hair, generous, nude curves. 
 
    “Don’t say it,” she said, with a sigh.  “I know. It’s this one.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He hurried toward her, aware that time was still moving in the real world, albeit slower than it would otherwise pass. 
 
    “Damon,” she said, voice serious. “This has to be the last one. The last chain.” 
 
    “It will be.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she whispered. “I can feel it. It’s coming. I’m… already starting to slip.” 
 
    He shook his head, wishing he had time to understand what she meant. One of Kastet’s screams pierced through the veil of Myr’s realm, and Damon could only put his strength to pulling at the chain, gritting his teeth in exertion to snap through one of its brittle, frozen links. 
 
    He felt a surge of power as the chain snapped and could suddenly visualize a new possibility. He wanted to grin as he realized why Myr had chosen the chain for him that she had. She’d given him a new ability, this time, one he’d attempted in various ways before with scattered results. 
 
    “Are you quite finished?” shouted Abastrius. “You’ve splashed around in my fountain enough. I understand that desperation can make men go a bit silly, but honestly…” 
 
    Damon sat up in the fountain, water streaming down his face. His clothing was soaked, from shirt to trousers to boots. Which was exactly what he needed. 
 
    He stood up slowly, treating the archers as if they were still a threat, and began to coat himself in ice armor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Damon took a dark, borderline petulant joy in watching the Lord Governor’s expression shift from smug confidence to outright fear. He slowly lifted his myrblade, which was now the length of a greatsword and studded with ice thorns, ignoring the thud of several crossbow bolts slamming harmlessly into his ice armor. 
 
    He could move easily in it, as it adjusted around his body, carrying its own weight. The armor was composed of tiny interlocking sections, more like the segments of an insect’s carapace than traditional plate armor. An open-faced helmet covered his head, and similarly, a pair of open-fingered gauntlets protected his hands without limiting his usage of his fingers. 
 
    The crossbow bolts which had struck the shoulders and back of his frozen chest plate slid outward, falling into the fountain below him. Damon didn’t need to look to know that the armor was actively repairing itself, reforming around holes and cracks.  
 
    He looked like a monster of white-blue ice. He could understand the Lord Governor’s growing terror. Abastrius had waved the guard holding Kastet over and was now holding her himself, pressing an ornate dagger to her neck as he cowered behind her. 
 
    “Demon!” shouted Abastrius. “Evil!” 
 
    “No, just a man who’s tired of putting up with endless nonsense,” said Damon. “Let the Princess go and nobody has to die.” 
 
    Abastrius didn’t respond. He tried to take a step back and pull Kastet toward the door, but she kept her feet planted. Brave girl. Smart girl. 
 
    “Did you not just hear me?” snapped Damon. “Let her go. Now!” 
 
    He drove his myrblade down into the water, freezing the fountain over completely. Ice spikes sprouted like the swords of a fallen army, not striking outward to attack any of the guards, but still looking sinister in their intent. 
 
    “I… I…” Abastrius shook his head. He looked as though he was about ready to give up, but also past the point of being able to speak coherently. Kastet saved him the trouble, elbowing him hard in the stomach and extracting the dagger from his hands. 
 
    “You,” she said, baring her teeth. “Are going to give my brother and me everything we ask for from this point forward. Money, mercenaries, ships… whatever we need. If you serve us well, you might be lucky enough to keep this city into our rule. Do we have an understanding, Lord Governor?” 
 
    Abastrius stared at her, mouth agape, eyes blinking. Kastet stabbed him lightly in the hand with his own dagger, drawing a high-pitched yelp. She could be rather scary when she was in the right, or wrong, mood. 
 
    “I asked you if you understood me!” she snapped. “Say yes.” 
 
    “I do,” muttered the Lord Governor. “I mean, yes! Of course.” 
 
    “Lord Damon?” Kastet extended her arm. With the merest brush of his will, Damon let the ice dissolve from his body and sword and let her set her hand on his elbow. They headed for the stairs, and nobody was foolish enough to get in their way. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “You need to start thinking more,” Damon told Kastet as they arrived back at their lodgings. “I’m not always going to be able to save you by the skin of my sword. Do you even realize how close that was?” 
 
    He expected a haughty response and was both surprised and pleased when Kastet paused to consider what he’d said. She nodded once, sighed, and closed her eyes. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I was terrified up there. It wasn’t until we were actually within the Redpane Tower that I realized what I suppose should have been obvious. There are so many different facets to this, so many considerations to make. It’s overwhelming.” 
 
    Lilian went to Kastet’s side and set a hand on her shoulder. Damon lay on one of the cushioned benches with Vel at his side, and she shifted to put her legs into his lap. Wrath was still absent, though given how quickly she could come and go, it made little difference to the situation. 
 
    “With that said…” Damon raised an upturned hand and smiled. “We got what we came for. We basically won this city without spilling any blood.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” said Kastet. “The Lord Governor will no doubt deliver on some of what we’ve demanded. A ship, some money, a few guards, perhaps. There’s no chance that he’d stand with us outright against Avarice without a full commitment from my brother and Hearthold, even if it came with the promise of aid from the Forsaken.” 
 
    Damon had taken notice of how she’d avoided mentioning Wrath and Famine while dealing with the Lord Governor. It was smart. It gave her cards to play down the line and kept from revealing more of their plan than was strictly necessary. 
 
    “We need to find a way to reach your brother,” said Damon. “This would all be so much simpler if Vel could reach him with her dreamspelling.” 
 
    “Hey!” said Vel defensively. “It’s not as though I haven’t tried. I just don’t have the strength for it.” 
 
    “I’m not blaming you, I’m just saying…” 
 
    “I know what you’re saying, Damon.” 
 
    “There might be another way.” Kastet leaned back in her chair as Lilian began massaging her shoulders. “If we knew the exact details of Gabriel’s arrival, or even just the name and itinerary of his ship, we would have a chance at getting a message to him before he entered Avaricia.” 
 
    “It’s possible someone within the city might know,” said Damon. 
 
    “It would have to be someone within Avarice’s inner circle, no doubt,” said Lilian. 
 
    Kastet sighed. “I do still have friends in Avaricia, but none who would have purview to that sort of information.” 
 
    “I know someone whom Avarice trusts,” said Damon. “But it’s an open question whether he’ll help us.” 
 
    They spent the evening lounging, in some ways recovering, from their recent travels and the tense encounter with the Lord Governor. A courier arrived with several bottles of fine wine as a gift, and Damon sampled enough of each to render himself comfortably drunk. 
 
    He missed his aesta. Now, more than ever, he wished he could speak with her, to get her advice on what he was doing, what he should be doing. Moreover, he just wanted to know she was alright. 
 
    Vel was sitting in his lap, and she seemed to sense his unease. She stroked his cheek, shifting his face so they were gazing into one another’s eyes. 
 
    “It’s all going to work out,” she whispered. “Just you wait and see. Ria’s alive. I’m awake. Aesta is… off doing aesta things.” 
 
    Damon forced out a laugh and nodded. “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    He ran a hand along the side of one of her thighs, eyes darting toward the staircase. Vel flashed a conspiratorial smile. 
 
    “I think Lilian is feeding off Kastet,” she said. “They’ll be busy for the better part of the next hour.” 
 
    “Is that right?” He kissed her neck and started shifting her down onto the cushion. Vel giggled, and the two fell into a loving, heated embrace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Damon set out early the next morning. He was uneasy about leaving Vel, Kastet, and Lilian alone in the Lord Governor’s city, but conceded it was still likely safer for them than his mission into Avaricia would be, overall. 
 
    Vel made him promise to take the amethyst dreamspell amulet with him and wear it every night. He’d agreed, even though it’d stirred a small amount of unwanted conflict within him. Wearing the amulet to sleep felt as much for his aesta as for Vel, and hoping that Malon might reach out to him left him waking disappointed each morning. 
 
    Kastet went with him to the stable on the city’s grounded coast. She’d insisted he travel using one of Wrath’s corrupted horses, which he’d agreed to in passing without much thought. Staring at the monsterish steed now, with its oily dark eyes and sharp teeth, left him wondering if perhaps he might still hire a carriage and ride in comfort. 
 
    “This will be faster,” said Kastet. “Trust me.” 
 
    “I do.” He smiled faintly at those words. He certainly hadn’t always trusted Kastet, and he couldn’t remember the exact point in time when the balance had shifted toward taking her at her word. But he eventually had, over many months of encounters and experiences. 
 
    The stablemaster was just as wary of the corrupted horse as Damon was and opened the gate for him far ahead of the beast to give himself plenty of time to get out of the way. Damon was about to climb onto its back when Kastet set a hand on his arm, turning him toward her. 
 
    “Be careful.” She kissed him on the lips before turning away.  
 
    “I will,” he said. 
 
    As Damon soon learned, she hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d spoken of the animal’s speed. It was more noticeable the faster he went, with the corrupted horse seeming to thrive the harder he pushed it. 
 
    At a canter, his steed moved as fast as a normal horse at a gallop, and at a gallop, Damon was holding on for dear life. The corrupted horse didn’t tire out, either, and it really, really didn’t like to be steadied or slowed down. 
 
    He made the journey, four days by wagon or carriage, in two, stopping for only a single night to slither into his tiny tent and wrap himself in his quilt. He wasn’t entirely sure how to approach Avaricia as its walls drew into view at a distance, knowing how much attention he’d draw if he simply rode his distinctive, dark mount in through the front gates. 
 
    In the end, he stabled the horse in one of the outlying towns and walked the last mile or so. Keeping the hood of his cloak up, Damon entered Avaricia around early evening, with the sun dipping low on the horizon and winter’s chill encroaching against the fair-weather coast. 
 
    The city felt unchanged and oblivious, like a play in which the actors had been swapped out but the script was still the same. Market stalls hawked the last of their wares before packing their wagons for the day and heading home. Washerwomen hung clothes from lines, and courtesans hung halfway out of windows, calling men into brothels and offering to turn boys into men. 
 
    Damon knew Avaricia about as well as he’d known any place. He had a few ideas about where to find Austine, but it was a question of approach. He needed to find his old friend alone and in a mood to talk, preferably as far away from Avarice as possible. 
 
    In the end, it was the time of day that set his course. Damon headed for The Golden Corset, a tavern turned lightweight brothel with tease shows and scantily clad servers. It had been one of Austine’s favorite taverns, and it was the one at which he expected to find his friend now that his fortunes had come to roost. 
 
    He felt exposed pulling his hood down and taking a seat at one of the corner tables, but that was a facet of his plan. A woman in a thin, nearly transparent skirt and a half-shirt tight enough to look painted on leaned forward to take his order. 
 
    “Is there anything you need?” she asked in a breathy voice. 
 
    “Ale,” he said. “Just ale.” 
 
    “Just ale then, for now,” she purred. 
 
    Damon chuckled as he watched her walk away, mesmerizing by the intentionally perfect side-to-side swaying of her hips. It wasn’t as though he was immune to the sort of seduction sold in a place like The Golden Corset. He wasn’t better than the place, he was just busy. 
 
    Busy doing nothing, as it happened. He waited for three hours, drinking more than he probably should have and spending more time listening to the propositions of the scantily clad servers on each pass. He was on the verge of resigning himself to renting a room within the city, an outcome he’d been hoping to avoid, when a familiar face finally walked in. 
 
    Austine seemed to greet every single working woman within the establishment as he made his way to the bar. He didn’t notice Damon, not at first, but eventually his eyes passed over him and he doubled back, frowning intensely. 
 
    “Anders Rosewood,” said Austine, sounding cheery despite looking unsettled. “Fancy seeing you here.” 
 
    “It’s been too long, Austine,” he said. “I happened to be passing through Avaricia and thought I’d get a drink.” 
 
    “You just happened to come here for that drink. Right.” 
 
    Austine gestured to a set of curtains in the back of the common room. Damon stood up and followed through them, passing several stalls with women and men in various states of engagement. 
 
    They found a private room in the very back that smelled of heartlift weed and took seats at a table that Damon suspected was intended for a woman to give private dances, or more, upon. Austine let his irritation show as he drummed his fingers on the polished wood. 
 
    “I need a favor,” said Damon. 
 
    “Of course, you do,” said Austine. He let out a whistle. Damon furrowed his brow, thinking it had been a gesture meant for him until one of the scantily clad girls opened the door and poked her head in. 
 
    “We’re going to need some liquor,” said Austine. “Two bottles. Also, which of the gold stars are available tonight?” 
 
    “Elouise and Henna,” said the girl. “I’ll get right on those drinks!” 
 
    “Send them both,” said Austine. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Damon. “That’s not why I’m here. I’m—" 
 
    “Make that three bottles,” said Austine. 
 
    The liquor arrived with startling speed, and Damon had a glass in his hand before he could either mount a proper objection or get Austine talking. He took a sip of the drink, a sour liquor he couldn’t identify, and did his best to roll with the punches. 
 
    “Austine, look,” he said. “I need to discuss something with you. I knew you’d be coming by here, but this might not be the best place for us to talk.” 
 
    “Would you seriously begrudge me a single night of fun?” Austine slapped his hand down on the table. “Really, Damon? Come now! You’re already here. You clearly want something. If it’s that important, you can wait until after we’ve been entertained.” 
 
    Further protest was cut off by the arrival of a pair of intensely attractive women. One of them was blonde, hair pulled back into a tight bun by little wooden sticks with gemstones on the end. She wore a paper-thin nightgown that reminded Damon of the ones he’d bought for Malon, Vel, and Ria once upon a time, and she sat down on his lap before he could object. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered. “I’m Henna.” 
 
    “Hello, Henna,” he said, attempting to push back and giving her half of a grope instead. “I’m actually just here to talk with my…” 
 
    “You can talk with me, can’t you?” she whispered. 
 
    Various kissing and sucking noises were coming from the direction of Austine and the other woman, so Damon made an effort not to look that way. Henna nuzzled her cheek against his and began wiggling her butt against his crotch. She pulled the straps of her gown down and pressed the tremendous swell of her pale, naked breasts into his face. 
 
    “True Divine,” he muttered. “What was I saying?” 
 
    He was quick about it, as much due to how aggressive the cute young courtesan was as because of the plague of his own judgmental thoughts. What would his aesta think? How about Vel and Ria? Damon simply had to accept the simple fact that Austine wasn’t going to be inclined to help him if he didn’t indulge a bit. 
 
    And what an incredibly hard fact it was to accept. Henna rode his cock with such perfect movements that it felt as though he was watching a dancer in action, with each swaying motion, each rise and fall, setting the pace of his pleasure. He made use of the table at one point, pinning her down on her back to drive his full length into her until her moans of pleasure were too irregular to be anything but genuine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    When things had finally settled down, Damon caught his breath and sipped his liquor. It was just him and Austine in the room again, both shirtless and sweaty. He felt gross, and seeing the way Austine kept smiling only made him feel grosser. 
 
    “Pretty nice, right?” asked Austine. “I’ve been thinking about buying this place, but deep down I know I’d feel different about all the girls if I was the one handling the coin.” 
 
     “You have that much money now?” asked Damon. 
 
    Austine nodded, flashing a slightly gleeful smile. 
 
    “What would your wives think?” asked Damon. 
 
    “I met one of them here,” said Austine. “I thought I mentioned that.” 
 
    Damon took one of the bottles and topped off both of their glasses. He steepled his fingers, considering how to present his question. 
 
    “King Gabriel is coming to Avaricia,” he finally said.  
 
    “So I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Austine. I need to know everything you know about where and when he’s arriving, and if he plans on residing within the city.” 
 
    Austine let out an unpromising sigh. “How far did you travel in hopes of getting an answer?” 
 
    “I was on the road for two days,” said Damon. 
 
    “That’s a fair amount of time wasted then. You already know everything I know on the subject of King Gabriel’s arrival. I consider myself fortunate to not be privy to that sort of information. If I could help you in such a way, Damon, I would have long since gotten myself killed.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Damon wasn’t as disappointed as he would have expected to be. It was only in that moment, sitting across from Austine after having spent the last hour ploughing expensive whores, that he realized why he’d actually come to see him. 
 
    “The next few days are going to be fairly impactful,” said Damon. “You might want to consider taking your wives out of the city, moving them somewhere a little safer.” 
 
    “You’re always so serious and dour.” Austine tilted his glass in a circle, stirring its contents. “Should I call Henna and Elouise back in? We could swap them around this time, or I could call up some fresh ones if you’d rather—" 
 
    Damon slammed his fist down on the table hard enough to spill one of their drinks. “Enough. This isn’t a game anymore, Aust. We’ve reached the point of no return.” 
 
    Austine leaned forward, eyes serious. “Was that a threat?” 
 
    “You know it wasn’t. Look… Just listen to me. Give your situation some thought. Is it really Avarice that you’re loyal to? Is it the money? Is it the power, the status?” 
 
    Austine started to reply, but Damon held up a finger, cutting him off. 
 
    “If you play your cards right,” he continued, “you might still have much of that once all is said and done.” 
 
    “I hear what you’re saying, Damon. I do. But… It isn’t that simple.” 
 
    “Of course it’s not. It’s going to be complicated, and finicky, and probably come down to a singular choice in a heated moment. At the right moment. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    Austine took a deep breath and exhaled. “Avarice rules through fear. Now, more than ever. You should keep your eyes open on your way out of the city. The copper spiders he used to torch Yvvestrosai… He has them patrolling the streets on some nights.” 
 
    “Are you scared of him?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Terrified,” said Austine. “With that said, fear can be… a motivator in both directions.” 
 
    “Does that mean—" 
 
    “It means I heard what you said, Damon. Now, unless you’re interested in another courtesan at my expense, I think it’s past time for us to end this little gathering.” 
 
    Damon nodded, though in the moment, he almost wanted to take Austine up on the offer, just to spend some more time, however grimy, with his old friend. He patted Austine on the shoulder as he moved to grab and pull on his shirt. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” he said. 
 
    Austine nodded. “You too.” 
 
    It was late when he made his way back onto the street. Austine’s mention of the copper spiders had him walking swiftly and tensing with every noise that resembled metal against cobblestone on his way out of the city. 
 
    It would have been convenient and comfortable to simply rent a room at an inn for the night, but he was wary of overstaying his welcome, especially after revealing his presence to Austine. He wasn’t so naïve as to think that there wasn’t at least a chance the Godking might force his friend to reveal their meeting. 
 
    He made it out of the city walls without being interfered with and jogged most of the way to the stable in the outskirts where he’d left his horse. The stablemaster grumbled as Damon woke him up and paid the fee. 
 
    It wasn’t until he’d mounted his steed and started down the road that he saw a figure waiting for him in the dark. It was a little girl wearing a cloak, features hidden by the hood, and she stood blocking his path forward. 
 
    “That’s quite the animal,” said the girl. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Her voice was quiet, with a waver of uncertain shyness to it that Damon recognized instantly. He climbed off the corrupted horse, holding its reins. The girl approached him, reaching out a hand and rising on her tiptoes to pet the animal’s head. 
 
    “Seffi,” he said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Seffarina, Lascivious’s most recent incarnation, didn’t answer him immediately. Damon’s mind swirled with questions, but he forced himself to hold his silence and wait for her initial answer. 
 
    “Its coat is soft,” whispered Seffi. “Its eyes, though. Why are they that color?” 
 
    Seffi’s own eyes flashed crimson for a passing instant. Damon looked around, hoping more than expecting to see Malon standing somewhere nearby. 
 
    “Please,” he said. “Seffi, if you’ve seen my aesta, Malon, I need you to tell me.” 
 
    “She’s safe.” 
 
    Damon let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Where is she? What’s happened?” 
 
    Silence stretched out between them across the next few seconds. The horse snorted and lifted its head out of Seffi’s reach. 
 
    “You’ve all assembled in Silke, have you not?” she asked. “Let’s meet there.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    He took a step forward that Seffi matched with a step back. The air around her seemed to swirl with fog, briefly hiding her from view. She’d disappeared by the time it settled. Damon’s heart rattled against his ribcage as he tried to sort through what had just happened. 
 
    He climbed onto his horse and began riding toward Silke at full speed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Damon worked rather hard to keep his anxiety from consuming him completely until he finally reached Silke after two days on the road. He’d ridden through the first night and barely slept through the second, his mind doing him the disservice of imagining all the different ways in which the situation with Seffi and Malon might have already gone horribly wrong. 
 
    He was also fuming at Vel for not reaching out to him with her dreamspelling. She’d said she’d contact him if anything of importance happened while he was gone, but now it was just the opposite. He was the one with news that she and Kastet desperately needed to hear, and unless she reached out to him, he’d only deliver it at the speed of a fast courier. 
 
    It was late in the day when he arrived back at the seaside city. The sun was low on the horizon, casting a blood-red reflection across Veridan’s Bay and the water of the canals. He rushed through hiring a gondola to take him back to Kastet’s tower. The process felt so sluggish and inefficient, and he watched the gondolier handle his paddle with the efficiency of old molasses. 
 
    He had no idea what to expect as he rushed up the jetty’s stairs and pounded on the door. When nobody answered after a pause, he was already sizing up where to kick in case he needed to brute force his way inside. Had something happened to Vel and the others? Was he already too late? 
 
    Malon opened the door. 
 
    It was all Damon could do to stare at her for a timeless, breathless second. She wore a pale white gown with thin shoulder straps and faint embroidery across the chest and sides. Her hair was down, unbraided, a rare sight that doubled the surrealness of the moment. 
 
    “Solas…” she said, blinking in surprise. She lifted her arms, and Damon was suddenly rushing forward, pulling her into what was surely a candidate for the tightest hug he’d ever given. 
 
    “Aesta,” he whispered. 
 
    She smelled over-clean, as though she’d only just dried completely after leaving a bath. Damon knew that, after days of traveling, his own hygiene was the exact opposite. She didn’t care. He felt her head against his shoulder, so warm and familiar. His heart beat so hard in his chest that he almost mistook it for hers, or both their hearts, the tempo doubled up, hard and noticeable. 
 
    He pulled back, cupped her face, and kissed her. His aim had been for her lips, but he found her cheek instead. That was fine. The coy, knowing smile she gave him was even more than fine, and it sent a swirl of excitement through him. 
 
    “You’re back,” he said, finally finding words. 
 
    “I’ve been back,” she said. “We’ve been waiting for you. There’s so much… so very much for us to discuss.” 
 
    She took his hand, threading her fingers through his with gentle but insistent movements. He would have believed her if she told him she’d never let go of that hand again, and he would have been fine with it, on top of that.  
 
    The sea breeze blew one of the curling locks of her red hair across her pale, slightly freckled face. Damon gently brushed it out of the way, wondering distantly how long they’d been staring at each other. 
 
    “Come,” said Malon, swinging his hand. “The others will want to know you’re back. We’ll have time to catch up once we’ve checked in with them.” 
 
    She slowly turned around, her gaze lingering even as her body turned. Damon pulled her into a hug from behind before she stepped through the door. He heard her let out a patient, though not displeased sigh. Her body felt so soft, so perfectly suited to crush against his. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered. “You must have really missed me.” 
 
    “More than I think you know.” 
 
    He inhaled her scent again, nuzzling his face into the nape of her neck. She took her time extricating herself from his embrace, giving every indication that she enjoyed it as much as he did, but was simply more focused in her maturity. She led him by the hand again as they closed the door and made their way upstairs. 
 
    Vel, Kastet, Lilian, and Seffi were waiting for them, each having settled into a different spot around the room. Kastet paced, arms folded behind her back, face pinched with consideration. Vel lounged on one of the couches, wearing one of Damon’s old tunics. Seffi lay across the floor, reading a book, and Lilian was in the room’s corner, out of direct line of sight of the sunbeams flooding in through the window. 
 
    “Ah,” said Kastet. “Good timing. We were worried we’d have to proceed with the next phase of planning without you tonight.” 
 
    “I came as quickly as I could,” he said. He glanced at Seffi, who gave him a shy smile. “I see the situation has changed a bit since I left.” 
 
    Seffi, Lascivious, still looked impossibly young to Damon, given the immense power she held. She appeared to be a girl of no more than fourteen, short and petite for her age, with frizzy brown hair and large, expressive, and utterly disarming eyes.  
 
    She was, or at least eventually would be, as powerful as Wrath and Avarice. She dog-eared the book she was reading and pulled her knees toward her chest, looking uncertainly toward Malon, and then to Kastet. 
 
    “The situation is constantly changing,” said Kastet. “This time, in our favor. We have a way of reaching Gabriel before Avarice does.” 
 
    Still holding his aesta’s hand, Damon walked over to one of the couches and sat down with her. “How? The only relevant detail I was able to discern from my contact was that Gabriel is still on his ship and no one knows exactly where it’s destined for or when it’s arriving.” 
 
    “Simple,” said Kastet. “We dreamspell to him.” 
 
    “Haven’t we tried that already?” said Damon, shaking his head. 
 
    “Seffi can help us,” said Vel. “She’s far more powerful with dreamspelling than I am, or even Jilou. I can serve as the focus, finding Gabriel using my memories and image of him, while Seffi lends her magic to mine to strengthen the connection.” 
 
    “Is she truly that adept at dreamspelling?” asked Damon. He didn’t realize how much doubt he’d lent to his voice until he glanced Seffi’s way and caught her averting her gaze. 
 
    “She’s the reason why I couldn’t reach aesta through dreamspelling,” said Vel. “Her influence extends even to protecting her mind and those of the people around her from being toyed with during sleep.” 
 
    “It’s true,” said Malon. “I was also concerned about what might happen if I dreamspelled out to you with Seffi nearby. She may have been able to enter the dreamscape, intentionally or by accident, and I had… certain concerns about what that might entail.” 
 
    Damon nodded, though her explanation hadn’t ameliorated all his concerns. “Vel said she traveled to Anliwich and found the remains of Seffi’s home. I don’t wish to press either of you on what must have been a painful past event, but what happened?” 
 
    He shot a glance toward Seffi, but she was busy with her book again and didn’t look up. It was Malon who answered, after slowly folding her arms. 
 
    “Avarice found her.” Malon let out a slow breath and squeezed Damon’s hand. “She called out to me in distress after losing her entire family at his hand. She managed to save herself only through luck and the strength provided by her powers.” 
 
    “Oh…” whispered Damon. “Seffi. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Seffi gave a small shrug heavy with feigned composure. “I miss them.” 
 
    A somber mood settled over the common room which none of them seemed eager to attempt to dispel. Malon moved to stand behind Seffi, gently resting her hands on her shoulders. Vel, without hesitation or shame, slipped in to take her former spot next to Damon.  
 
    She seemed happy to see him and Malon together, or at least contented with it. There was an edge of knowing in the way Vel looked at them, as though she, like Ria, understood how deep the emotions ran between Damon and their aesta. 
 
    “The path forward, for once, seems fairly straightforward,” said Kastet. “We’ll plan on reaching out to Gabriel this evening, before dinner, if possible. Damon, if you need time to rest or bathe, take it now. You should be part of the group that enters his dream.” 
 
    “I’m willing, but why me?” asked Damon. “You’re his sister. I knew Gabriel for all of a span of days and haven’t seen him in person since. If you’re uncertain about his intentions, why would you think I have a better read on him?” 
 
    “The fact that I’m his sister is fairly meaningless, now that he’s King,” said Kastet. “It may even work against convincing him that I’m advising him in good faith. Or possibly not. I’ve no idea how my brother may have changed over the past months. But I do know that he’ll feel an immense amount of gratitude toward you for discovering that he still lived and freeing him from Anise’s dungeon.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Damon took a breath and ran his hand through his hair, feeling the extent of his exhaustion. “A bath first does sound like a good idea, though.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Kastet had acquired a pair of servants at some point, likely loaned help from the now agreeable Lord Governor. Damon ate a snack of sausage and cheese while they heated and filled his bath. He felt days’, if not weeks’ worth of tension melting off his shoulders as he finally sank into it. 
 
    Once clean, he changed into a comfortable set of men’s evening clothes that someone had had the good sense to lay out for him. The others were waiting in the common room, already busy setting up the stage for the events of the night to come, in a rather literal sense. 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” he asked. 
 
    Vel and Lilian were layering blankets upon an empty section of floor, creating a soft sleeping pallet that looked as though it could fit half a dozen people. 
 
    “For Vel and Seffi to combine their dreamspell magic, they need to be in close proximity,” said Kastet. “You and I will also need to be nearby. This just simplifies the situation.” 
 
    “We’ll need to all fall asleep in unison,” said Vel. “We can’t start until everyone is dreaming. Obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously,” teased Damon. 
 
    Malon set a hand on his shoulder and passed him a steaming mug. “Chamomile tea. It should help you relax.” 
 
    “Thanks, aesta.” 
 
    Lilian moved to stand by the door as she finished setting up the quilts, standing with the posture of a diligent guard. Seffi was already wrapped in a sheet at one of the corners of the quilt. Vel took the spot next to her, and Damon squeezed in between Vel and Kastet after finishing his tea. 
 
    “It looks as though it’s time,” said Malon. “Just relax. It’s been a long day for all of us. Rest, and let yourselves fall asleep.” 
 
    She moved from person to person, tucking in Seffi, and then Vel, and then Damon. 
 
    “Goodnight, solas,” she whispered.   
 
    “Goodnight, aesta.” 
 
    She kissed him softly on the cheek, and he didn’t try to find her lips this time. It would only draw the attention of the others, and it certainly wouldn’t help him sleep. 
 
    Malon tucked Kastet in as well, and Damon took an odd delight in watching the Princess squirm as she tried to maintain her regal air while having a blanket folded around her shoulders by motherly hands. 
 
    Damon leaned his head back into the pillow, already feeling tired as Malon moved around the chamber, dimming the lamps. He felt Vel’s arm brush his shoulder and shifted her way. She slid into him, not quite cuddling or spooning, but putting their bodies into slightly intimate contact. He could hear her breathing, the way she slowed it deliberately. 
 
    Surprisingly, Kastet made a similar move on his other side, taking his arm and hugging it as though it were a spare pillow. Damon hoped that Seffi didn’t feel too left out from where she lay on Vel’s other side. 
 
    “Do you think Gabriel is going to be happy to see us?” whispered Vel. 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Sure, why not?” 
 
    “I just mean that—" 
 
    “Shhh!” hissed Kastet. 
 
    “I was just going to say—" 
 
    “Velanor,” said Kastet, testily. “We’re trying to sleep.” 
 
    Kastet yanked on Damon’s arm, nuzzling even closer to him. She lifted one of her thighs and draped it across his leg. In terms of distraction, it was close to ten times harder to ignore than Vel’s whispered question, especially as Kastet’s leg began to shift closer to his crotch as she fidgeted to get comfortable. 
 
    “Whose foot is that?” asked Vel. 
 
    “Um…” said Damon. “Possibly mine?” 
 
    “Vel!” snapped Kastet. “What did I just say?” 
 
    Damon felt Vel sit up beside him, followed by an irritated huff. 
 
    “Hey…” said Vel. “You’re practically on top of him! Damon, what are you doing with the princess?” 
 
    “You should be asking what the princess is doing with me, actually,” he said. 
 
    “I’m just trying to get comfortable!” snapped Kastet. “Velanor, whatever it is you’re implying or accusing me of is completely out of line!” 
 
    “Can we take the intensity of this conversation down a notch?” asked Damon. 
 
    Vel picked up her pillow and swatted it across Kastet, who let out an offended gasp and reached for her own. Damon groaned and, with fading reluctance, grabbed his pillow and tried to decide which of them he was going to take his frustration out on first. 
 
    Vel caught him in the shoulder after missing Kastet by the width of a hair, which was all the invitation Damon needed. He clubbed her legs out from underneath her as though wielding a deathmace, delighting in the way she squealed as she fell onto her butt. 
 
    Kastet let out a cute grunt as she knocked the blunt side of her pillow against Damon’s ribs. He trapped it under his arm, reeling her in as she let out a mock shriek and tried to pull it away from him. Damon lifted her into the air and, with considerable care, flipped her upside down and pinned her underneath him on the quilt. 
 
    “Um,” whispered Seffi. “I’m also trying to sleep.” 
 
    She entered the fray, swinging her pillow in a windmilling arc, striking both Vel and Kastet in the same swing. Seffi was clearly no stranger to pillow fights. 
 
    Damon laughed as he unleashed a torrent of tickles on Kastet, who wriggled beneath him and attempted to order him to stop with what little remained of her royal dignity.  
 
    “Vel!” she managed to yell, in between her laughter and gasping for breath. “Truce!” 
 
    Before Damon could declare that truces obviously violated the unwritten code of pillow fights, he felt Vel’s petite limbs curl around his back. She clung to him as though he was giving her a shoulder ride, and her weight, slight as it was, still amounted to enough to tip him sideways and off balance. 
 
    They landed on the quilts with Damon’s face buried in her chest, her nightgown shifting enough in the chaos to ensure that there was no shortage of bare skin for his mouth and cheeks to make contact with. Kastet began pummeling him in the back with the pillow, keen on her revenge, though Seffi was attacking her and serving as a reasonable distraction. 
 
    “Mmm,” grunted Vel. “Damon… I’m going to get you!” 
 
    “I’ve already gotten you.” 
 
    He tried to tickle her, but she was of the same mind and was devious in her aim. Damon felt Vel’s hand shoot down between his legs, touching and teasing with fluttering movements that put him on the defensive. He pinned her with his body weight, still trying to fend off Kastet from behind. 
 
    The door to the common room opened, and lantern light spilled onto the scene. 
 
    “Could someone explain exactly what is going on in here?” asked Malon. 
 
    Damon caught his breath, slowly extricating himself from Vel. “Sorry, aesta. Vel started a pillow fight.” 
 
    “I did not!” said Vel. “I was only trying to get Kastet to—" 
 
    “I wasn’t doing anything wrong!” interrupted Kastet. 
 
    “That’s enough,” said Malon. “Please, just for the next few minutes, try to act like adults and focus. Please?” 
 
    “Sorry, aesta,” mumbled Vel. 
 
    They settled back down under their respective sheets. Malon walked a slow circle through the room, playing the part of a sentry patrolling a central parapet. 
 
    “I’ll make sure they all stay in line,” said Damon. 
 
    “Solas, you are the one I’m most worried about, by far.” She leaned forward, and he could see her shooting him a mock glare by the light of the lantern. “Hands to yourself.” 
 
    Seffi giggled, and her reaction was soon joined by the rest. Even after Malon left, the room seemed primed for pointless humor, with even the tiniest whisper stirring the mood into tired laughter.  
 
    It took a while, but eventually, he fell asleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Damon could feel himself being pulled from his own dream and into someone else’s. It was an odd sensation, a swirling mixture of growing awareness and fading memory. He became present within his new experience, but unable to remember where he’d arrived from or much about what he was supposed to be doing. 
 
    Vel was with him, holding his hand and smiling patiently. “Damon? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Where are we?” 
 
    He started to look around. They were on a mountain path. Seffi was on Vel’s other side, peering around her shyly as though afraid of being in the open. Damon felt a sudden pressure on his arm and glanced left to find Kastet hugging his shoulder and blinking tired eyes. 
 
    “Oh…” she muttered. “Did it work? This… I know this place.” 
 
    “It seems to have worked,” said Vel. “We should be in Gabriel’s dream now.” 
 
    “I recognize this.” Kastet let out a sleepy yawn and gestured with an arm. “We came here before when we were teenagers, Gabriel and I. This path leads to the geosprings in the Fleta Mountains. Of course, this is what he’d be dreaming about! My brother is so predictable.” 
 
    She took Damon’s hand and tried to start leading him up the path. Vel held his other hand and stayed where she was, briefly putting him in between two tugging maidens. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Vel. “Seffi and I should go first. The level of dreamspelling we’re doing is fairly complicated. We only have a tenuous hold over it.” 
 
    “So lead the way!” said Kastet, a bit testily. “There’s no time to waste. Gabriel’s ship could be mooring in Avaricia as we speak.” 
 
    “It isn’t,” said Seffi. “He’s still farther out in the ocean. I can feel that much.” 
 
    Her voice had a note of authority to it that almost made it sound like she was suddenly a different person. Damon looked at her then, really looked at her, and it was as though he could see Lascivious poking through around the edges. She walked forward, slipping past him and Vel, bare feet collecting dirt with each step along the mountain path. 
 
    They traveled a surprisingly far distance, weaving around boulders and along cliffsides, before arriving at their destination. Damon blinked in surprise and chuckled on reflex as he stared out at a natural hot spring filled with a range of naked women tending to the needs of a single man. 
 
    “Seffi, cover your eyes!” said Vel. “True Divine! You would think a prince would at least have enough self-respect to not indulge in such filthy dreams.” 
 
    “He’s not a prince, he’s a king,” said Kastet. “Um. You might also wish to look away, Vel.” 
 
    “I’ve seen nudity before, milady,” said Vel. “It’s not as though this will unnerve me.” 
 
    Damon set a hand on her shoulder, clearing his throat as he noticed what Kastet was talking about. A variety of different women surrounded King Gabriel, ranging from his wife, Queen Candice, to several familiar looking serving girls from Hearthold Castle, to a certain lady-in-waiting with blonde hair, a petite build, and adorable spectacles. 
 
    “He’s dreaming about having an orgy… with me as a participant?” said Vel, in muted shock. “How dare he!” 
 
    “It’s just a dream, Vel,” said Damon, hiding a smile. “It’s not as though he has direct control over these sorts of things in the same way that you do. If it bothers you, you can wait here while Kastet and I speak with him.” 
 
    “If it bothers me?” snapped Vel. “You say that as though there’s a way in which it wouldn’t.” 
 
    Gabriel, at least, was busy with several of the other numerous women within the hot springs and hadn’t yet turned his focus to the dream Vel. Kastet began walking toward him briskly, though it wasn’t until she was nearly entering the steaming water itself that her brother deigned to notice her. 
 
    “Kassie?” muttered Gabriel. “You shouldn’t be here! This… This is, um. I mean, I was just…” 
 
    “Stuff it, Gabe,” said Kastet. “You’re dreaming. We’re here with the help of Lascivious. She’s using her dreamspelling to put us in contact with you before you arrive at Veridan’s Curve.” 
 
    “I see.” Gabriel tried to look as serious as a man receiving mouth service from a woman submerged underwater can get. 
 
    “I’m going to have to ask, as your sister, that you put some clothes on,” said Kastet. 
 
    “Well, um, I suppose that’s… only fair.” 
 
    They gave him a moment of privacy with which Gabriel not only dressed, but somehow managed to dismiss his consorts. King Gabriel looked regal, if somewhat disappointed, when Damon turned back around. 
 
    “The little girl,” said Gabriel. “It’s her? She’s the only one of you who I don’t recognize.” 
 
    Kastet nodded. Gabriel stooped to one knee with remarkable composure and extended his hand to the young teenage girl. 
 
    “My name is Gabriel Alquin, King of Merinia,” he said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    Seffi seemed taken aback by the gesture. “…Seffarina. Seffi for short.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Seffi.” Gabriel smiled like, well, like someone who’d grown up with two little sisters, and shook her hand. 
 
    “Nicely done,” said Damon. 
 
    Gabriel grinned as he turned his regard to a new subject. “Damon Al-Kendras! You’ve done more for me than I could ever repay. When we’ve made it through to the other side of history, I plan on making you a very rich man!” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it,” said Damon. “Though you should know that you owe the better part of your escape to Vel.” 
 
    He bumped his hips playfully into Vel, who seemed suddenly uncomfortable. As did the King, apparently. Gabriel blushed bright red and began sputtering through an apology for dreaming about her in such a lewd way while simultaneously thanking her for his rescue. 
 
    “Which is to say, I mean, I’ve always found you to be rather beautiful, but this was…” The most powerful King on the far side of the Endless Ocean sputtered like a teenager confessing. “And your aid was buxom! Brilliant, I mean, which isn’t to say you aren’t, but… oh…” 
 
    “Right,” said Vel, rolling her eyes. “I appreciate your, um, kind words, milord.” 
 
    “Gabe,” said Kastet. “We might not have much time. It’s imperative that you explain, as quickly as you can, how you regained your throne and what you intend now.” 
 
    She gave him a coy smile which said more about how much she looked up to her older brother than Damon had ever heard her put into words. 
 
    “Ah!” said Gabriel, beaming at her attention. “Well, it’s far from a short story, by any stretch, but it began with Lord Damon and Lady Vel’s brilliant scheme in using Captain Aldric’s sleeping body to rescue me from within Hearthold Dungeon. I escaped and immediately to dear, sweet Candice. My, um, my Queen and wife. I’m married, I, uh, suppose I should have mentioned.” 
 
    He spoke the last sentence to Vel, who did everything in her power to pretend as though she didn’t notice he was directing the words mainly at her. 
 
    “Stay on topic, Gabriel,” said Damon. 
 
    “Right!” said the King. “Candace was able to help me rehabilitate my claim, so to speak. With fresh clothing, money to hire guards, and a retinue of likeminded nobles, I became a factor which Anise couldn’t simply lock away and ignore overnight.” 
 
    “I can understand how some of the nobles of Hearthold might have seen an opportunity to side with you, but surely it wasn’t enough to overthrow Anise directly?” asked Kastet. “It would have led to a bloody, protracted civil war, and none of the rumors I’ve heard of the homeland are of such a thing.” 
 
    Gabriel nodded slowly. “I had more help than just that.” 
 
    “It was Jilou,” guessed Vel. “Wasn’t it? She harbored so much guilt for what she did in faking your disappearance, even though she thought it was the right thing at the time.” 
 
    “She did,” said Gabriel. “She still does. She aided me immensely, using her power to set up a meeting with Queen Anise in which we were able to force her abdication. Not a single Merinian died during the exchange of power. I was even able to placate Anise and her supporters by allowing her to return to her family’s home estate and rule as a countess.” 
 
    He gave a small, deeply satisfied bow. 
 
    “Good,” said Kastet. “Better than good. Gabe… I’m impressed.” 
 
    She chewed her lower lip. There was more than just appreciation for her brother’s success in her eyes. It wasn’t outright jealousy, but something close. Everything Kastet had been through since being chased from Hearthold by Queen Anise had been aimed toward a similar outcome. King Gabriel’s success meant that Queen Kastet would never be. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Damon. “There’s still the question of why you’re coming to Avaricia now. Are you planning on continuing, or even strengthening Hearthold’s, alliance with the Godking?” 
 
    Gabriel furrowed his brow. “I plan on no such thing.” 
 
    “Then why place yourself in his power, brother?” asked Kastet. “It’s foolhardy, far too risky to have any upside.” 
 
    “I agree with you, Kassie,” said Gabriel. “My intention was to sail to Veridan’s Curve to find you, beloved sister, and return you to your rightful place by my side in the castle. I thought I’d dock in Paquette, or Silke, or one of the cities farther north in the Empire. Never Avaricia.” 
 
    “Silke,” said Kastet. “Come to Silke. We’ll be waiting for you.” 
 
    “I’m nearly there,” said Gabriel. “Expect me within the next few days.” 
 
    Damon, Kastet, and Vel all let out a collective sigh of relief. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    They spent a few more minutes within the dream. Kastet badgered her brother about the specifics of power dynamics between Hearthold nobles and various other matters which didn’t concern Damon much. Occasionally, a naked dream woman would pop up from within the hot springs and attempt to coax someone into the steaming water. 
 
    When Seffi and Vel released them all from the dreamspell, Damon awoke on the makeshift bed in the common room, with both Kastet and Vel snuggled against him. He slowly extricated himself from their embraces and, with Malon’s assistance, began helping people to bed. 
 
    Damon carried Vel and Seffi, who were sleepy and willing, and half carried, half led Kastet, who was sleepy and grumpy. Afterward, he returned to the common room to help his aesta fold and put away the blankets and pillows. Lilian stayed upstairs to guard Kastet’s room, which left them alone together for the first time in many weeks. 
 
    “Can I pour you some brandy, aesta?” he asked. 
 
    Malon still had her hair down, and the white dress that seemed comfortable enough to be suited for sleepwear. She gave him a small, knowing smile, and nodded her head. 
 
    “Brandy would be wonderful, solas,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 
    He poured them each one. The sound of the liquor trickling down into the glass seemed loud and bold, emphasizing the silence, the stillness, and Malon’s presence. He could feel her watching him, sense her interest, but was it for the grown man in the room or her beloved solas? 
 
    “Thank you.” She took the glass from him, fingers brushing his for a passing, fiery second. “I could only surmise how the dreamspelling went from what Kastet was mumbling as you brought her to bed. It was a success?” 
 
    “It was,” said Damon. “King Gabriel is on his way to Silke as we speak.”  
 
    He took a seat on one of the couches. Malon took a spot safely across from him, lying down halfway with her legs folded underneath her, her pale calves poking out from the hem of her dress. 
 
    “We’re getting closer, now,” said Malon. “I hope you know that I’m proud of not just your accomplishments, solas, but of who you’ve grown into. The strength and resolve you wear across your back. We all rely upon you.” 
 
    “Thank you, aesta.” Her praise always landed doubly hard on him. She’d experienced enough across her life to take more to impress than some tricks with his sword and a few confident words. “Though it’s not as though I didn’t have an example, a mentor, to look up to in arriving here.” 
 
    Malon’s mouth twitched into a half-smile. “You flatterer. I hope you don’t follow my example too closely. I’m not perfect.” 
 
    She made the admission with more weight than the moment called for. Damon heard her, though he wished he didn’t. She wasn’t perfect. She slipped up, perhaps let things… happen that she wasn’t entirely proud of. But she didn’t need to be perfect, not for him. 
 
    “How is Seffi coping with all of this?” he asked, pushing through the growing tension. “She lost her family, her home. I can sense that she’s a little… withdrawn.” 
 
    Malon nodded slowly. “It’s been traumatic for her, but she’s strong beyond her years. I don’t mean in terms of her as a Divine Remnant. Truthfully, I know not if she’s even reclaimed more than the merest whispers of her old memories. She bears her burdens still as Seffi, a precocious, intelligent, wonderfully vivacious young girl.” 
 
    “You seem so radiant when you speak of her,” said Damon. “It reminds me of how you once were with Vel.” 
 
    Malon winced, and Damon realized how his words might have come across. 
 
    “I don’t mean to say that you’ve replaced that relationship, aesta,” he said quickly. “Vel still knows how much you love her, just as I do, and Ria. I suppose I just mean that I see now, well, why you became an aesta. The aspects of your nature that make you so good at caring for others.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” said Malon. “I’ve done my best, but… in a sense, I’ve already failed her. I should have kept closer to her and her parents. Even now, it seems as though so often during our travels, I’m only protecting her by the barest margins.” 
 
    “The two of you have been in danger?” asked Damon. “From whom? Avarice’s servants?” 
 
    Malon nodded. “The Godking placed a bounty on Seffi’s head, and there are plenty out there cutthroat enough to pursue it, despite her age. I’ve had to fend off more than a few.” 
 
    “With your magic?” he asked. 
 
    “With my magic.” She gave him a knowing look, leaning her head to the side, ever so slightly. 
 
    Damon stood up, taking both the bottle of brandy and his shot. It wasn’t as though she’d fought recently, within the past day or two, but Malon’s power was tied to the nature of her crest contract, the essence of Lascivious. It was inescapable that the question of what it might take, what she might need to stay at full strength, would come up.  
 
    “Would you like some more brandy, aesta?”  
 
    He joined her on the other couch, smaller than the one on which he’d been seated. Malon lay sideways, and her bare calves brushed against his thigh as he sat down. He let his legs sag open with the cocky, overlarge posture that every young man seemed to flaunt and revel in. 
 
    “I would, solas,” said Malon. “Thank you.” 
 
    She held her glass out to him, and he poured it full. The motion held both of their attention, but none of their focus. The contact of Damon’s thigh against his aesta’s legs, the silence of the common room, her thin, insubstantial dress… His thoughts swirled with possibilities, growing anticipation. He felt his cock hardening in a rush, like a horse breaking loose from the paddock. 
 
    “Here.” He took her feet and pulled them into his lap. “You seem tense.” 
 
    “Mmm,” she sighed as he started to gently massage. “That feels good.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He let his fingers run up a bit higher. “How about here?” 
 
    He started working her calves, letting her feet settle in his crotch. He knew that she could feel his hardness, but he also knew that she’d play her usual game and ignore it, or pretend it was something else. 
 
    “That feels even better,” whispered Malon. “I wouldn’t mind a leg massage, solas… if you were willing.” 
 
    “I’m always willing, for you,” he said. “Whatever you need.” 
 
    He slid one of his hands higher, touching the bottom edge of her inner thigh and delighting in her reaction. She sucked in a breath, body tensing and then relaxing into him. A tiny, partially stifled shudder ran through her. 
 
    “I was so eager to see you again,” she whispered. “When I arrived here in Silke, and seta told me you’d be back within a couple of days, it was as if the anticipation was just building, and building.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he said. “You were waiting for me?” 
 
    He took a meaty grip on her thigh, pulling her an inch or two closer to him with his strong arms. She made a breathy noise and set her hand atop his, trapping his touch where it was, but not pulling it away. 
 
    “I was waiting for you, yes,” she whispered. “Oh, solas. We need to speak openly with one another… about what happened. On the night when you left the inn.” 
 
    Damon let his thumb continue to caress her leg, feeling her responding even as she strained for control over the situation with her words. “Let’s have a conversation about it, then.” 
 
    “I wasn’t… thinking as clearly as I should have been,” she managed. “My emotions were turbulent, and I was so worried for you, and… well...” 
 
    She reached up, touching his arm with one hand, running her fingers through his hair with the other. Damon stared into her brilliant green eyes, his entire body pulsing in time with the tension of the moment. 
 
    “Do you regret it?” He forced the question out, feeling as though he was baring his neck for her, presenting his heart. 
 
    “No, I don’t regret it. That’s most of the problem.” 
 
    Her fingers tightened in his hair, and he responded by squeezing her thigh. His hand slid a little higher, until one of his knuckles brushed the hem of her girlshorts. Malon shivered, letting out a wordless, breathless utterance. 
 
    “I don’t regret it either,” he said. “I think about it so much. Just remembering it… makes me want to burst.” 
 
    “Oh, solas!” She let her hand brush his chest, miming as though pushing him away. It slid down across his stomach, briefly settling on his cock, pulling back like she’d touched a hot coal. 
 
    “You can touch it,” he said. “Aesta. I want you to touch it.” 
 
    “Mind who you’re speaking to,” she said, clearly trying for sternness. 
 
    “It’s the truth,” he said. “I’m already touching you. If you want to, don’t hold back.” 
 
    He let one of his fingers probe into the hem of his girlshorts, gently rubbing along the sensitive skin along the top of her thigh. The effect it had on Malon was pronounced enough to make it seem as though he was doing far more than he was, the way her hips shifted subtly upward, the way her head leaned back and to the side. 
 
    “I have to hold back,” she whispered. “We both have to. We both should.” 
 
    “Should we?” He let a finger press against her womanhood through her girlshorts, taking its full measure. Her girlshorts felt damp, but he couldn’t tell if it was from her or his own sweaty palms. “Doesn’t it feel good?” 
 
    “That’s… not the point.” Malon let out a shuddering moan and squeezed his cock. “Oh, solas. You need to listen more.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m hearing you, aesta,” he said, deepening and strengthening his voice. “We were talking about that last night at the inn, weren’t we? About what we did in the common room, atop one of the tables.” 
 
    “No, that’s not…” Malon seemed lost in a fog of lust as Damon began to touch her more aggressively, yanking at her girlshorts, caressing her stomach. “I mean, it is what I wish to speak of, but not… not like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” he whispered. “We had to be quiet, remember? It’s so much more spacious here. We wouldn’t be overheard.” 
 
    “You were just horny, and anxious, and… you lost yourself,” she whispered. “It wasn’t about me.” 
 
    “It was.” Damon cupped her face, shifting to lie next to her on the undersized couch. “I love you, aesta. So much that it just spilled over, and I—" 
 
    “Solas…” 
 
    He kissed her, and this time, she made no attempt to hide her lips for him. The point of contact of their mouths was more charged and explosive than even touching under her dress had been. His cock prodded against her, confined by clothing, while his tongue probed and claimed her mouth. It was his. She was his. 
 
    He could hear a quiver running through her breathing, those hidden noises of repressed anticipation burning through her. He slid her dress up, listening to the faint rustle of soft cotton against softer skin. He pressed his cock forward, letting it strain against the thin layers of their clothing, announcing its presence as it found an angle that would have been primed for penetration. 
 
    Damon was enjoying himself but got the distinct sense that it was torture for his aesta. She couldn’t endure extended teasing like this, not in the days and weeks after using her magic. His cock tapped softly at the door, and the way her legs pulled open for him was as much an invitation as flinging herself wide open. 
 
    “Solas…” she muttered.  
 
    There was still an edge of warning, or perhaps worry in her voice. He understood it as well, if not better than she did. Damon knew that it would be different this time. This would be no accident, no one off, happenstance meeting of partially naked bodies. This would be a true taking of her as a woman. 
 
    Malon’s arms suddenly squeezed him tight, and he felt a flash of confusion as the movement broke from their shared moment. She shook his shoulder, wriggling out from under him to sit up. 
 
    “We’re being watched,” she whispered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Damon felt equal parts disappointed and curious over who might be spying upon them in the night. The idea of Vel sneaking down to witness the beginnings of their carnal sin was unsettling, but then he thought of young Seffi… young, but far from unknowing Seffi… or even Kastet, or Lilian. 
 
    He looked up and saw none of those faces. Wrath sat upon the bottom of the stairs, elbows carefully set upon her knees with her hands folded together in contemplation. She wore a thin black shift over tight black leggings, practical, but girlish. She was smiling, and she turned her head a bit to the side as she saw him see her. 
 
    “Am I interrupting?” she asked. “Oh, don’t mind me. Feel free to continue if that’s your prerogative.” 
 
    Malon was already fixing her dress and pulling herself to her feet. Damon, fully clothed, but still hard enough to make his arousal impossible to hide, stayed seated. 
 
    “Wrath,” he said, darkly. “You’d better have a good reason for being here. An incredibly damn good reason.” 
 
    “Seffi,” said Malon. “She’s here… for her sister.” 
 
    Her eyes pulsed crimson, and Damon felt a horrible premonition of what was about to come. He reached a hand to hold back Malon as an anxious pit formed in his stomach. Wrath lifted her hands in mock surrender. 
 
    “Easy,” said Wrath. “Good guess, but no. I’ve no need to confront or speak with her, not until she’s ready to receive me. We’ll speak when we speak.” 
 
    She slowly stood up, arching her back into a stretch as though Malon posed no threat to her. A silent stillness filled the room, letting the tension of the moment climb to precarious levels. 
 
    “Why are you here, then?” asked Damon, suspecting he already knew. 
 
    “I need to speak with you,” said Wrath. “In private.” 
 
    “About what?”  
 
    Wrath’s eyes darted toward Malon, and then back to him. 
 
    “She’s my aesta,” said Damon. “I trust her.” 
 
    Wrath let out a mocking laugh. “Oh, yes, I saw plenty of evidence of that when I first came in.” 
 
    “If you have something to say to me, you can say it with her here,” said Damon. 
 
    “Not this,” said Wrath. “Come, Damon.” 
 
    She started to turn toward the door, holding out a hand to him. Damon’s jaw tensed, and he only just resisted the urge to swear and kick something. Why now? Had she picked this moment to interrupt on purpose? 
 
    “Solas,” whispered Malon. “You don’t have to go with her. You could stay… right here… with me.” 
 
    She took his hand in both of hers, pulling it to touch her heart. Damon could feel it pounding with the lingering excitement of what they’d been up to a moment before. It would take seconds for them to get there again, to rush right on past where they’d stopped. 
 
    “I have to hear her out,” he said. 
 
    “She’s going to make you an offer.” 
 
    He gave the smallest of nods, knowing how it must be breaking her heart. From the very moment he’d brought up his encounters with Wrath so long ago, before the stakes had been unreasonably high, Malon had warned him. She’d made him promise not to take Wrath’s crest.  
 
    Was that a promise he could hold to? 
 
    He slowly drew his hand loose from his aesta’s chest and followed Wrath to the door. She opened it for them both, standing at an awkward angle that left Damon brushing by her in the doorframe to get outside. 
 
    The gentle hiss of the shifting waves was the music of Silke at night. A crisp tapestry of stars stood out overhead, with the waning ghost moon partially hidden by a tangled mass of clouds.  
 
    They didn’t go far, only walking down the stairs to the jetty before finding spots to lean against the guard railing and gazing at the few barges still moving through the city’s shadowed canal. The stars were reflected in the water, shifting and dancing to the whims of each wave. 
 
    “Well?” said Damon, letting his annoyance leak into his voice. “I’m here. Say your piece.” 
 
    “You’ve always been so short with me,” said Wrath. “It’s as though you don’t actually think I’d kill you if the urge came to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I came to that conclusion a while ago, Clara.” 
 
    She gave him a predator’s smile, eyes flickering with azure power. Damon wasn’t wearing his myrblade, but even if he had been, he doubted he’d even manage to get off three strikes before Wrath could kill him… if she wanted to. He knew she didn’t, sensed it on a level that felt confirmed through his intuition. 
 
    “How embarrassing would it have been if I’d waited a few minutes longer before letting your aesta see me?” she asked. “I must say, even just listening to the two of you getting each other worked up is arousing, in a weird sort of way.” 
 
    “You’re trying to fluster me,” said Damon. “Get me to let my guard down, or fall off balance.” 
 
    She took a step forward, facing him directly. With her shift hanging loose, Damon could now see that it was made of thin, webbed fabric. Sections of it across the chest were woven to offer a view of what lay underneath. She wasn’t wearing an undershirt, and the edge of one of her nipples poked out as clear as the rising sun. 
 
    “The fight we’re heading into won’t be simple,” said Wrath. “You know this as well as I do. There’s still time left for you to consolidate all of the power and opportunity left to you.” 
 
    “I’m strong enough as is,” said Damon. “Chasing after power is a game with no end.” 
 
    “Damon,” said Wrath. “Think carefully about what I’m saying to you.” 
 
    “I am,” he said. “You already have Shank. Why not summon him back to your side if…?” 
 
    He did think about what she was saying then, and realized something that, in retrospect, was incredibly obvious. 
 
    “You released him from his crest contract,” said Damon. “True Divine. That’s why he hasn’t been around for so long.” 
 
    Wrath’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t meet his gaze. Damon shook his head, unsure of how he felt as more of the picture came together. 
 
    “Lascivious, Malon’s master, can only make one crest contract at a time,” he said. “She isn’t powerful enough to have multiple crest sorcerers at once. It’s the same for you, isn’t—" 
 
    “Enough!” snapped Wrath. “Whatever… conclusions… guesses, you think you might have arrived at are completely irrelevant to the current moment.” 
 
    “I agree.” Damon stepped closer to her, so close that their bodies were almost in direct contact, and he could feel the heat radiating off her. “If you have something to ask me, go ahead and ask.” 
 
    Wrath’s mouth formed a thin, dangerous line, and she refused to back down. “If you have something that you think I could offer you, why not make it explicitly clear what it might be?” 
 
    “Interesting phrasing,” said Damon. 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    He nodded. He felt so strange, in that moment, as though he could simply reach out and gain a complete understanding of her, if he wanted it. With a few words, he could tie his fate to Wrath’s for the indefinite future, grant himself the kind of power that would put him on a level unmatched by anyone but the Forsaken themselves. 
 
    All it would cost him was the promise he’d made to his aesta. 
 
    The silence lingered to its bursting point. Damon exhaled. 
 
    “Goodnight, Wrath.” 
 
    He kissed her, rebuking the intensity of their bickering with a soft touch of his mouth. He wondered how long it had been since someone had kissed Clara like that. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Malon was still in the common room when Damon came back inside. She immediately rose to her feet, all but running to fold him into a tight embrace within her loving arms.  
 
    “Solas!” she said. “I was so worried.” 
 
    She squeezed him tightly enough to fully express those worries. Damon hugged her back, experiencing so many different emotions as he held her warm body against him. Her breasts were crushing into his chest, plump and soft and wonderful. 
 
    She suddenly stopped, forcing herself to hold him at an arm’s distance. “Did she… offer it to you?” 
 
    He almost answered before deciding to be a brat and tease her a little. He feigned as though he couldn’t meet her gaze. 
 
    “No…” whispered Malon. “Solas! Did she offer you her crest? Did you accept it?” 
 
    He turned away, committing to the act as he let his head sag downward as though he’d disappointed her, and himself, through that. 
 
    “Where?” asked Malon. “Show me it! I need to see. I can’t believe that… Solas! Are you laughing?” 
 
    Damon snorted and finally revealed his grin. She glared at him and punched him hard on the shoulder. He caught her wrist as she tried to continue playfully pummeling him and whisked her off her feet. She let out a gasp, followed by a sharp inhalation as he tossed her onto the couch. Her body bounced in a mesmerizing manner as she came to a rest, hair splayed out like a halo across the pillow. 
 
    “It’s late,” she said. “It’s unfortunate that we were interrupted, but we should probably…” 
 
    She trailed off as she noticed him taking his shirt off, and then his pants. His cock was primed by all the action, and he stayed standing as it hardened under her gaze. Her face was right there next to it. She sat up, blushing as she took it into her hand and began to tease and caress. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you.” Her mouth was so close that each word teased his tool with the exhalation of breath. “I can’t imagine how hard that was. You have so much more than simple courage, solas.” 
 
    “It wasn’t as though she didn’t make a good point,” said Damon. “There’s no telling what we’ll be heading into for this next fight. Part of me feels I should at least…” 
 
    He suddenly forgot what he was saying as Malon’s tongue slid outward and began prodding into the tip of his erection as though she was trying to divine his size using only that. It felt so good that Damon almost sank to his knees. 
 
    She shifted position, sitting normally on the couch and reached around to grab his bare buttocks and pull him closer in. Her eyes never left his as her lips slid lower, and lower, along his cock. So low that his entire length was crammed into her sweet mouth and slick throat. Damon knew his face must look goofy from the pleasure. 
 
    He ran his hands through her hair, suffused with wild pleasure. Malon began working her mouth back and forth, polishing his cock with her lips and cheeks and tongue. It was more than just what she was doing, but how she was doing it. The care that went into each movement, the different facets of the love intermingled within her eyes. 
 
    It felt so much dirtier to have her do this for him than their game of leg rubs and dry humping earlier in the night. She was doing it with that lewd, loving expression, giving it her all to get him off. Any doubt about whether he’d made the wrong choice fled in the wake of his burgeoning release. He loved his aesta, along with Vel and Ria. He loved them twice over, and making a choice that might hurt them would similarly double the pain. 
 
    Damon tightened his fingers in her hair, thrusting harder and faster into his aesta’s mouth than she could handle. She let him know with a soft gag and a not so soft pinch of his butt with her fingers. She slowed down the motions of her bobbing mouth for an instant, still sucking with that loving intensity… and that was it for him. 
 
    He buckled as he came, the pleasure hitting him with such intensity that he couldn’t see, let alone stand. Malon helped him down onto the couch without ever breaking the contact of her lips. She gazed up at him with the stars reflected in her eyes as she continued to lick and swallow and clean him up. 
 
    “See?” she whispered. “There are always benefits to choosing your family, in the end.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, unable to manage more than a syllable. “Oh, aesta. I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    “As I’ve missed you, solas.” She planted a kiss on the inside of his thigh. “But we should be getting to bed. There will be time for us to… speak more with one another, soon enough. We need our rest.” 
 
    He didn’t argue. She was right, and moreover, he trusted that she was right, even if a part of him wanted more. Malon gently helped him back to his feet and led him to his room, going so far as to tuck him into bed as she used to do back when he was a rebellious youth on the farmstead. 
 
    “I love you, aesta,” he whispered. 
 
    “I love you, solas. Get some sleep.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Damon wasn’t alone in his bed when he awoke the next morning… which he found odd, even in his sleepy, still half-dreaming state. He pulled his quilt back, revealing Vel’s head resting against his shoulder, and vaguely remembered her coming into his room sometime during the night. 
 
    “Vel,” he whispered, shaking her gently. “Hey. Vel. You’re in my bed.” 
 
    She groaned and opened one eye. “And?” 
 
    “If you’re concerned about being discovered by your princess, or Lilian, or aesta, you might want to…” 
 
    She yawned and put her arms around him, doubling down on her cuddle. Damon couldn’t help but smile. He caressed her hair for a minute or two, and then started teasing one of her nipples to see if he could get a reaction from her. She made growling noises, snapped her eyes open, and softly bit his pectoral muscle. 
 
    “Solas?” called Malon from the hallway. “Are you awake?” 
 
    There was no time to hide Vel, and as much as Damon was vaguely concerned about his aesta reacting to their relationship, part of him felt as though they should be past that point. They all really needed to sit down and have a serious talk, Ria included. 
 
    “He’s awake, aesta,” said Vel. “I’m in here with him. I got cold during the night, so I figured it was worth enduring his snoring for the benefit of body heat.” 
 
    Malon reacted to that with a small frown, though it didn’t slow her down. “The two of you should get dressed. Princess Kastet and Lilian are already downstairs… with Wrath. Seffi is still in her room, but I think we should all be present for when they first encounter one another.” 
 
    “Of course, aesta,” said Damon. “As soon as Vel gets her big butt out of my bed, I’ll be right down.” 
 
    “Damon!”  
 
    Vel grabbed a pillow and hit him with it. Damon flipped her underneath him on the bed and started wrestling her hands down as she continued to swing the pillow. From behind them, Malon let out a sigh that was equal parts good natured and suspicious. 
 
    “I’m leaving the door open,” she said. “I expect you both down in the common room in five minutes.” 
 
    “Plenty of time for me to teach Velanor some manners,” said Damon. 
 
    “Ew!” said Vel. “Also, no it wouldn’t be. Maybe for you, but I would need at least—" 
 
    “Solas!” snapped Malon. “Seta. I’m serious. Enough.” 
 
    Damon let his grip on Vel’s wrists slacken, and Vel set the pillow down. He stole a quick kiss to let her know that there were no hard feelings and then watched her walk from his room, her sexy, petite body practically oozing out of her small clothes. 
 
    Malon stood at the door for long enough to shake her head disapprovingly one last time before departing. Damon couldn’t keep from smiling as he started getting dressed, overcome with the love he had for both of them. He thought of Ria and hoped she was doing well. He felt confident she was, given that she was, well, Ria. 
 
    He put on his best shirt, the durable leggings he’d taken with him from Yvvestrosai, and strapped on his myrblade. As Malon had said, Kastet and Lilian were already sitting at a table with Wrath in the common room.  
 
    Breakfast had been served, thick wedges of maple-walnut cake alongside fried potatoes with bacon scraps. He made a beeline for the kitchen, where Malon was already fixing him and Vel plates, and then found a chair to join the others. 
 
    “My brother, the rightful king of Merinia, will be arriving here in Silke tomorrow or possibly even today,” said Kastet. “We all need to mobilize, including Famine. Where is she?” 
 
    She’d directed the question at Wrath. The Forsaken stared back at her, unflinching, seemingly dangerous to both those who didn’t know her and those who did. Damon sensed her answer through her hesitation. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Wrath. 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know?” snapped Kastet. “We’re past the point of full commitment. We can’t risk having a missing piece hinder our victory.” 
 
    “Easy.” Damon gently kicked her shin under the table, mindful of to whom she was talking, even if she wasn’t. “I’m sure there’s a good reason why Famine hasn’t arrived yet. It’s not as if she’s been missed in presence, so let’s just take a breath and stay calm about this.” 
 
    Wrath and Kastet continued to eye each other, both a fraction of a lowered eyebrow away from active glares. The situation might well have progressed toward genuinely dangerous places if not for the sudden arrival of a different Forsaken. 
 
    Seffi came downstairs with ponderous steps, carrying a large book under one arm, gaze mostly fixed on the floor. She had that messy, unkempt look that younger teenagers so often have, unslept and underprepared for the day.  
 
    She sat down at her own table, though she was immediately joined by Malon, who seemed more alert to the situation within the room than Seffi by leaps and bounds. It was the first time Wrath and Lascivious had met in their current bodies.  
 
    Damon was aware enough of the passage of events within Merinia and Veridan’s Curve to realize the weight and import of what he was currently witnessing. In all likelihood, Kastet would one day write a memoir that committed the intricacies of this very moment, through her eyes, into the permanent record of their world. No doubt the words about to be spoken would forever ring through the hallowed halls of history. 
 
    “Bitch,” said Wrath. 
 
    Seffi straightened, fumbling her book, which she’d opened and started to flip through. 
 
    “So you don’t remember,” said Wrath. “I suppose that makes things easier.” 
 
    Seffi looked confused, and she was bad at hiding it. She glanced toward Malon, face creasing with uncertainty. Malon leaned in and whispered a few words into her ear, always the teacher. 
 
    “You’re… Wrath,” said Seffi. 
 
    “And you’re Lascivious,” said Wrath. “Well met, sister.” 
 
    Dark irony dripped from Wrath’s voice, enough to leave Damon insanely curious about the path of their relationship over time. 
 
    “My name is Seffarina,” said Seffi harshly. 
 
    “Ah, but of course.” Wrath turned her palms up, smirking cruelly. “Seffarina. Such a pretty name. Please, have a seat over here, with us.” 
 
    She kicked out underneath the table, forcing one of the chairs outward with a screech of wood on stone. Seffi’s hands tensed against the edges of her book. 
 
    “I… I’m comfortable where I’m sitting.” Seffi glanced at Malon as if for confirmation.  
 
    Malon nodded, smiling as though nothing was wrong and nothing could ever be wrong. Damon had seen that smile many, many times before, toward him, Vel, and Ria. 
 
    “Look,” said Wrath. “I don’t know how this conversation is supposed to go between us, sister. The best I’ve managed before is a truce with Famine built through mutual disdain, and I only barely trust her. Forgive me for being so blunt with you, but once upon a time, you and I were… Well, you were someone I felt I could trust. This is many lives ago, do you understand? Centuries for them, a few projects for us.” 
 
    Seffi looked even more uncertain, if it was possible. “I’m… still coming into my memories.” 
 
    “Obviously,” sighed Wrath. “It would be simpler if you could be completely honest with me. Do you remember anything of Avarice, of our most recent lives? You and he, for a time, were… I suppose close isn’t the word I’d use. The two of you had an arrangement. This was long ago, before I began my war, and before he began his. Is any of this registering for you? Does it just sound as though I’m ranting of events that you find unfamiliar and irrelevant? I simply wish to know where you stand, in body, mind, and heart.” 
 
    “He killed my family,” whispered Seffi. “I don’t feel safe with him still alive… and I want revenge.” 
 
    Wrath laced her fingers together, shifting her shoulders more in Seffi’s direction. “If that’s the case, then I’ll help you get it. I have my own debt of pain owed to Avarice. We can achieve our goals together, form a united front, as we have in the past.” 
 
    Malon set a hand on Seffi’s shoulder but didn’t whisper advice to her this time. The slender girl with the book took her time in thinking through her answer. 
 
    “I’ll help fight Avarice,” said Seffi. “I won’t commit to anything beyond that.” 
 
    Wrath let out a chuckle with a sinister edge to it. “Smart girl. I wouldn’t either if I were you. Not that I’m not disappointed. We were good together, once.” 
 
    Seffi closed her book and, with Malon following close behind, headed for the stairs. Wrath stood up and made her way to the door, lingering outside on the jetty. 
 
    “I suppose that could have gone worse,” said Kastet. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Damon. “I suppose it could have.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    King Gabriel’s ship arrived in Silke later that afternoon. Damon stood atop Silke’s main dock along with Kastet and Vel, watching as the large galleon anchored and began extending its gangway. A small procession of Silke nobilities, including the Lord Governor and his guards, was also in attendance, eager to curry favor. 
 
    Gabriel looked tired but serious as he slowly made his way down from the ship. He wore a plain gold circlet, which still seemed like too much atop his unruly dark hair. His clothing was fine, but not as ostentatious or eye-catching as one might have expected from a king, a blue shirt with fine white slacks. 
 
    “Lord Governor,” said Gabriel, greeting Abastrius. “So good of you to have me in your city.” 
 
    “It is my honor, Your Majesty.” Abastrius bowed deeply as he shook the younger man’s hand. “We’ve prepared one of our landside mansions for you. It offers ease of access to the roads, which no doubt you’ll appreciate.” 
 
    “You’re too kind.” Gabriel nodded, brushing by the man with a level of efficiency that Damon appreciated. Gabriel pulled Kastet into a tight hug, and the two of them exchanged a few words too quiet for anyone else to overhear as they continued walking, side by side. 
 
    Little of importance was discussed as Gabriel, Damon, Kastet, and Vel made their way by gondola to the King’s mansion. Damon stopped off to collect Malon, Seffi, and Wrath, who were still resting within Kastet’s lodgings. Lilian stayed behind, in small part due to her allergy to the sun and in large part because of how much she stood out. 
 
    The mansion the Lord Governor had provided King Gabriel was on the beach, with a view of all of Silke’s flooded waterways and the ocean beyond. The first level was embedded with several impressive glass windows, and sun flooded in across polished wood floors as the party found its way into the common room. 
 
    Several servants were already queued, waiting for instruction. Gabriel waved them over as soon as he saw them. 
 
    “Um, hello,” he said. “This may come across as an impertinent request, but, ah, I’d prefer if you left. All of you.” 
 
    He gestured to everyone within the mansion. The servant he addressed bowed and, over the course of the next few minutes, assembled his fellows and departed. 
 
    “Far too likely that there was at least one spy amongst them,” explained Gabriel. “Plus, I brought my own servants who I’m sure will be more than capable of tending to my needs.” 
 
    “Smart move,” said Damon. “The Lord Governor has given us prior reason to be wary of him.” 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt,” said Gabriel. “But we can deal with that later. We have much greater concerns at the moment. Avery, break out the wine and start pouring.” 
 
    Damon was openly fascinated by how much Gabriel had changed in becoming King. It was less a change of personality and more one of simple increased confidence, but the difference it made was the difference between night and day. 
 
    Gabriel noticed the attention Damon was paying to him and flashed a grin his way. He walked over and clapped a hand on Damon’s shoulder. 
 
    “You may not be of royal blood, or one of the Forsaken, Damon, but I hope you realize how much value I place on your opinion,” said Gabriel. “You’ve done so much to help me, but beyond that, you’ve earned my trust.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Your Majesty,” he said. 
 
    The King shook his head. “Gabriel. It’s always Gabriel, to you.” 
 
    “Gabriel, then,” said Damon. He felt himself starting to smile. “When this is all finished and formally over, I’m going to appreciate being friends with a king.” 
 
    “More than I think you know. Here. Come, sit.” 
 
    Gabriel’s servants had pushed a couple of tables together and set chairs around it. Damon sat to Gabriel’s right, with Kastet on his left. Seffi and Wrath were across from one another, though both directed their attention at practically anything but each other. Vel and Malon also found seats near the table’s end. 
 
    “I was under the impression that we were expecting one more,” said Gabriel. “Where is this mysterious Famine that I’ve heard so much about?” 
 
    All eyes turned toward Wrath. The blue-haired woman furrowed her brow, shrugged, and then grew far more serious. 
 
    “To be completely honest, I can think of only two reasons why she isn’t currently here,” said Wrath. “Either she has been found by Avarice and killed or imprisoned, or…” 
 
    “Or?” asked Damon. 
 
    Wrath turned her palm up. “Or she’s gone over to Avarice’s side.” 
 
    Silence fell across the table as the implication of her words fully set in. Gabriel made an odd huffing noise and chewed his lip. 
 
    “Do you think it likely that she’d betray you in such a way?” asked the King. 
 
    Wrath shook her head and didn’t answer. 
 
    “I’ve met Famine before,” said Damon. “It doesn’t seem out of the question that she’d make a deal to betray us if left with no other choice.” 
 
    “I could see her making such a deal out of simple greed or amusement,” said Kastet. 
 
    “She hates Avarice as much as I do,” said Wrath. “It is very possible that she switched sides. However… I think it’s more likely that her body was destroyed.” 
 
    She spoke as though she’d given it a fair amount of thought. Damon suddenly saw their encounter the previous night from a new angle. She’d realized that Famine wasn’t coming by then. She wanted him to take her crest to shore up their collective power level. 
 
    “Well,” said Gabriel, with a sigh. “This changes our circumstances quite a bit, if I’m understanding the situation correctly.” 
 
    “It does,” admitted Kastet. “Famine was going to provide us with an army of monsters with which to storm Avaricia. They might only have served as a distraction, rather than properly sacking the city, but they would have been a major asset.” 
 
    “Oh, how tragic,” said Damon, with deep sarcasm. 
 
    Gabriel began rapping his knuckles on the table, not to draw the room’s attention, but more out of fidgeting habit. He glanced toward Kastet, who was deep in thought. 
 
    “I still see a way forward,” said Kastet. “I think it would be a grave mistake to take the same view we had previously of attempting to overthrow Avarice through outright war. No… We need to treat this more like a political problem.” 
 
    “You sound like you have an idea,” said Damon. 
 
    Kastet slowly nodded her head. “The power that each of the Forsaken holds is so immense that it makes sense to think of them as independent nations of one, rather than singular people. The issue, as it stands, is that Avarice refuses to recognize the sovereignty of his siblings.” 
 
    “Our goal is to see Avarice dead, not whatever statecraft you have in mind, Princess,” said Wrath. 
 
    “Give me a moment to explain!” snapped Kastet. “My brother, King Gabriel, will be meeting with Avarice in Veridas Keep three days from now. What if… what if he were to make an appeal that the two of you, Wrath and Lascivious, his new allies, be recognized and granted titles, privileges, official honors, and such?” 
 
    “I’m not following,” said Gabriel. “What would this achieve?” 
 
    Kastet held out one hand. “Avarice is the Godking.” She held her other hand toward where Wrath and Seffi were sitting. “Should not these two stand as equals, as Godqueens?” 
 
    “Avarice would never accept that,” said Gabriel. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Damon as he began to understand. “Kastet isn’t speaking of coming to terms with Avarice. This would just serve as a pretense to usurp his power. After Avarice refused to recognize them as Godqueens, Wrath and Lascivious, er, Seffi, would have reason to confront him directly and depose him from his throne.” 
 
    “We’re forgetting about Conceit,” said Kastet. “Not to mention Famine, if she has switched sides.” 
 
    “Conceit is hardly a factor,” said Wrath. “Not all of the Divine Remnants are equally powerful. Lascivious, Avarice, Malice, and I were always of a higher tier of power.” 
 
    “Is there a chance that Malice might be hiding in the shadows alongside Avarice?” asked Damon. 
 
    Nobody seemed eager to tackle that question, and it seemed to stir a collective headache from the group as the complexity of their task became more apparent. 
 
    “There are some assumptions which are simply unavoidable,” Kastet finally said. “If more of the Forsaken beyond those we know about are involved, then our plan will fail. But at the moment, we don’t have any evidence suggesting that Malice or Craven are in Veridan’s Curve, let alone allied with the Godking.” 
 
    “That seems prudent to me.” Gabriel took a breath, let out a sigh, and massaged his temples with his fingers. “So. I meet with Avarice. I bridge the topic of anointing Wrath and Lascivious as Godqueens.” 
 
    “Not immediately,” said Kastet. “They need to be there. They’d stand no chance making it into the palace through the front door, however, so we’ll need a way of sneaking in.” 
 
    “Famine has prepared for this,” said Wrath. “There’s a tunnel outside Avaricia that connects to the Old Sewer. We can, in all likelihood, follow it to Veridas Keep’s dungeons and proceed from there.” 
 
    Damon let out an appreciative whistle. “Avarice, Conceit, Wrath, and Seffi. I don’t know. I don’t see a way in which any of us mortals make it out of a battle between four of the Forsaken within an enclosed space.” 
 
    “Um…” Seffi raised a hand. “I could make a barrier? If we were close together, and nobody else was near enough. Then none of us could do any damage accidentally.” 
 
    “You’re seriously capable of creating a barrier that could contain that much power being thrown around?” asked Damon. 
 
    “She is,” said Malon, setting a hand on Seffi’s shoulder. 
 
    Damon crossed his arms. “This could actually work. With Avarice and Conceit dead, we’d still have to pacify the city, but I somehow doubt it would be all that difficult if the two of you were willing to give public display of your power.” 
 
    “It isn’t so big of a difference to exchange one Godking for two Godqueens,” said Kastet. “Especially given Avarice’s rather minimal approach to providing services to the poor, the majority. We might be able to avert any unrest altogether if we simply open Avarice’s coffers and start flinging money into the crowd.” 
 
    “Are we still talking about defeating Avarice, or have we shifted into overthrowing the entire political system?” asked Damon. 
 
    Kastet gave him a playful smile. “Well, I suppose that’s up to us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    The tone of the conversation shifted as Damon and the others began to see how realistic the plan was, on paper. There were plenty of things that could go wrong, from Avarice having more allies among his brethren than anticipated, to collateral damage, to a faster response by the city guards than expected. 
 
    The more they discussed it, however, the less it seemed any potential problem would be enough to forestall their attempt at overthrowing the Godking. Damon’s heart began to pound out a hard, steady rhythm as the situation became real. They were going to strike against Avarice. It was happening. 
 
    He thought about the pain Avarice had caused him personally, the trauma he’d suffered fighting Austine and thinking he’d killed him. As much as he wanted to find a way to get a message to his friend, it would be far too risky to let him in on any of the plan’s specifics. 
 
    He could only hope that Austine would have the sense to stand down, or put himself outside of the conflict in the moment. If he didn’t, then this would inevitably be their last fight. Damon ran his thumb over the pommel of his myrblade, knowing that he would have to be the one to handle Austine if it came to it. 
 
    The talk reached an end without any satisfying conclusion or distinctive additions. Everyone within the room agreed that they would set out for their attempt early the next morning, with King Gabriel traveling with his retinue, and Damon, Kastet, and the others traveling in Wrath’s corrupted horse carriage. 
 
    Damon returned to Kastet’s lodgings on the water with Malon, Seffi, and Vel. Wrath declined to join them without voicing her reasons. Lilian had drawn baths for them while they’d been gone, and she seemed on edge until Kastet began explaining to her what had transpired. 
 
    “There are partitioned sections in the bath, solas,” said Malon. “You don’t have to wait for us to finish to get in. Just give us time to undress and get into the water.” 
 
    With Kastet busy catching up with Lilian, and Seffi having retired to her room as soon as they’d arrived back, it was just Malon and Vel in line for the baths. Damon nodded, distant and somewhat lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “I think I’ll just head to my room for now, though.” 
 
    “If you’re sure,” said Malon. “A bath might clear your mind.” 
 
    “I think he needs his rest, aesta,” said Vel. “Come on.” 
 
    She pulled Malon toward the common room stairs with surprising urgency. Damon stayed in the common room. Kastet and Lilian had already gone upstairs to Kastet’s room, so it was just him, with a few stray bottles of brandy lying about. He poured himself a glass and tried to think. 
 
    Should he have taken Wrath’s crest? He still felt as though he’d made the right decision in refusing her, but the weight of his refusal, the heaviness of the decision, seemed twice what it had been earlier. Knowing Famine wouldn’t be a part of the attack made the strength of the non-Forsaken who would be fighting that much more important, Malon, Lilian, and especially himself.  
 
    Maybe Wrath would offer Lilian her crest? He chewed on the idea, finding it pretty unlikely. He decided to head upstairs and ditch his sword belt to get more comfortable. He brought the brandy with him, sipping it gingerly as he walked. 
 
    Laughter came from the next floor up as Damon returned from taking off his myrblade. It could only be Malon or Vel, and the image of the two of them naked and soapy and enjoying their wash time compelled him to take the stairs on up. 
 
    He applied the full range of his stealth tactics as he slowly crept toward the door leading to the baths. It was open, with a slice of lamplight illuminating the hot, billowing steam. He could hear Malon and Vel’s voices, and he felt an urge to stay where he was instead of barging in. 
 
    “I was safe,” said Vel. “I promise I was, aesta. It felt so… different to be traveling on my own.” 
 
    “It is different,” said Malon. “Especially when you’re a young woman. I felt no small amount of anxiety when I first began adventuring. This was long before I had become Seffi’s guardian and had any magical ability to speak of.” 
 
    “In that regard, I suppose I’m safer than you were back then,” said Vel. “I have my dreamspelling. I used it each night when I camped, feeling out the area around me. It wasn’t as though bandits would have had an easy time stumbling upon my tent in the dark.” 
 
    “That’s pretty clever, seta.” Malon sighed. “I suppose my worries stem less from how capable you are and more from my innate concern. For you… for Damon… for Ria.” 
 
    There was a pause in their conversation, the silence broken by dripping water and a contented sigh. Damon slid closer to the door. He risked a peek, but the way the partitions were angled left him with only a silhouetted view of two women comfortably submerged in two separate bathtubs. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” asked Vel. 
 
    “Anything,” whispered Malon. 
 
    “Did you know about all of us? Before we did, I mean?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, seta, I’m not sure I understand…” 
 
    Vel shifted sideways to lean against the edge of her bathtub, slender profile visible even through the parchment barrier. “Damon is a wielder. Ria is a tempester. And I’m a dreamwalker. It just seems like such a great coincidence.” 
 
    Malon let out an amused chuckle. “So it is. If I were a more deceptive woman, I think I might claim that it was all part of a grand plan of mine in the making. But no, that’s not the case. It does seem like quite a fortuitous accident, and it is, though more because of our circumstances than by default.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Well…” Malon leaned her head back, her shapely breasts briefly coming into view behind the barrier. “If our lives were less chaotic, it’s very possible that you may have never discovered your aptitude for dreamspelling. You weren’t truly aware of it until Jilou helped you test what you could do, were you, seta?” 
 
    “I… suppose not,” said Vel. 
 
    “It’s the same with Damon,” said Malon. “If he’d never encountered his sword, he would still think himself normal. His ability isn’t nearly as versatile or obvious as yours or Ria’s, either.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty weak, from what I’ve seen. He’s lucky his sword has such a strong enchantment.” 
 
    Damon scowled through the sliver of the door gap, thinking of all the times he’d saved Vel’s life. There was another pause as Malon and Vel’s topic of conversation stirred a new line of questions. 
 
    “Aesta,” said Vel. 
 
    “Yes seta?” 
 
    “Has Damon bedded you?” 
 
    He heard the water splash as Malon practically jumped halfway out of her tub. His own heart threatened to jump out of his chest. He weighed the risks of barging in and trying to pull the conversation in a direction less consequential, but it was already too late. 
 
    “Seta!” said Malon sharply. “That… sort of question… I mean, really. Solas and I are, well, that is to say… I’m his aesta, as I’m yours.” 
 
    “You’re dodging the question,” said Vel. “I’m not mad at you, or him. I just want to know. I want to hear your answer.” 
 
    Silence as sharp as broken shards of glass filled the space of the next few seconds. 
 
    “Solas and I are… closer than we should be,” Malon finally whispered. “I’ve tried to help him direct himself in better directions, as you know. He’s very passionate… but also very confused.” 
 
    “I knew it,” whispered Vel. She let out a laugh and slapped her hand down against the water’s surface. 
 
    “I know that you and solas are also close,” said Malon. “I… guess I’m a little surprised by your reaction.” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m relieved,” said Vel. “It’s meaningful to hear your experience. I’m sure you heard about the encounter Damon and I had in Avaricia, during the Turning Festival. There were more times, after that. The way he started to make me feel… I thought that there might be something wrong with me. That I was corrupted, or impure, or the like.” 
 
    “Seta…” Malon reached a hand across the space in between the bathtubs to touch Vel’s. 
 
    “It was different when I found out that he and Ria were intimate with one another,” said Vel. “I started denigrating Ria, telling myself that for her, as a Rem, right and wrong were different. I was cruel to her, more than once, but I was even crueler to myself.” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that,” said Malon. 
 
    “Clearly, it is. I think we should blame Damon for it.” 
 
    Malon let out a surprised chuckle. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s him!” said Vel. “It has to be him. If he’s pulled all of us into this wickedness, and he’s the common element, then he deserves the majority of the blame.” 
 
    “You have a very interesting way of looking at the world, seta,” said Malon.  
 
    Damon heard his aesta rising from the bath and hurried to sneak back down the stairs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Damon’s own bath was rather uneventful. He pulled on a comfortable pair of slacks and a loose shirt and joined the others downstairs for dinner. Kastet, Lilian, Vel, and Malon were at the table. He assumed Seffi had eaten already or fallen asleep early. 
 
    “It’s all settled,” said Kastet. “We’ll leave first thing tomorrow morning and travel to Avaricia. All that remains is for us to make the journey and traverse the tunnels leading into the city.” 
 
    “Well, that and killing Avarice and Conceit,” said Damon. He tried to put some light humor into the objective, but it was hard. He had doubts, plenty of them, of the variety that couldn’t easily be pushed out of sight. 
 
    “We’ll take each moment as it comes,” said Malon. “This is the only way forward. With Gabriel on the throne and Seffi discovered, there isn’t a path for us to turn away from this confrontation.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” said Vel. “Right, Damon?” 
 
    He nodded. “Right.” 
 
    A feast had been provided to them by the Lord Governor with food ranging from roasted hen to maple buttered sweet potatoes, to a layered fruitcake with a raspberry glaze. Damon raised the question of the food being poisoned, which Kastet quickly shut down. 
 
    “You think the Lord Governor would have the temerity to poison the sister of the King of Merinia?” she asked. 
 
    “If I hadn’t met the man, my answer might have been yes,” said Damon. “But I have met him, and you make a good point.” 
 
    They ate and drank their fill, speaking little to one another. It felt as though they’d reached the point where additional words and conversation risked raising the ambient tension, rather than relaxing them. One by one, they began to retire to bed. 
 
    “Damon,” said Vel. “Are you getting tired?” 
 
    He was on his third glass of brandy and knew that any more would spoil him for the morning. “Just about. You want to head up together?” 
 
    She looked as though she was trying not to smile as she nodded. She had her spectacles on, a rarity for her, given the fast pace of recent events, and her hair was twisted into a tight little nub of a bun. 
 
    Malon was still at the table, however, and she seemed torn between expressing her disapproval and ignoring them. She settled for standing as they did, drawing up next to Damon for a hug and a kiss. 
 
    “Solas,” she said, with a sigh. “Don’t stay up too late.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    She looked knowingly toward Vel. “And don’t keep seta up too late, either.” 
 
    Damon let out an awkward cough. “Of course not, aesta.” 
 
    She gave him another hug, and he couldn’t decide whether he was imagining the way she seemed to briefly, urgently, press her hips against his crotch. She pulled back before it could become more, hips swaying with delicious feminine style as she made her way upstairs. 
 
    “You’re leering at her, Damon,” said Vel. 
 
    He whipped his head toward her, smiling wickedly. “Then give me something else to leer at.” 
 
    Vel blushed, but hesitated for only a moment before pulling at the edge of her gown. She slid it downward far enough to reveal the faint pink edge of one of her perky nipples, her face reddening even more deeply as she saw the way Damon drank the sight in. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go upstairs.” 
 
    They almost didn’t make it to his room. Vel played a game of walking up the stairs slowly, letting Damon get as close as he wanted. He spent half a minute grinding against her, groping her breasts, bending her halfway over the railing at a diagonal angle as though it made sense to fuck her right there in the open. 
 
    “On a bed,” she hissed. “I’m not getting naked here.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to be completely naked.” He slid his hand under her gown and teased his fingers against her girlshorts. Vel shuddered, and he knew that he could make her give in, let him take her right there and then, if he really wanted to. 
 
    But it was still a bad idea, given how many other people were under the same roof. He scooped Vel up in his arms instead, letting her wrap her legs around his waist while he buried his face in her cleavage. It left him unbalanced and clumsy, and they were both giggling as he stumbled through the door leading to his room. 
 
    Vel gasped as he tossed her onto his bed, leaning against the door to shut it. She posed for him, making a show of crossing her legs just so, propping her head up on her hand to let her gown threaten to billow open and reveal her goods.  
 
    Damon all but dove on top of her. Vel let out a delicious squeal, but she didn’t simply submit to his aggressive onslaught. She barraged him with kisses, her fingers finding the drawstring to his slacks and pulling them down. 
 
    Damon’s cock sprang loose from his undershorts as Vel removed them. She stared at him, the glass of her spectacles reflecting the starlight outside and hiding her eyes, hands poised in sensual grips on both of his thighs. 
 
    “You’re so hard, Damon,” she whispered. “Did I do this?” 
 
    She poked his member with a single finger, exhaling and letting her humid breath stir his lust even further. Damon reached a hand down to pull her face in closer. Vel caught his wrist, brought his index finger to her mouth, and sucked on it. 
 
    “True Divine, Vel,” he muttered. “I promised aesta I’d be quick with you.” 
 
    “Maybe I want to take my time,” said Vel. “Maybe I want to torture you.” 
 
    She stuck out her tongue and seemed to make a game of bringing it as close to his cock as she could without licking it. It was torture, though of a variety that Damon loved far too much to object to. Vel, with her hair up like that, spectacles on, about to suck him off. He wondered how she’d reacted if he unloaded onto those little glass shields across her eyes. 
 
    Someone knocked at Damon’s door. He almost shouted something angry before catching himself. 
 
    “Vel, are you in there?” asked Lilian. “Kastet needs you.” 
 
    “What?” snapped Vel. “Right now?” 
 
    “Obviously,” said Lilian, a touch annoyed. 
 
    “Is it going to take a while?” 
 
    “Probably, knowing her.” 
 
    Vel let out an annoyed huff and quickly stood up from the bed, fixing her gown. Damon reached out to pull her back without thinking, or at least stop her for long enough to get a commitment for her to come through later. She was out the door before anything could be said. 
 
    He lay there on his bed for three throbbing, incredibly disappointing moments before getting up. He put his undershorts back on but didn’t bother with his pants. With quiet footsteps, he walked out into the hallway, and headed to his aesta’s room.  
 
    Damon knocked softly and waited for a span of two breaths. The door opened, revealing Malon. She was clad only in a quilt, wrapped around her body like an oversized towel. It was a fact which seemed to resonate through Damon’s loins. She was naked underneath that quilt. 
 
    “Solas,” whispered Malon. “What is it?” 
 
    He felt suddenly boyish and impulsive at the frankness of her question. “Ah. Vel was called to Kastet’s room.” 
 
    Malon smirked and leaned against the doorframe. “I see. So, you came to say goodnight to me?” 
 
    He felt his face flush. She still held that natural control, that tone of easy authority.  
 
    “I suppose I did,” he said. “Goodnight, aesta.” 
 
    “Goodnight, solas.” 
 
    She stayed there for a breathless moment, staring into his eyes. Damon felt the closeness of her presence like a physical thing, a throbbing, caressing pulse that ran inside and out. The tension grew so unbearable that there was simply nothing else he could do but rush forward to embrace her. 
 
    He all but slammed the door shut behind him as he manhandled Malon onto the bed. She gasped, the quilt falling to the wayside and revealing that she was very much naked underneath. Damon yanked his undershorts off with stupid speed and spread her thighs open with firm hands. 
 
    His cock was inside her before they’d even kissed. Malon had this look on her face, a mixture of surprise, disbelief, and pleasure laced with pride.  
 
    Damon felt the tight squeeze of her womanhood, though he realized she’d been turned on enough for him to sink practically his entire length into her on that first thrust. Either his presence alone had brought her to this point, or she’d been behaving like a naughty aesta in the minutes before he’d arrived. 
 
    He did kiss her then, his mouth meeting hers in a flurry of lips and tongue. She was eager, so eager. Her body was open to him, and she wrapped her arms around him in that same loving way that she had for as long as he could remember, long before they’d ever become this intimate. 
 
    Damon began to thrust, cradling her head against his shoulder as he would have done with any woman. Holding her as though she was a virgin, new to such intimacy, someone in need of the reassurance and the presence of a man’s confidence as they were bedded. 
 
    Malon’s plump breasts were so soft against his chest, but he could still feel the points of her nipples and sense the way his increasingly rough movements echoed through the rest of her body. She started kissing and sucking on his neck. He pulled back, running his hands across her waist and hips while still having her speared through on his prick. 
 
    It was so unbelievable, almost novel, to look at her and see her like this. Her naked breasts were big enough to fall sideways at lopsided angles despite their tautness, pale and plump and perfect. Her hips were proper wife hips, a mother’s hips. 
 
    He lost himself to his own lust for the next minute, thrusting into her with the reckless strength of an over-horny young man. He grabbed her in different places, using her shoulders to lever his cock into her, and then wrapping an arm around her waist and groping a breast while he pushed into her thrust after thrust. 
 
    He kissed her deeply as he grabbed her butt and squeezed. She moaned and arched her hips up, giving him an angle so perfect and dirty to drive into her with. He wanted to hear her moan his name, but he knew what he’d hear instead even before it came. 
 
    “Oh!” she cried. “Solas!” 
 
    “Aesta!” 
 
    It was too much. It was more than enough. He drove into her again and again, feeling her shudder and dig her fingernails into his back in unthinking, orgasmic bliss. Damon heard the familiar clap of his crotch colliding with the cushion of her hips and butt as he reached a sweaty crescendo of motion. 
 
    He kept pumping into her as he came, painting the inside of her womanhood white with his seed. Malon quivered, biting her lower lip slightly, and held him to her even as he continued to buck his cock forward, drunk on pleasure and lust. 
 
    She gently ran her hand through his hair, caressing him with such gentleness and love that he was tempted to fall asleep on top of her. They kissed again. They hugged again. Slowly, Damon shifted sideways, Malon sliding in to cuddle with him and rubbing her hand across his chest. 
 
    “You shouldn’t do such things to your aesta,” she whispered. 
 
    He shook his head. “What? I thought…” 
 
    “I said you shouldn’t,” she repeated. “Not that you couldn’t. You’re a wild one, solas.” 
 
    “You enjoyed it.” 
 
    “I did,” she whispered. “Very much so. But that doesn’t and will never make it right.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    At Malon’s urging, Damon returned to his room within the same hour.  He brought up Vel, how she might pay him a visit later in the night, and she merely shrugged and once again told him “to make sure seta got enough sleep.” 
 
    As it happened, Kastet kept Vel in her company through until the next morning. Damon joined the others in the common room, and they set off with Wrath in her carriage as soon as she arrived.  
 
    The next two days passed in the uneventful rhythm of traveling along the road. They shared the carriage through the day, stopping only when needed. They made camp each night, and though Damon would have loved to share a tent with Malon or Vel, the group’s collective nervous energy kept any of them from being in the right sort of mood. 
 
    Avaricia eventually drew into view in the distance, with its walls looking as majestic and impenetrable as any fortress. Wrath brought the carriage to a stop at the end of what appeared to be a dead-end road, a thin path into a forest leading nowhere. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Wrath as the seven of them climbed out. “There’s a cave not far from here that will bring us underneath the city, and eventually to the Old Sewer that runs directly through Veridas Keep’s dungeon.” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. It was happening. It was real. It was hard to keep his own tension from manifesting in absentminded clenches of his jaw, or plank-stiff shoulders. From how the others looked, the feeling was mutual. If anything, he was faring better than anyone, aside from perhaps Wrath. 
 
    “Gabriel will be meeting with the Godking shortly after sunset,” said Damon. “We’re perhaps three… four miles outside the city? We’ll need to account for how long it will take us to traverse that distance through a cave and an underground tunnel.” 
 
    He looked toward Malon, who stood behind Seffi, hands resting reassuringly on the teenage girl’s shoulders. Malon wore a maroon tunic and dark gray leggings. Her hair was neatly braided, and she looked resolved, if not openly confident. 
 
    Damon had been more worried for how Vel would fair, especially once the fighting started. She had her crossbow with her, however, along with a cute leather buckler shield that she’d acquired at some point. Her hair was in the same tight bun she’d worn the previous night, though she’d foregone her spectacles. She only really needed them for reading. 
 
    “I can scout ahead,” said Lilian. “I’ll get a sense of how the first section of the cave looks, and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “Do it,” said Damon, with a nod. 
 
    It was late enough in the afternoon that they didn’t have much time to work with. The sky overhead was deeply overcast. It had snowed the previous night, only briefly, but the weather had stayed cold, signaling the potential for more. 
 
    Malon began pulling food out of her bag and assembling a simple meal of bread, cheese, and smoked fish. She offered some to Kastet, who shook her head, claiming not to be hungry. Damon did eat, though he could barely taste what he chewed and would have preferred a strong drink. 
 
    “Walk with me,” said Wrath. 
 
    She brushed by him. Damon hesitated. He wasn’t interested in having her dangle her crest in front of him again. His decision, if anything, was more resolved than it had been earlier in the week. There was simply too much potential for the unexpected for him to commit his life to Wrath. Not here, not now. 
 
    Wrath looked over her shoulder at him, and the insistency she put into her expression called his assumption into question. He followed after her, shooting an apologetic glance at Malon and Vel, who didn’t trust Wrath in the same way he did. 
 
    They walked a short distance through the forest and up a hill that gave them a view of both the road and Avaricia in the distance. Wagons and carriages bustled to and from the city, eager to make the gates before they closed to most traffic come nightfall. They looked like industrious ants from so far away, single-minded and part of a greater collective than each individual realized. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going to happen tonight,” said Wrath. “This might work. I think it will. But it also might not.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to try to convince me to stay behind, are you?” asked Damon. “I already tried asking Vel the same. She refused to hear. Said that if our aesta was going, and if I was going, she was, too.” 
 
    “You’re lucky to have that kind of family,” said Wrath. “But no. My intention is not to convince you to stay behind. I need to explain a facet of this conflict which you may not have previously understood.” 
 
    She sat down on the grass. Damon took a seat beside her, watching the afternoon sun drooping on the horizon. 
 
    “There’s a secondary reason why both Avarice and I sought out the Athlatak,” said Wrath. “Why we traveled all that way to engage with a sibling who might want nothing to do with us. It wasn’t solely around forming an alliance, you see.” 
 
    “I figured Avarice was playing it safe,” said Damon. “He didn’t want an alliance. He wanted to eliminate the competition.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Wrath. “Except, in this competition, the winner takes the pot.” 
 
    She gave him an unpleasantly grave smile. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Damon. 
 
    “What I mean is that when one Divine Remnant kills another, for a time, they gain their essence,” said Wrath. “It fades as whoever was reborn comes of age and begins to pull from their birthright, but it’s still a period of ten, sometimes twenty years of immensely amplified power.” 
 
    Damon stared at her, unsure of how to react to the information. He could understand why she hadn’t told him earlier, given how dangerous it might be to someone associated with another one of the Forsaken. A chill ran through him as he considered how it would apply to the upcoming encounter. 
 
    “Avarice,” continued Wrath. “He called himself the Godking. It sounds so fanciful. You’ve seen his power before. He’s incredible, but if you’d seen him decades ago, when he held the essence of several other of our brethren… you would understand. He was a god, for a time.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that tonight, if it comes to a fight, will boil down to who gets the first kill?”  
 
    “It will come to a fight,” said Wrath. “You shouldn’t doubt that for a moment. And yes, that’s exactly what I’m telling you.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why do I need to know this?” He set a hand on her shoulder, leaning closer. 
 
    “Because you’re one of the few mortals powerful enough to make a difference,” said Wrath. “You can also be surprisingly ruthless when it suits you. If you see the tide turning against us… If I, or Lascivious, suffers a grievous injury… I need you to understand what’s at stake.” 
 
    The gravity of what she was asking finally dawned on him. “If it looks like you’ve been defeated, and Avarice or Conceit is going to kill you… You want me to do it instead. You’d rather die at my hand than theirs, knowing it would strengthen them.” 
 
    Wrath nodded slowly. “You should also realize now why I think it’s far more likely that Famine was killed by Avarice, rather than being strong-armed into his alliance.” 
 
    “Is that going to be a factor?” he asked. “If he killed Famine, he’s already ahead of you and Seffi in terms of baseline power.” 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do about it. If that is the case, it’s only a matter of time before he grows even stronger.” 
 
    “Is this the real reason why the Forsaken are so prone to going to war with one another?” he asked. 
 
    “I suppose it’s part of it,” said Wrath. “Mostly, it’s just the dysfunction of any family, amplified by the fact that none of us ever really die.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. There wasn’t much more to be said, and eventually, they both returned to the carriage. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Lilian returned from her scouting foray a few minutes later. It was just before sunset when the party officially set off into the underground, committing themselves to the plan and whatever outcome resulted from it. 
 
    The cave was small, easily missable, with an opening shaped like a half-closed mouth. Vel had a rope with her, and though it wasn’t long enough to tie everyone together, they still made use of it as a guide by having Lilian, upfront, hold one end, and Damon, bringing up the rear, hold the other.  
 
    Seffi lit the way, conjuring a globe of crimson power which gave off a glow bright enough to illuminate every inch of the cave as they passed through. It was relatively straightforward, with no sharp descents or inclines. The ground was slick in places, however, and old cave-ins left sections littered with tiny boulders that shifted and wavered underfoot. 
 
    No one spoke. Lilian seemed to have scouted enough to know the way as they approached the first intersection. They took the middle path, squeezing through a gap tight enough to force them each to turn sideways. Damon felt his sword’s scabbard catch as he made his own passage. 
 
    “Oof,” whispered Myr. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “You holding up alright?” 
 
    “Fine,” she whispered. “A little nervous.” 
 
    The entrance of the cave had been thick with a rich smell of mud and dank mildew. As they pushed deeper, the air took on a drier quality, chalklike and dusty. Noises echoed weirdly, contained within the enclosed space. 
 
    Damon felt a prickle of claustrophobia as he risked a glance back the way they’d come and considered how far he’d have to walk to catch sight of the cave’s entrance. They couldn’t go back. He knew that. It didn’t make sense to, but even so, it unnerved him to think about, as though the cave were a living monster whose throat they’d crawled into. 
 
    “Here,” said Lilian, after another half hour of spelunking. “See that hole above us? That leads to the sewer of Veridas Keep.” 
 
    A shadowed opening in the cave’s ceiling was visible next to one of the cave’s walls. The texture of the cave was rugged enough to allow them to climb up to it, but nobody seemed eager to volunteer to be the first one through. 
 
    “I’ll go,” said Damon. “I’ll take one end of the rope with me to make the climb easier for everyone else once I’m through.” 
 
    “Be careful, solas,” said Malon. She touched his hand, giving it a worried squeeze. He smiled at her, knowing this would be far from the most dangerous act he’d be attempting that night. 
 
    He made it up easily enough after taking off his sword belt. Wrath passed it back up to him once he was through and, with his assistance, scaled the rope in a flash of azure. The rest followed more slowly, though without much trouble. 
 
    “This is the Old Sewer,” said Wrath. “If my sense of direction is still accurate, we need to go this way.” 
 
    She gestured to one side of the uniform tunnel, which seemed to extend endlessly in both directions. 
 
    “It doesn’t smell bad,” whispered Vel. “I’m surprised by that.” 
 
    “This was the sewer used by the Old Rem,” said Malon. “It was buried by the time the Merinians colonized the city, but I suppose they must have unearthed part of it while constructing the dungeons and lower levels of Veridas Keep.” 
 
    “Quite so,” said Wrath. 
 
    She waved a hand and began leading the party down the tunnel. The way their footsteps echoed through the long, uniform space unnerved Damon. It sounded simultaneously as though someone was approaching them from the front and back. He cracked his knuckles, trying to shake off his growing nerves. 
 
    “How long have we been down here?” whispered Vel. 
 
    “I’ve not the slightest idea,” said Kastet. 
 
    “How do we know we’ll arrive at the right time?” asked Vel. “What if Avarice has already met with Gabriel? What if we’re too late?” 
 
    “What if they serve chicken for dinner instead of pheasant?” asked Damon. 
 
    Vel let out a nervous huff and went silent. Damon put his arm around her. He could feel her heart racing even through just that small amount of contact… or was that his own? 
 
    It was hard to tell whether minutes or hours had passed by when they finally reached a grated door barring their path forward. There was another grate of a different style set into the side of the wall, and it was that one which Lilian focused her attention on. 
 
    “Once we’re through this door and the one after it, we’ll be in the dungeon of Veridas Keep,” she whispered. “Any guards we encounter will attack us on sight. Avarice’s prisoners might also be a factor. It’s likely they’ll react to our presence.” 
 
    “Weapons out, then,” said Damon, drawing his myrblade.  
 
    Wrath drew her longsword, and Vel had her crossbow ready. Damon found himself wondering how it was that they had so few real weapons between them, though he supposed Lascivious and Malon’s magical abilities were weapons in their own right. 
 
    Lilian finished picking the lock and pulled the grated door open. It let out an ear-splitting screech that echoed both ways down the tunnel. They waited for several breaths once it was open in case any guards came running. None did. 
 
    The section of the dungeon they found themselves in was unfinished, likely abandoned due to how the construction had stumbled upon the ancient sewer tunnel. The party moved along a hallway lined with empty cells on either side. A heavy wooden door barred them from continuing forward as they reached the end. 
 
    “Can you get this one open?” asked Damon. 
 
    Lilian shook her head. “It’s barred from the other side, and there are no gaps I can slip myself through.” 
 
    “Seffi,” whispered Malon. “Would you care to do the honors?” 
 
    Seffi stiffened in surprise, but collected herself and stepped forward. She turned around, gesturing for the others to move back, and then held her hands out.  
 
    A whoosh sounded in the air as she released a tremendous fire spell. It carried such power and heat that the wooden door let out the merest of crackles as it all but dissolved into ash and embers. An appreciative whistle came from the chamber ahead of them. 
 
    “See, that’s what I told ya, Barnard,” muttered a voice. “I said they’d be coming for us. I said they’d be coming, and they’re here!” 
 
    There was no point in playing it stealthy in the near term, so Damon strode forward, surveying the hallway and the various cells on either side. Only one of them appeared to be occupied by a man deep in conversation with no one in particular. 
 
    “I think so, too,” said the prisoner. “Right? No, I wouldn’t, though. I’m fine right here.” 
 
    “Should we try to help him?” asked Vel. 
 
    “Help?” The man laughed. “I don’t need help. I’m safe from them in here. But you… you might need help. Be quick. They’re coming.” 
 
    “We can’t do anything for him, or for any of these prisoners,” said Damon. “Too risky to let them out, and even if we did, they’d never make it out of the palace alive.” 
 
    “Many of them have committed real crimes,” said Wrath. “I doubt you’d want to release the rapists and murderers onto the streets.” 
 
    They pushed forward, traversing another identical hallway. The next door was neither locked nor barred, but Damon heard the distinctive sound of scuttling metal against stone as he slowly pulled it open. 
 
    “Copper spiders,” he whispered. “Avarice must be using them to guard the palace.” 
 
    “I’ll handle them as they come,” said Wrath. “Stay clear.” 
 
    Damon gave her space, leading the others in her wake. There were more prisoners calling to them at routine intervals, though most were too confused or outright mad to say anything meaningful or relevant. 
 
    A copper spider skittered by as they approached an intersection. It reoriented toward Wrath, hissing steam out of a spout atop its dog-sized body. Wrath blurred with azure light as she attacked. Before Damon could blink, the metal monster clattered to the stone floor in a pile of useless copper parts. 
 
    It felt almost unfair, like some cheat or convenient indulgence. Wrath disposed of two more of the spiders as they continued forward, one equipped with the fire-breathing ability which had devastated Yvvestrosai. It never got a chance to do more than flicker a few sparks outward before Wrath dismantled it. 
 
    “Pathetic,” she whispered. 
 
    “To you,” said Damon. “To a normal prisoner who would be fighting them unarmed and without magic, they’d be terrifying.” 
 
    “I would assume that’s why Avarice has set them to this task,” said Kastet. “It’s ingenious, in a way. They’re unthinking, immune to the pleas and appeals of the prisoners, while also being too frightening for any of them to imagine taking on in a fight.” 
 
    “We can appreciate Avarice’s intimidation strategies later,” said Damon. “Come on.” 
 
    The dungeon’s last chamber was also the first to be occupied by flesh and blood guards. Damon and Wrath were first through the door. Two men in Avarician guard uniforms rose to their feet off a wooden bench set against the wall, each fumbling for their weapons in surprise. 
 
    Damon slashed the throat of one, while Wrath snapped the neck of the other. He didn’t enjoy killing, especially not like this, but it was necessary. They couldn’t risk one of them raising the alarm before they reached Avarice. 
 
    He wiped his sword clean on one of the dead guards’ uniforms and took a steadying breath. Though he never welcomed violence, it brought his energy to a point. All of his nerves and anxiety felt transfigured, turned into adrenaline, and focused confidence out of the necessity of the moment. 
 
    “Be ready,” said Damon. “Only speak if it’s absolutely necessary once we’re in the halls of Veridas Keep. Otherwise, just watch and signal.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. Damon and Wrath led the way, with Malon and Seffi directly behind them. Kastet and Vel were safe within the middle of the group, and Lilian brought up the rear. 
 
    The keep was quiet, ominously so. It had been built to be a fortress, and its wide stone hallways were solid and defensible. Damon caught a look out of one of the windows, across the Garden of Statues, where he’d seen Wrath and Avarice fight during the Honorshade Tournament. Snow fell softly, crowning each stone or metal figure’s head with bits of white. 
 
    They came across two guards. Wrath handled both, snapping their necks with brutal speed and efficiency. They managed to remain under the cloak of stealth as they climbed the stairs to the second floor. Kastet signaled them to slow down, pulling them all near enough to whisper within earshot. 
 
    “The dining hall is around the next corner,” she said, voice barely audible. “That’s where Avarice and Gabriel will be meeting tonight.” 
 
    Damon exchanged glances with everyone in their small group, getting a sense of the mood, the nerves, and in Wrath’s case, cold anticipation. There was no turning back. They were an hour, at least, removed from the last point at which they could have turned back. 
 
    Damon rounded the corner first, almost running straight into Austine, who stood guard outside the dining hall. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Despite being the first to see Austine, and despite knowing far better than any of the others, Damon was not the first one to react. Lilian surged forward, arms and razor claws extending forward into a death lunge. 
 
    “No!” hissed Damon. He threw up his arm, taking at least one moderately deep scratch in his effort to block Lilian’s attack. 
 
    “He has to die,” said Lilian, with surprising calm. “He’s Avarice’s crest sorcerer, and he… he…” 
 
    Damon shifted from holding her back to just holding her. Austine had, in a sense, killed her. She’d been reborn through Famine’s corruption, the zanyadai blood that even now pulsed through her veins. Her appearance, her hunger for blood, her preference for shadows, it all came from that singular moment when Austine slid his sword through her back. 
 
    “You idiot,” muttered Austine. “You complete and utter fool. You’re mad, Damon. You can’t be here!” 
 
    Damon gently passed Lilian, more emotional than violent, to Kastet and Vel. He turned to face his oldest friend, setting one hand atop his myrblade and letting his eyes go as cold as ice. 
 
    “We are here, Austine,” he said seriously. “I told you. I warned you. Now, you have to make a decision.” 
 
    Austine reached for his sword. Damon moved faster than he did, but not to draw his own weapon. He set his hands atop Austine’s, holding his golden blade within its expensive, ornate scabbard.  
 
    “Aust,” he said, voice already hoarse from the tension. “You can’t win. Moreover, I don’t think you’d want to, even if you could. Not this fight.” 
 
    “You don’t know as much as you think you do, Damon.” 
 
    “What I do know is that if you don’t walk away, this time, I’ll…” Damon closed his eyes, despite the risk. “I won’t be able to… Aust.” 
 
    “That’s not my problem,” said Austine. “And it’s not your problem if I decide I want to sacrifice my life in the name of a cause… a contract… that I don’t believe in.” 
 
    “Take the night off,” said Damon. “That’s all I’m asking.” 
 
    “The coward’s way out?” Austine snorted and flashed an overconfident grin. “You know me, Damon. You already know what I have to say to that.” 
 
    “Do you know me, Austine Treymore?” Kastet strode forward, bristling with princess energy. “What if I asked you… no… paid you, to take the night off?” 
 
    “Kastet…” said Austine, pensively. “What, exactly, would you pay me with?” 
 
    “That depends on what Avarice is paying you,” she said. “I won’t just double it. I’ll make it look like an insult.” 
 
    Austine’s hard expression wavered at the edges. Damon wanted to cuff his oldest friend upside the head for simultaneously being so impossible and yet so predictable. 
 
    “You greedy bastard,” he muttered. “You’d better take her up on that offer if it appeals to you. She’s the temperamental sort.” 
 
    Kastet shot him a look. Austine let his hand fall from his sword hilt. 
 
    “Princess, we have a deal,” he said. “Damon. Come find me when this is over.” 
 
    “If I were you, I’d get your wives out of the city,” said Damon. “Whatever happens, don’t let Avarice drag you into this fight.” 
 
    “Make sure you win it,” said Austine. “If you don’t, you may as well have killed me in front of this door instead of turning my loyalty.” 
 
    He let his shoulder bang into Damon’s as he passed by him in the hall. Damon waited another minute after he was completely out of sight before turning to the others and confirming everyone was ready. 
 
    “Remember,” said Kastet. “Gabriel wants to make his proposal. He doesn’t want this to seem like an outright attack, but something more complicated and incidental.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Wrath. “It suits me to hold off attacking until he’s said his piece, regardless.” 
 
    Damon took one side of the double doors while Wrath took the other. They nodded to one another, pushing through them in unison. The dining hall on the other side was filled with people and activity, far more than Damon had been expecting. 
 
    Hundreds of guests, ranging from the upper crust nobility to mid-range merchants, sat at dozens of tables, each lit by immaculate metal centerpieces adorned with white wax candles. A trio of musicians with harp, violin, and chime cord, played on a stage set in the corner of the room, raised midway off the ground. 
 
    Avarice, dressed in white and gold finery with his gleaming circlet set upon his otherwise bare head, sat at the table in the center of the room. Conceit, dark skinned and elegant, sat next to him on both sides and once more on the diagonal. Each of her three bodies wore the same dress in a different color, red, light blue, and pastel pink. 
 
    Gabriel was at the same table, though distinctly apart from the Forsaken, sitting in opposition to them like the negotiating party at a truce summit. Damon conceded that it wasn’t far from an accurate representation of how Avarice likely expected the night to proceed. 
 
    Everything stopped as he and Wrath led their group into the otherwise exclusive party. A hush fell across the guests, followed by quiet, curious murmurs. The musicians stopped playing of their own accord, and from the way the harpist hurriedly attempted to tie a carrying strap across her heavy instrument, she clearly had a better idea of what was about to happen than most of the guests. 
 
    Damon felt a bit awkward as he stood there, though he didn’t let it show in his posture. Wrath took a step forward, drawing every eye in the room. She had a grim smile on her face as she slowly scanned the room.  
 
    She was right next to the nearest table, whose occupants were already drawing back from her. With a swift kick she flipped it over, eliciting several screams from those directly affected and a stunned silence from everyone else.  
 
    “Avarice,” boomed Wrath. “You know why I’m here.” 
 
    “Sister…” hissed Avarice. The Godking narrowed his eyes. “You’ve overstepped your bounds. Again.” 
 
    “Hold!” Gabriel stood up quickly, holding his hands out. “Um, if we could all just hold on a moment. Lord Avarice, I must admit that I knew in advance your two sisters, Wrath and Lascivious, would be making an appearance tonight. Allow me to explain, and, um, hopefully mediate this discussion.” 
 
    Malon shifted forward, holding Seffi’s hand for support. Avarice’s eyes bulged as he saw them, a reaction so pronounced that it felt at odds with Seffi’s shy, withdrawn posture.  
 
    “Lascivious,” muttered Avarice. “Bah. You were too afraid to step out into the open when it would have behooved you. You stand here now, with no real knowledge of what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing…” said Seffi, voice slowly rising in pitch. “My parents… My sister! You killed them for no good reason!” 
 
    Gabriel cleared his throat and adjusted his crown. “If we could all just, ah, step off the precipice of this… unfortunate intensity. I hoped we could come to a reasonable compromise to form a foundation of a lasting peace between the esteemed Divine Remnants.” 
 
    “I heard their screams as they burned,” Avarice said to Seffi. “Did you know that? Would you like to know how they tried to save your younger sister? They threw her through the window in an attempt to get her out of the smoke. I crushed her head under my boot heel.” 
 
    Seffi let out a heartbreaking screech and tried to hurl herself forward. Malon held her back, though not without effort. Damon knew that if she wanted to, she could use her power to pull loose, though perhaps she was blinded to that possibility by her own grief. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Gabriel said, attempting to continue. “All of you could… join hands together and set prior hurts aside. Hand in hand, Godking and fellow Godqueens. United with Merinia for a lasting peace across the colonies and our fair realm.” 
 
    Avarice’s eyes darted in Gabriel’s direction as though he’d forgotten he existed. He slowly made his way over to the King of Merinia, fixing his robes, and stabbed his arm out. In a blur of motion, Avarice forced his hand through Gabriel’s regal shirt and jacket, splitting his skin, continuing into his chest, and then pulling backward in a vicious motion. 
 
    Gabriel gaped as Avarice proffered his heart to the gathered attendees within the dining hall. He fell to his knees, impossible amounts of blood gushing from the massive cavity in his chest, mouth speaking silent words, face already drained of color and life. 
 
    “Gabriel!” screamed Kastet.  
 
    She tried to run to him. Damon caught her and held her back. Avarice lobbed Gabriel’s heart in their direction, and it landed on one of the tables with a horrible, meaty slap. 
 
    Everything happened at once. Wrath looked Damon in the eyes for half of a heartbeat before disappearing in a flash of azure and reappearing within striking distance of Avarice. Seffi let out a high-pitched roar, teeth bared like a snarling wolf, and rose into the air within a cocoon of crimson power. 
 
    The plan, Damon felt like shouting. Remember the plan! 
 
    Seffi was supposed to hold Avarice and Conceit with her power, to contain the limit of destruction. Now, it seemed she was the one who needed containing. The plan’s heart had been ripped out with Gabriel’s, cast askew, useless. 
 
    Damon drew his myrblade as the fighting began in earnest. Avarice was already using his power, pulling metal from everything around him. The intricate candle holders on each table flew into motion, each one twisting like curling snakes as they changed to form a section of perfectly matched armor to protect Avarice’s body. 
 
    Wrath fought Conceit, bludgeoning her copies with hateful punches, flinging anything that came within reaching distance of her at speeds that took chunks out of the dining hall’s stone walls.  
 
    Seffi was still struggling to control her emotions, and though she hurled blasts of power at Avarice, her aim was off. One of the tables took a direct hit from a blast. Damon saw a woman get flung backward with horrible momentum, landing like a broken doll as she struck the floor at an odd angle. 
 
    “Gabriel!” screamed Kastet.  
 
    She tried to run toward him again. Damon seized her shoulder and shook her until she looked into his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid!” he shouted. “Focus on clearing the room! Get everyone out! Vel will help you.” 
 
    “I’m here!” said Vel. 
 
    He passed Kastet in Vel’s direction and moved by them. Lilian and Malon fell into step on either side of him. He resisted the impulse to simply charge forward and fight without thinking. They needed a strategy, even if it was simple. Even if it was desperate. 
 
    “Get Seffi’s attention!” he said to Malon. “Tell her to use her power like we talked about. We need Avarice and Conceit contained.” 
 
    Malon nodded and immediately began running toward Seffi. Lilian grabbed Damon’s shoulder. 
 
    “If the nobles see me, they might panic even more,” she said, fixing the hood of her cloak. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter at this point,” said Damon. “Watch my back! We’re heading left, toward the window.” 
 
    Toward the snow. He’d seen it earlier and knew it might come down to whether enough had fallen to let him summon his ice elementals. They were on the second level, however. There might not be enough of it perched on the window sill for him to do much with, but he had a plan for that, too. 
 
    He and Lilian rushed through the room, which didn’t amount to moving as fast as it should have. The nobles rushed the door all at once, tripping over each other, bodies clogging the way out as they selfishly fought to reach safety. 
 
    Damon heard a crash as solid fist struck hard metal, the sound so loud that it rattled his eardrums and drew a wince. He reached the window. One of the Conceits laughed and leapt at him from his right side. Lilian struck out with a kick, but it did more to knock her back than it affected the Forsaken. 
 
    He slashed at Conceit, missing her leg by a hair as she dodged out of the way with inhuman speed. Her powers weren’t as flashy as those of Wrath or Avarice, but she was still far more capable than any mortal. Damon kept his eyes on her even as he used his sword pommel to smash through the beautiful artistry of the stained-glass window, making enough of a gap for a man to jump through. 
 
    Leaping down to the courtyard below felt like dereliction of his duty, and he knew it would look that way to anyone who didn’t think the same way he did. He landed and rolled through a layer of snow thick enough to cling to him unpleasantly. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Sinking his sword into the fresh powder, Damon summoned six ice elementals, the monsters rising in perfect unison, each a beautiful, matching, crystalline copy. He jumped to a new patch of snow, pulling the elementals to him with a quick focus of his will. They wrapped their arms around him as though committing to a group embrace. 
 
    He stabbed his sword down again and lifted them up on a pillar of ice. His breath came out so cold it made his teeth hurt, and he knew he was using too much of his sword’s magic, too quickly. He’d deal with the consequences later—if there was a later for any of them. 
 
    Damon and his ice elementals reentered the dining hall without drawing as much notice as he would have expected. Lilian was fighting a losing a battle against one Conceit, while Wrath juggled the two others, along with Avarice. Seffi was having some sort of panic attack within Malon’s arms, backed by savage, unaimed outbursts of her magic. 
 
    Damon sent the majority of his elementals to help Lilian, keeping two with him as he rushed to support Wrath. One of the Conceits near Wrath switched to focus on him as he entered the fray. She leapt into a flipping strike, almost like one of his old gladiator flourishes. Damon hopped back a step, dodging, and let his ice elementals tackle her.  
 
    “You little wretch!” hissed Conceit. “Get these abominations off me!” 
 
    One of the ice elementals slapped its hand over her mouth, briefly cutting off any further protest. Conceit thrashed, breaking the elemental into harmless chunks and scurrying back to her feet. Damon brought his sword down before she could completely regain her defense, landing a slash on her shoulder. 
 
    His sword cut as deeply as he would have liked… or at all, really. It was more like cutting a clothed statue than striking a living, breathing person. Conceit seemed to blur as she attacked. Damon was suddenly flipping through the air, unsure where he’d been struck or which way was up versus down. 
 
    He landed on one of the tables, which snapped in half to break his fall. He was dizzy as he slowly pulled himself back up, but used the shared awareness of his ice elementals to reorient himself toward the action of the room. 
 
    Wrath fought Conceit directly, the two smashing into one another with strikes that damaged the integrity of the chamber more than each other. Malon had calmed Seffi down and the two of them worked to help Lilian against the other two Conceit bodies. Damon had lost another ice elemental, and the remaining four drew toward him, forming a perimeter of defense. 
 
    Several of the chamber’s guards who’d held off doing more than helping the nobles escape had shifted their focus toward the battle. One of them rushed toward him, drawing his sword back, but hesitating even as he began his assault. 
 
    Damon parried with enough force to knock the man’s weapon loose from his hand and slashed one of his legs out from underneath him. His heart pounded, and it was hard to think through the momentum. The plan. They could still carry out the plan. 
 
    “Seffi!” he shouted. “Use your magic! Contain them if you can!” 
 
    Seffi’s head turned in his direction. She glanced down at her hands and then fixated her focus on Avarice, who was locked in a battle of blurred movements with Wrath. His armor had taken several heavy blows, but he was already pulling more metal from around the room to reinforce it. 
 
    A hand of crimson energy appeared in the air above him. It slapped downward in the manner someone might swat a fly. Avarice was too fast, dodging just before it enveloped him. Seffi screamed in rage, redirecting the hand to grab at him.  
 
    Avarice’s armor pulsed outward, splitting into pieces that surrounded him like a crowd of metal hornets to tear through the magic of Seffi’s projection. Damon lent his ice elementals to the cause, sending them in a rush toward Avarice to attack, or at least distract. 
 
    Another guard, this one wielding a spear, came at Damon from his left. He dodged the initial strike, chopping through the weapon’s shaft with one strike and spinning into another to slash the man across the chest. 
 
    Damon whirled, searching for another opponent with his sword at the ready. He exchanged a quick series of attacks with another one of Avarice’s guards, barely dodging a slash that would have rendered his neck into a fountain of red. There was too much going on, voices and action and chaos in all directions. 
 
    He kicked the guard in the knee and clubbed him in the side of his head with his sword pommel as he crumpled to one leg. A burst of power shook the dining hall’s walls from Seffi’s direction, resonating through the chamber with enough force to send showers of dust cascading from the ceiling. 
 
    Avarice and Conceit were on the back foot. Seffi had pushed them into the corner, using her power with more focus and talent than Damon would have thought possible. Malon was still with her, serving more in the role of a defender, an extra set of eyes to keep the young Forsaken from being taken from behind. 
 
    The battle would have been completely different had Austine not agreed to stand down. Damon doubted whether they would have even made it into the dining hall without prompting Avarice and Conceit to their presence, not even taking into consideration how much damage his old friend could have caused to him and his allies. 
 
    Avarice walked backward quickly, putting himself in position by one of the windows. He splayed his fingers and made an odd movement with his arm. Damon felt as though he was observing his own trick as half a dozen spiders burst through the glass and climbed in through the now open window, moving to surround the Godking in a defensive formation. 
 
    Seffi sent a barrage of fireballs their way, striking each with perfect accuracy and turning each into hissing puddles of melted metal. Wrath, out of breath and favoring one side, came to stand next to Seffi. She flashed a feral smile at the younger woman and then turned to glare at Avarice. 
 
    “It’s over,” hissed Wrath. “You’ve lost, brother.” 
 
    She put so much contempt into the word that it sounded like the worst of insults. Avarice spat on the floor, baring teeth streaked with blood from some injury or another. 
 
    “You are nothing!” bellowed Avarice. “What have you done across the expanse of your lives? I’ve brought peace and prosperity to an untamed, savage land! Order to chaos! The two of you sniveling children wish to throw it away, and for what? Have you any idea what you’ll even do with this land once you rule it? Please, tell me if you think—” 
 
    Seffi cut him off just as he really started to get going. She conjured one of her crimson barrier hands and brought it down on both Avarice and Conceit. Avarice dodged sideways with remarkable speed, but a second massive hand of crimson grabbed him as though he were a field mouse in a pantry. Conceit, within her sole remaining body, was bludgeoned to the floor and scooped up similarly. 
 
    Damon watched what happened next in a state of nauseated awe. Seffi brought both hands together, her eyes pulsing with red power as she applied the full spectrum of her strength. The hands clasped together. Avarice and Conceit were still visible as vague outlines within the partially opaque conjuration.  
 
    The hands began to squeeze and crush. Horrible noises, screams, bone splitting pops, bloody bursting and gushing came from within, drawing absolute silence from the rest of the chamber. It went on for no more than ten seconds at most, but to Damon, it seemed like a torturous eternity. 
 
    When Seffi ended the spell, a ball of clothing and blood-red gore fell to the floor of the dining hall. Damon couldn’t tell whether the white he saw mixed in was bits of Avarice’s white robe poking out, or just bits of bone. 
 
    It was horrific, but it was their victory. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Swords clattered to the floor, chiming like music, echoing off the dining hall’s walls. The few remaining guards loyal to Avarice sprinted out of the chamber, which he could understand, given how their liege had faired. 
 
    Seffi was down on one knee, looking as though she was about to faint with exhaustion. Malon crouched next to her, rubbing her shoulders and whispering words of encouragement. Vel, Kastet, and Lilian held one another, still caught up in the grief of Gabriel’s death. 
 
    They had won. It was all Damon could think, the only fact which seemed to matter in his head. He looked to Wrath and was surprised when she grinned back at him. It was the happiest he’d ever seen her. She was beautiful when she smiled, like all of the harshness of her personality could be instantly reversed into vivacious glory. 
 
    “It’s done,” muttered Damon. “It’s over.” 
 
    He heard someone start laughing, and soon enough, most of them joined in. Vel ran over to him, pulling him into a tight hug and kissing him on the lips. Damon started toward Malon and Seffi who were whispering to one another, still crouched on the floor. 
 
    No. Not whispering. It was only then that Damon realized something wasn’t quite right. Seffi bent forward over her knees, shoulders shuddering as though she was in the middle of a crying fit. Malon was rubbing her back, and Damon had started in their direction when the hissing noise began. 
 
    Seffi began shuddering, seizing within her own body as though every muscle underneath her skin was attempting to pull in a different direction. The movements, strange and inhuman, were accompanied by a horrible noise, like the death rattles of a plague victim. Crimson light suddenly poured from her eyes in a blinding deluge that forced Damon to look away. 
 
    He felt, rather than saw, the thrum of power on the air. When he could see again, he took in the sight of Seffi with her arm outstretched toward Wrath. Wrath held her stomach, and one of her hands pulled sideways to reveal blood gushing from a gaping hole through the side of her abdomen. 
 
    “Clara!” Damon ran to her side, reaching her just as she began to collapse to the ground. 
 
    “Why?” muttered Wrath. Blood leaked from her mouth, running in a little trickle down one side of her slender chin. 
 
    “You ask me why?” Seffi turned away as she spoke. “You know why. I remember. I remember what you did to me! You’re as bad as he was! Worse, in some ways. I can’t trust you, or any of our other siblings, if they can even be called that.” 
 
    When Seffi turned to face the chamber again, her eyes were pulsing red, like rubies twisted to catch the sunlight over and over again. Malon pulled in close to her, taking her hands, trying to calm her down. There was a flash of energy, and then Malon was doubled over. 
 
    “Aesta!” Damon wanted to rush to her, but his hand was on Wrath’s wound. Vel did it in his place. 
 
    “Aesta,” she said. “What happened? Are you alright?” 
 
    Malon opened her mouth, but no words came out, not at first. She blinked, and for a split instant, her eyes were as crimson as Seffi’s. 
 
    “Velanor,” she said, quietly. “I’m fine. I simply…”  
 
    Malon’s face contorted, and she clutched her arms over her body, shaking her head. 
 
    “She’s making me… say this!” she managed. “Get back! Please…” 
 
    To Damon, reality became a series of horrific, intractable moments. Malon’s entire body pulsed with red power, fluttering her clothing, shaking her hair loose from its braid. Seffi was laughing, and it wasn’t a child’s laugh. Vel screamed and fell backward as a wave of force pushed outward from Malon and Seffi, knocking over tables and unsteadying everyone in the room. 
 
    Kastet was suddenly next to Damon, at Wrath’s side. He pulled her hand to replace his and stood up, drawing his myrblade with a hand still slick with blood. Lilian seized his shoulder as he took a step forward, trying to draw him into a retreat while shouting for the others to follow. 
 
    “Sorceress,” said Seffi. “Dispose of those who remain.” 
 
    Damon shook his head, unable to believe. Malon took a slow step forward, her face so familiar, but so different. She splayed her fingers, summoning a fireball to hand, and flung it at him while he still gaped in disbelief. 
 
    Damon slashed it aside with his myrblade, drawing just enough from the ice enchantment to defend against the blast’s heat. He didn’t counterattack or even shift into a more defensible position. He just stood there, numb, unable to believe that she was now his opponent. 
 
    “Aesta,” he said. “You can’t. Please…” 
 
    Her only response was to press both palms together to conjure an even larger fireball. She looked so different, from her loose hair to her borderline arrogant posture. She was still beautiful, but it was a dark, corrupted sort of beauty that represented everything she’d once scorned in life. 
 
    He stared at her, holding her gaze, but not seeing her in the eyes that looked back at him. She attacked, flinging a barrage of fireballs with ruthless efficiency. Damon formed a basic ice shield instead of cutting through each one. 
 
    He blamed himself, even though there was no logical way in which it could be his fault. It was a reaction of the heart, rather than the logic of the mind. He’d failed her, somehow, either here in the last few moments, or during their time at The Rosewood Inn, or way back at the farmstead, even. 
 
    “Aesta!” he shouted. 
 
    She heard him this time, though it only brought about a fleeting moment of control. “Solas. Please! Get out of here… Get seta and go!” 
 
    She seized, arching her back and covering her chest with her arms. As she regained control of her body, a fireball formed in each of her hands. Damon spun into a freezing strike to deflect each of them away from the others, who’d pulled together as a group. 
 
    Seffi seemed to be in her own world. She was cocooned in crimson, floating a few feet in the air, staring at the horrific mess of Avarice and Conceit’s bodies as though she was attempting to draw meaning from the deaths she’d caused with her own hand. Damon surged forward, thinking he might strike her down in that moment. 
 
    Malon blurred sideways, moving to intercept him. She swung an arm wreathed in crimson power at his head. Damon ducked and tried to spin by her. She grabbed him from behind, briefly embracing him across the shoulders, and then spun, ending the movement with a power-enhanced push to his chest that sent him flying. 
 
    He landed in a sprawl, feeling his despair more than his pain. Vel was at his side in an instant, tears dripping down her face as she spoke in a rush. 
 
    “We have to go!” she said. “Damon! There’s no time! We’ll die if we stay!” 
 
    Veridas Keep shook underneath them with an intensity that clearly threatened the architecture of its stonework. Damon swore under his breath, knowing he needed to save Vel, at least. It hurt so much to acknowledge the situation even without thinking about what came next. True Divine, it hurt. 
 
    “Help me with Clara,” he said, ignoring the ache in his heart. 
 
    Between the two of them, they managed to lift the wounded Forsaken. Vel kept one of her hands clutched over Wrath’s wound. Damon began moving toward the stairs, only risking the occasional glance back at Malon and Seffi. Seffi still floated in the air, lost in her own thoughts. Malon had her face buried in her hands, shoulders tensing and twisting as she underwent some hidden internal struggle. 
 
    Kastet and Lilian joined them, helping as much as they could. The passageway leading down to Veridas Keep’s entrance had already collapsed. Damon spared the impassable hall only a single glance before leading the others up instead of down. 
 
    They hurried, as much as they could, up to one of Veridas Keep’s rooftop towers. It was only as they emerged into the snowy night that the reality of the situation became clear. 
 
    Seffi had raised the keep out of Avaricia. Even as Damon and the others watched, Veridas Keep began to gain height, rising twenty feet, fifty, one hundred feet into the air. Nobody said a word as they watched their escape shift from the realm of improbable into an outright impossibility. 
 
    “True Divine,” muttered Kastet. “We’re dead. All of us.” 
 
    “No!” snapped Damon. “We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    He shifted Wrath’s weight to Lilian, who took his place, and drew his myrblade. It took only a minor flex of his will to bring himself into Myr’s cold, ethereal realm. She looked as upset as he currently felt, which wasn’t very reassuring. 
 
    “I need to save my friends,” he said, speaking so fast that he almost stumbled over his words. “The chains! I can save them! Myr, please! Which chain? Help me!” 
 
    “Oh, Damon…” The blue-skinned woman shook her head and hugged her own body, but she didn’t stop him as he came close enough to touch her. “This one. You can… lift ice if you break this one.” 
 
    The fact that she didn’t object, that she didn’t try to convince him otherwise, cemented the reality of their current situation. They might die, regardless. She knew how bad their chances were and wasn’t about to waste time telling him what he already knew. 
 
    Damon took hold of the chain, feeling each metal link, so cold that it made his ice-resistant fingers prickle with pain. He grunted as he put his strength into snapping it, feeling his muscles complain for an instant before finally being rewarded with the break. 
 
    He came back to the real world on his knees, fingers covered in the light layer of snow which had accumulated across the rooftop balcony. Kastet and Vel were arguing, though he couldn’t hear what about. He whistled, drawing everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Stand close to me,” he said. “Now.” 
 
    Vel helped Lilian with Wrath, and all four of them huddled near enough for Damon to work the magic he had in mind. He let the tip of his myrblade sink into the snow, and carefully crafted a platform of ice underneath them. Kastet flinched with surprise as he used his will to guide it upward, lifting them into the air. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Under better circumstances, Damon would have enjoyed using his new ability to glide himself and the others through the sky. The sensation was exhilarating on a basic level, and rife with possibilities for traveling and combat. 
 
    He tried to go as slowly as he could while still giving them a chance to escape before Seffi remembered they existed. Veridas Keep continued to rise into the air, surreal in the sky behind them as they descended toward the city below. 
 
    Not all of the nobles who’d fled the chaos had managed to escape in time. A few tried jumping from Veridas Keep’s front gate, though it had long passed the time when such a fall would be survivable. There was still a certain amount of sense to it, Damon conceded, rather than taking a chance with Seffi’s unstable power. 
 
    He couldn’t let himself think about Seffi or his aesta, not yet. He focused on what was within his control. Avaricia was below them, but the city seemed to be suffering its own existential crisis. Fires raged across several districts, and dozens of ships were hastily departing from the port.  
 
    With Avarice deposed and Veridas Keep elevated to the sky with most of the city’s important nobles trapped within it, the basic order governing Avaricia no longer existed. Sure, there were still city guards and mercenaries left, but without anyone to command them, to pay them, they were just armed men in a crisis. Looters or refugees with swords and spears. 
 
    “Where are we going?” shouted Vel. “Damon! It’s cold! Please…” 
 
    He’d forgotten how much harsher the cold was to others than to him. He clenched his jaw, searching for somewhere to set them down that wasn’t within the city’s chaos, but also not out of reach. He spotted a small, stand-alone inn with a tiny stable next to it that lay beyond the main grouping of outlying buildings and towns clustered against Avaricia’s walls. 
 
    With more focus than he’d expected to need, Damon slowly guided the ice platform down to the ground. He let it dissolve as soon as it landed on the snowy grass. Vel hopped off immediately. Kastet and Lilian still held Wrath between them, and Damon helped them with her as they headed for the inn’s front door. 
 
    It was locked and nobody answered Vel’s frantic shouting and knocking. Lilian shifted Wrath’s weight to Vel and opened it for them with a solid kick. Damon expected another confrontation, but a quick pass over the single-level inn revealed it to be empty, despite evidence of a recent fire in the hearth and food left in the pantry. 
 
    “They must have fled when they saw Veridas Keep in the air,” said Kastet. “Probably a sensible decision.” 
 
    “Search the cupboards!” snapped Damon. “We need something to treat Clara’s wound.” 
 
    They’d set her down on one of the tables. Her bleeding had slowed, but he wasn’t naïve enough to think that the wound, large as it was, had begun to clot. She just simply didn’t have that much blood left. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” muttered Wrath.  
 
    She tried to lift her head but settled for swiveling her eyes his way instead. Damon was at her side, holding her hand, attempting to press his palm against her wound even though he knew, just as she did, that it would do no good. 
 
    “I could… freeze it,” he said, voice rasping. “Seal it with ice?” 
 
    “I’m sure that would feel ever so pleasant.” Wrath managed a smile that tore Damon’s heart into useless shreds. 
 
    “Just… hang in there,” said Damon. “You can heal from this! You’re powerful.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear him, even though her eyes never left his. “You were right. You made the right choice, Damon.” 
 
    He gave up on trying to hold her wound shut and simply squeezed her hand, bringing it up to rest against his forehead as though he could direct his mental energy toward healing her. 
 
    “It would have gone so much worse if you’d taken my crest,” whispered Wrath. “I think I knew it, on some level. That… making you choose was unfair. It would have been worse… Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “You’re right.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Do it for me,” she whispered. “Please.” 
 
    He knew what she was asking, what she was really asking, and shook his head on reflex. “No. Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “Do it. You have to. We both know how bad this is. I’m done.” 
 
    Damon looked away. He felt his resolve failing, his eyes failing, as the tears arrived in earnest. 
 
    “Save those for someone who needs them,” muttered Wrath. “I’ll come back. You should look forward to it. You’ll be older, going gray, maybe… and a teenage girl will show up on your doorstep demanding you take her crest.” 
 
    Damon forced a chuckle that he really didn’t feel. “You still haven’t given up on that?” 
 
    “The timing was wrong before,” said Wrath. “That was all. Won’t it be so nice? You’ll be old, maybe even fat, and you’ll get this pretty, ruthless girl, and… you’ll…” 
 
    She coughed, spitting up blood. “Do it, Damon. I’m… begging you. Kill me, you bastard.”  
 
    She closed her eyes, and she wasn’t going to open them again, and it was only a question of whether she died and gave her power to Seffi, as she’d warned him about, or died at someone’s hand. His hand.  
 
    He killed her, gently, sadly, savagely, by squeezing her neck. Holding his hands closed while letting his tears fall openly. He stayed with her as she died, trying to focus on the logic of her request while also hating her for asking him to do it. Despising himself for being capable, ready, on some level willing, to do it.  
 
    It didn’t matter how many times he told himself that she would come back and reincarnate eventually, as good as new. True Divine, she was a demigod. She might already have been reborn within some unsuspecting mother’s womb.  
 
    He didn’t care. It didn’t matter. She was dead on the table in front of him, and he loved her. 
 
    “Clara…” he muttered. “I wish I’d never met you. But more than that… I think I already miss you.” 
 
    His hands were shaking as he finally stood up and let himself be in the moment. He was a fool, the king of fools. They’d gambled everything and lost everything. Wrath, Gabriel… Malon. 
 
    Vel sat in the corner of the room, not in a chair, but on the floor. She had her knees pulled in to her chest and wept softly, her nose running with an ugly smear of snot that went all the way down to her chin. 
 
    She looked up as Damon walked over, and it took everything he had not to break down and join her in the depths of that despair. 
 
    “Damon…” she said, in a trembling voice. “You’re… bleeding.” 
 
    He looked down at himself, blinking in surprise at the amount of blood. “Ah. No, it’s from…” 
 
    He bobbed his head toward Clara’s body, not having the composure to articulate the words. Vel looked as though she hadn’t heard him, or perhaps was just too overwhelmed by the rest of their situation to be relieved at such a small thing. 
 
    “Aesta,” she said. “She was… She… Damon, what are we going to do?” 
 
    He honestly didn’t know. True Divine, he didn’t have anything even slightly resembling a reasonable plan, nothing that Vel could pack her hopes into and ship them forward to better times. 
 
    “We’ll save her,” he muttered, with no energy. “We’ll find a way.” 
 
    He slumped down next to Vel. He wanted to pull her into a hug, but he was still covered in so much blood that he didn’t dare touch her. He felt impotent twice over as she began to sob harder, unable to comfort her, unable to solve anything. She did her best to hold the sound of it in, but there was no hiding that much pain. 
 
    He could still see Veridas Keep outside the inn’s window, floating in the air and cocooned in evil crimson energy like a second moon. The power it must have taken to pull the feat off was so unreal, so immeasurable, that he began to outright shake his head as he considered how much of a barrier it would be to saving his aesta. 
 
    Seffi, Lascivious, had killed and taken the power of at least two Forsaken, Conceit and Avarice. There was also the possibility that Avarice and Conceit had already eliminated Famine, in which case Damon couldn’t rule out the possibility that Lascivious had also inherited Famine’s power secondhand.  
 
    Just to handle Avarice and Conceit had required an alliance between two other Forsaken, along with opportune timing, Damon’s myrblade, and a preemptive deal with Avarice’s crest sorcerer to stand down. What would it take in order to defeat Lascivious now that she’d become so powerful? 
 
    He became nauseous as he thought about what it would mean if he couldn’t. She had his aesta as a slave. At best, he’d never see Malon again. At worst, she’d become a plague upon Veridan’s Curve, enforcing Lascivious’s whims and will with ruthless efficiency. He saw her again in his mind, her eyes burning with crimson, hair fluttering free as she channeled Lascivious’s corrupted power. 
 
    “Damon.” Kastet’s voice broke his pitying reverie like a rock through the ice on a lake. “We need to talk about what comes next.” 
 
    She was pale and slightly frazzled, but otherwise unaffected by the events of the evening. Damon could see a faint rim of red around her eyes, so at the very least, she’d spared a few moments in one of the inn’s back rooms to mourn for her brother. 
 
    “I have to get to my aesta,” he said. “I have to… figure something out.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple.” Kastet crouched in front of where he sat, holding his bloody hands. “Damon. Look at me. We may have suffered great losses today… but we didn’t fail in our mission entirely. Avarice is dead, and I am now the rightful Queen of Merinia.” 
 
    “What… are you even saying?” He shook his head slowly. “Kastet, how can you think like that right now?” 
 
    “My brother is dead, Damon,” she said solemnly. “I don’t have a choice. This responsibility, this burden, is mine to carry now. I will do my duty. I’m asking, no, offering you a chance to do yours.” 
 
    There was something that Damon didn’t like in Kastet’s expression. A hardness of a sort, every movement controlled, every word considered. She cared about him. He knew that and wouldn’t deny it, but in that tense instant, he caught a familiar glimpse of her dark cunning. She did care about him, but she also appreciated him as a weapon. 
 
    “Come with me,” said Kastet. “We’ll return to Hearthold, all four of us. I’ll push through your clemency as soon as I’m on the throne. Your name will be cleared. You’ll have money, whatever titles you want. Perhaps there’s even a way we could reach out to your aesta through political means, if Lascivious is willing to listen.” 
 
    “Damon…” Vel drew closer to him from where she’d been listening to their conversation. “She might be right. What else can we do here on our own?” 
 
    “You have so much power, Damon,” said Kastet. “Not just with your sword, but with your will. Your confidence. What happened today is a tragedy, but one which I’m sure we all can find a way to move past eventually.” 
 
    Damon closed his eyes. He had a headache on top of numerous other small, accumulated injuries. He wished Ria were there, with them. He would have given anything for her opinion, if only to judge his own impulsive and willful ideas against. 
 
    “There’s something outside,” said Lilian. 
 
    “Something?” asked Kastet. 
 
    “This… this is bad.” Lilian’s face was as pale as it got as she glanced back at the rest of them.  
 
    Damon stood up and joined her at the window, peering out at the moonlit road. True enough, there was… something out there. It was impossible to tell exactly what in the dark, but he could make out at least one chilling detail. 
 
    A pair of glowing red eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Damon’s initial thought was that Malon or Seffi had followed them, intent on forcing an end to the encounter, whatever it might entail. He let go of that notion as he stepped out into the night and drew close enough to the figure in the dark to get a sense of its posture. 
 
    It was hunched forward, a shambling, man-shaped hulk. No, not just man shaped. It was a man… but it also wasn’t. It was moving toward Damon with too much intensity, stumbling forward while making hissing noises and contorting its muscles. 
 
    As it stepped out from the shadow of the trees, Damon saw it in more detail under the ghost moon’s eerie green light. It, he, was a traveler, dressed in a loose tunic, riding britches, and leather boots. Damon drew his myrblade, but resolved to make an attempt at communication. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he called. “What’s happened to you?” 
 
    The man let out a snarl, and it was only then that Damon noticed the gash in the side of his neck. There was no possible way a living person could survive such a wound. It reminded him of the horror stories Malon would occasionally read him, where evil men would die and arise again as undead revenants. 
 
    “Damon, there’s more of them!” screamed Vel. 
 
    He turned, catching sight of two more sets of crimson eyes nearby in the dark. He brought his sword up, walking backwards in hopes of making it into the inn. How could this be possible? He could believe that Seffi had the power to make such monsters, but had she sent these ones after them specifically, or… 
 
    Or were they already seeded across Avaricia and the region surrounding it? Had she sent down a nightmare of a spell to dispense her dark justice in a fit of misdirected anger? 
 
    “Get back inside the inn,” he said. “Lilian, don’t open the door for anyone other than me. And watch the windows.” 
 
    “Damon!” cried Vel. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” he said. “True Divine… Neither do I.” 
 
    The first revenant was already close to being upon him. Damon dodged its initial lunge, noting the way it bared its fingers like claws in lieu of being unarmed. It was faster than it should have been, as though whatever magic or curse it had been imbued with brought out the best of each muscle. 
 
    But Damon was a swordsman, and a good one. He easily cut one of the revenant’s legs out from under it, rendering the limb useless for essentials like standing and walking. The monster fell with a wet grunt, landing with the thump of an unthinking pile of meat. It immediately continued dragging itself toward Damon, eyes burning with crimson evil. 
 
    He stepped away from it, searching the night for the two others he’d spotted. There were three of them, now, another monster joining the others from somewhere unseen. Damon wasted no time in cutting them down, though seeing the faces of the people they’d once been gave him pause. 
 
    An older man, gray in the hair, fat in the belly, probably with grandkids somewhere in the world. A young woman with dark hair adorned with multicolored ribbons. A knight in chainmail, missing most of one of his hands, but still tall and imposing in height and weight. 
 
    He wiped his myrblade off when it was done and hurried back into the inn. Kastet, Lilian, and Vel waited nervously by the door. 
 
    “I can’t leave it like this,” he said, shaking his head. “I have to go back. I have to face her.” 
 
    “Are you a fool?” snapped Kastet. “After what you just saw?” 
 
    “Damon…” Vel grabbed Damon’s arm, looking as though she was about to cry. 
 
    “If Lascivious has taken this approach to Veridan’s Curve, how can you expect that you can attempt to reason with her?” asked Kastet. “You won’t accomplish anything beyond getting yourself killed.” 
 
    Damon didn’t have an answer, but it didn’t change what he needed to do. He couldn’t run, not from this. 
 
    “Someone’s coming down the road,” said Lilian. 
 
    “More of the monsters?” Vel grabbed Damon’s arm. 
 
    “No.” Lilian pointed to the window. “A carriage.” 
 
    Damon watched, expecting the carriage and its occupants to ride on by. He watched in a mixture of surprise and general wariness as it drew to a stop just outside the inn. A man with blond hair and a familiar golden sword climbed down from the driver’s seat and ran toward the door. 
 
    “Damon!” shouted Austine. “You still here?” 
 
    Lilian scowled but set her own feelings toward Austine aside as she let him in. Austine’s attention was immediately drawn to Wrath’s body on the table, and he set a hand on the hilt of his sword reflexively. 
 
    “It’s good to see you safe, Aust,” he said. “How did you find us?” 
 
    “Hard to miss you,” said Austine. “I don’t know many other people who can do what you can do with ice. I saw your little trick with the platform and marked where you landed, but I figured you’d be long gone given what’s happened to Avaricia.” 
 
    Damon exchanged glances with the others. “What, exactly, has happened to Avaricia?” 
 
    Despite having introduced the line of questioning, Austine seemed to struggle to find the words he needed. “Bad… It’s bad. If I’d known this was how things would end up, I don’t think I would have let you by me in Veridas Keep.” 
 
    His hand rose to rub the spot on his neck where his crest had once been. There was a patch of faded pink, but nothing compared to the brilliant gold symbol which had once adorned the skin. 
 
    “We didn’t know,” said Damon. “I didn’t know. It was as though Seffi… lost control as soon as Avarice and Conceit were dead.” 
 
    Seffi… and his aesta. It still hurt too much for him to think about the situation like that, with him on one side and Malon on the other. 
 
    “Red-eyed undead monsters started attacking people indiscriminately,” said Austine. “I could only think to get my wives out of the city, just as you’d said.” 
 
    “You did the right thing,” said Damon. “I need you to do a little more, though. Austine. Get them to safety.” 
 
    He nodded to Vel, Kastet, and Lilian. All three of them tried to object at once, but Damon kept his attention focused on Austine. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” asked Austine. “There’s plenty of room in the carriage, even with my girls. You could escape with us, or follow along with your ice disk thing.” 
 
    Damon smiled sadly and shook his head. “Not this time.” 
 
    He withstood Kastet and Lilian’s protests by ignoring them, mostly. Kastet was the practical sort, and once it became clear to her that he wasn’t going to change his mind, she headed for the carriage. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said. “I’ll be in Hearthold if… when… you change your mind.” 
 
    “Good luck,” said Damon. “Here’s to hoping you’re a proper queen the next time I see you.” 
 
    Kastet gave him a grim smile and stood by the door. 
 
    “Be careful,” said Lilian. She kissed him on the lips and squeezed his shoulder, her claws digging just deep enough to be affectionate, rather than aggressive. 
 
    “I will,” he said. “Keep everyone safe.” 
 
    Vel lingered behind as the others began loading into the carriage. Damon caught sight of Austine’s wives, none of whom he’d met properly before, making room for Kastet and Lilian. He was about to make a dumb joke to Vel about Avarician marriage laws when he saw her expression, tears welling in her eyes. She started to shake her head. 
 
    “Please, Damon,” she whispered. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    “You need to remember to reach out to Ria,” he said. “As hard as it might be to sleep during this, you have to try. You’re the only one who can. She needs to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Come with us, Damon,” said Vel. “Please…” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said. “Vel. Look at me.” 
 
    He took her in his arms and cupped her face, wiping away one of the trails of her tears with his thumb. He tried to project confidence he wasn’t feeling, tried to put on the face of a man who felt certain he was doing the right thing. 
 
    “You’ll die if you go,” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Please, just trust me,” she said. “I somehow just… know it. You can’t do this, Damon. I feel so horrible not having confidence in you, but this is just too much! For anyone other than one of the Forsaken. Please… please…” 
 
    She kept repeating that word over and over. Damon wrapped her in his arms, giving her a tight, reassuring squeeze. He kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again,” he said. “I promise.” 
 
    He had to lead her to the carriage and all but lift her up into it. Kastet and Lilian made room for her, and it was reassuring to know she’d be in the safest hands available outside of his own. 
 
    He waved to the carriage as it disappeared down the road, silently wishing it a safe journey. They headed away from Avaricia, farther south along the coast. As long as they made it through the first hour or two of their journey without a serious encounter, they’d be alright. Vel would return to Hearthold with Kastet and Lilian and have a chance at a peaceful life. 
 
    Damon repeated it like a mantra as he walked back toward the inn. He stared at Wrath’s body for a long, painful moment, and then got to work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Damon made sure the inn was as secure as it could be, and then drew his myrblade. He set the weapon out across one of the tables in the common room and sat down across from it. 
 
    Communing with Myr within her realm was easy for him now, taking only the passing brush of his will. This time, however, he approached it carefully, knowing he was about to confront a fact that he’d known and ignored for far too long. 
 
    Myr was waiting for him, as she always was. She looked like a more human version of an ice elemental, a beautiful woman embodied with both frozen, crystalline beauty and soft, living flesh. 
 
    The two remaining chains which held her twisted in an x shape across her chest, each one pulling taut diagonally over one of her breasts. Her dark blue hair didn’t hang completely straight, instead floating buoyantly as though she was underwater. 
 
    She had a sad, almost guilty look in her eyes. Damon waited to see if she’d speak first, but she’d always been politely meek in her role as his sword. Describing her like that seemed so diminishing, especially given what he now suspected to be true. 
 
    “Myr,” he said. “How are you?” 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders. Her hands were clasped together in front of her crotch. It seemed so girlish and silly that, naked as she currently was and had always been within her realm, she was concerned about covering up.  
 
    “We need to talk,” he said. “Myr. Where do I even start?” 
 
    “Do you… want to break another chain?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, but…” He shook his head slowly. “Myr, you told me that you were an ice elemental, or something like one. I need you to be honest with me.” 
 
    “I was,” she whispered. “When I told you that, I thought it was true. My memory was still jumbled.” 
 
    “Is it still jumbled now?” 
 
    She was silent for a moment long enough to expose her as a reluctant liar. “Sort of.” 
 
    “You’re not an ice elemental,” said Damon. “I can’t imagine that even a strong ice elemental, or equivalent monster, would have the sort of power I’ve accessed through your enchantment. True Divine, I’m basically fireproof! I can summon ice elementals like a kennel master whistling for his dogs. I can float ice in the air and make shields of it, and…” 
 
    He shook his head, bewildered by how much his power, both as a wielder and a swordsman, had increased over the months. 
 
    “You aren’t wrong,” whispered Myr. “I don’t remember everything, but… I remember enough to know that I was pretty, um… scary, once upon a time.” 
 
    “Are you a goddess?” 
 
    Myr blinked, and then amazingly, began to blush and sputter. “Me? A goddess? That’s, well, just ridiculous. I mean… how would that even work? A goddess doesn’t get herself soul-trapped within an enchantment.” 
 
    “You’re not very convincing.” 
 
    Myr let out a sigh and scrunched up her face. “Gods and goddesses, at least as most mortals think of them, don’t really exist. Most religions are just stories that ambitious beings of power tell to make people serve them. Kind of like Avarice trying to be the Godking.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll rephrase,” said Damon. “Are you, or were you at any time in the past, an ambitious being of power?” 
 
    Myr didn’t answer him, which felt like as much of an answer as any combination of words could have been. 
 
    “Is that why you don’t want me to break the last chain?” he asked. “Would it destroy me, or give you my body as a vessel?” 
 
    “No,” said Myr. “I’m not entirely sure what it would do. Likely kill us both and unleash an ungodly amount of power.” 
 
    Damon snorted. “Well, that’s good to know. Myr, I didn’t just come here to question you. I have to—” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    She slid one of her hands under the chain running across her left shoulder, cupping her breast to hide it from Damon’s sight while simultaneously presenting him with a grip on the metal links. 
 
    “You’re not going to try to convince me not to?” he asked. “No objections?” 
 
    She gave him the saddest, most pitying look he’d ever seen from her. “Not this time. I think… if I don’t do what I can for you, Damon, you’re going to get yourself killed.” 
 
    “You’re saying this chain will give me the power I need to win against Lascivious?” 
 
    “I wish I were. I think you’ll still die, but you’ll have a better chance. You might manage to save other people, as well. A terrible thing has happened to your world.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “You know that I love you,” he said. “Both as a sword, and as an… ice goddess?” 
 
    “I’m not an ice goddess!” snapped Myr, with a smile creeping onto her face. “But thanks. I love you too, Damon. I’m glad I can still be with you, here at the end.” 
 
    “Who says this is the end?” 
 
    Again, she didn’t reply, and again, it felt like more of an answer than any amount of words could have presented. 
 
    Damon snapped Myr’s second to last chain with a grunt and a force of strength. She let out a tiny gasp, as though she’d been wearing a fine dress and he’d torn the fabric, pulling it off her in a rush to get her naked. 
 
    New power flowed into him, as cold as a lake in midwinter, as warm as a well-fed hearth. Damon felt it on a level that went deeper than the sword’s metal, deeper than his skin. It was as though Myr’s power had been infused into his veins, into his very bones. 
 
    She kissed him on the lips in the lingering instant in between breaking the chain and returning to his normal reality. Damon gasped as he found himself back in the common room. He set a hand on the myrblade still lying across the table. It felt like a part of his body, an extra arm which happened to be separate from the rest of him and sharpened to a point. 
 
    “It is a part of your body now, Damon,” whispered Myr. 
 
     He sensed a deeper truth to those words. There was no line between him and his myrblade anymore, at least none that made sense to draw. He wondered if this was, in part, what Myr had feared, either losing herself to his will, or him being drawn into hers. 
 
    He carried his myrblade outside the inn, pausing by the door to search the surrounding trees for anything of note. Snow had begun falling again, accumulating in a steady drift of serene white flakes. He briefly considered making another ice platform to carry him up to the skybound Veridas Keep before realizing there was no need. 
 
    Damon drew his myrblade into his body as easily as if he was merely taking a breath. The sword and scabbard shifted to ice, sliding neatly into a small, matching ice patch which had appeared in the center of his palm. He exhaled frozen condensation as an odd, pleasurable shiver ran through him. 
 
    “You still there, Myr?” he whispered. 
 
    “Mmm,” she sighed. “You’re so warm.” 
 
    “Not too warm for you, I hope.” 
 
    “No. Just right.” 
 
    He nodded, rolled both of his shoulders into a simple stretch, and dropped into a crouch. His entire body was ice. As much as he’d sensed a lack of separation between himself and his sword earlier, he now realized how much deeper it went. He was ice. He was the cold. He was what ice elementals played at being, what they would have dreamed of, had their absent minds been prone to such fancy. 
 
    Damon could levitate ice, so he levitated himself. He rose into the air, slowly at first, drawing even with the roof of the inn. He felt like a boy again in his awe and delight, though both emotions were tempered by the rawness of the day. 
 
    With a focus of his will, he sent himself hurtling through the air.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    The land spread out beneath him, patches of green pasture and darker green forest mottled by the melting snow. Towns and villages, some clearly built with the forethought to be arranged in neat, orderly rows, others aimless, sprawling expanses of ramshackle homes and structures.  
 
    It was Veridan’s Curve as he’d never seen it before. There was a clear distinction, almost a traceable line, of where the colonized area ended and the Rem lands began. It made the Merinian occupied areas look sparse, eaten away, used up to the limits of their capacity. It was an interesting sight, an overhead view of a complicated problem with no simple, profound solution. 
 
    Veridas Keep, on the other hand, was far more straightforward. He could see it in the sky above him, floating like an island amidst the night’s shadowed clouds. Seffi had excised the keep’s entire foundation along with a chunk of the underlying earth when she’d sent it skyward. The entire structure was still cocooned in an eerie crimson glimmer, and he half expected to crash into a solid barrier as he approached its edge. 
 
    Other than a slight tingling sensation against his skin, Damon encountered no obstruction as he passed into the crimson cocoon. He landed within Avarice’s once prized Garden of Statues and prepared himself to storm the castle. 
 
    The wind was intense, whipping through his hair and clothing with as much force as it had when he’d been flying. The ground shifted underneath him, swaying with small motions like a ship at sea, but less predictably. Damon started toward the keep’s main doors, but he only made it a few steps forward before realizing he wasn’t alone. 
 
    Several crimson revenants born from the bodies of various attendees from Avarice’s party earlier in the night stalked through the courtyard. Damon found it hard to perceive them all properly, shadowed by night, interspersed between the unmoving statues. 
 
    He reached for his myrblade on reflex before feeling silly and remembering that he’d absorbed it. Damon didn’t need a sword to deal with the monsters, though it felt sacrilegious to admit that to himself after so many years of being a prodigy in that regard. 
 
    He slowly turned in a circle, identifying all of his enemies and noting the speed with which each approached him. There were fifteen of them in various states of injury and aggressiveness. Some hobbled on injured legs, others crawled on all fours. Most were still intact, posturing with aggressive, hungry focus. 
 
    There wasn’t much snow on the ground, but such things hardly mattered to him anymore. Damon clasped his hands together, drawing from within himself and from within Myr. He gathered cold power into the center of his palm, slamming it down against the ground while focusing on the positions of his enemies. 
 
    Ice spikes rose from the grass and the dirt underneath each of the crimson revenants, striking like perfectly thrust spears from below. Several of the monsters hissed and groaned in response to the attack, but none of them managed to continue moving toward him.  
 
    He considered rushing down each of them, striking with additional ice spears or hacking them apart with an ice sword, but it would have been a waste of time. Instead, he sent a pulse of power through each of the ice spikes, enough to extinguish the entirety of the already diminished heat from the body of each monster, freezing them solid and adding more than a dozen new works to the Garden of Statues. 
 
    Damon continued forward, up the main stairs, to the door leading to the castle’s entryway. Aside from his brief exploration of the castle while sneaking in through the dungeon with the others, he hadn’t seen much of its interior. He guessed the way to the audience chamber from the style of the doors, finding most open and easily unlocking the ones that weren’t. 
 
    Seffi, Lascivious, waited for him on Avarice’s throne. The audience chamber itself was spacious, regally decorated, and had been spared the bloodshed and destruction elsewhere in the keep. She had a bottle of wine and a small, half-full glass, both of which seemed to highlight the mismatch of her young apparent age and immense power. 
 
    “Hello, Damon,” said Lascivious. “You came. I wasn’t sure whether you would.” 
 
    She regarded him with an icy stare that left him with no shadow of a doubt who he was speaking to. Seffi, the precocious, unassuming young girl was gone, or at least, suppressed. Damon was looking at one of the Forsaken, a being of immeasurable power who’d already taken the lives of three of her brethren that same day. 
 
    “Where is she?” he asked. 
 
    “Your aesta?” Lascivious leaned sideways, swirling the wine in her glass. “She’s unharmed. Recent events have taken a powerful toll on her. She’s resting upstairs. I will, of course, need my sorceress at full strength for what comes next.” 
 
    “For what comes next?” repeated Damon. “What are you planning?” 
 
    She didn’t answer him, but the dark smile her lips twisted up into told him everything he needed to know.  
 
    “Lascivious,” he said. “Seffi. Please, listen to me. You have every choice, every path open to you moving forward. Step back from the destruction. If you wish more revenge against the other Forsaken, so be it. But please, be reasonable. Think about the impact of your actions.” 
 
    “I’ve barely even begun, and you’ve already come to me begging,” she said, crossing her legs. “I forgot how much I enjoy all of this.” 
 
    “What is it you want?” snapped Damon. “I spoke with Kastet. Do you wish to be a Godqueen, to have this land for yourself, like Avarice? She’s open to that. She’ll compromise with you.” 
 
    “You’re terrified, aren’t you?” asked Lascivious. “I’ve taken someone precious to you, and you’ll make whatever deal you have to in order to get out from under my spell. It’s inspiring. Truly, it is. Why don’t you get down on your knees and beg, Damon Al-Kendras?” 
 
    He remained on his feet, keeping his expression neutral. He wouldn’t beg. It would only lead him down the same path as giving up outright, the same path as surrender. He looked at her again and for an instant, saw the girl in place of the god. He took a breath and tried a harsher tone. 
 
    “I’m not scared of you, Seffi,” he said. “I’m more powerful now than I think you realize. You’re going to let my aesta go, and you’re going to leave Veridan’s Curve at peace.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” asked Lascivious. 
 
    Damon rolled his sleeves up. His hands flashed, turning to perfect white-blue ice from the elbows to the tips of his fingers. “If you don’t, I’ll destroy you.” 
 
    “You can’t,” she said. “Though I must say, I admire your courage. I see what Wrath saw in you.” 
 
    She set her wine glass down and stood up. They faced each other from opposite ends of the chamber, holding eye contact amidst the fragile silence. 
 
    Damon attacked first. He leapt into the air, shifting his body as he flew at her with inhuman speed. His forearms become swords of ice, frozen blades sharp enough to rend flesh and cold enough to freeze anything they touched. 
 
    Lascivious dodged his first flurry of cuts and slashes, moving with speed that nearly matched what he’d once seen Wrath manage. He kept expecting a counterattack, a blow to the back of his head, or the side of his knee, but none came, despite numerous openings. 
 
    He changed tactics, waiting until she leapt backward and landed in a crouch. Damon thrust his hands down into the floor, attempting a variation of what he’d used on the revenants. He knew Lascivious would be too quick to pin with an ice spear, so he simply tried to freeze her feet to the floor instead. 
 
    His trick seemed to work, though he knew from a single glance at her bored expression that she’d allowed him the small victory. She flashed a tiny smile, as though taunting him to do better as a wreath of fire surrounded her feet and melted the ice. 
 
    “It still isn’t too late,” said Lascivious. “Down on your knees. If you swear your fealty and serve me well, I’ll let you see your aesta again.” 
 
    Damon was ashamed by how tempted a part of him was by her words. He took a breath, gathering his resolve. The situation was larger than him and his desires. Lascivious was a threat to the entire world, unhinged and dangerous, an agent of chaos too callous and unpredictable for him to trust. 
 
    He rushed her again, attacking with different ice weapons on each strike. He tried to smash her upside the skull with a massive ice mace, and missed. He made his arm into a spear and jabbed at her heart, but again, she evaded him.  
 
    Lascivious countered, striking his chest with a solid palm strike. Damon’s rib cage exploded with pain, breaking in several places in a manner that left him with the distinct sensation of jagged, free-floating pieces of bone within his chest. 
 
    He landed on his back, coughing up blood and what felt like shards of molten glass. The pain was unreal, but it didn’t have to be. He was beyond taking that kind of basic damage. He simply turned his chest to ice and reformed it into flesh afterward, healing himself in the time it took to breathe a second breath. 
 
    He stood up, awestruck by his own power. He wondered absently if Wrath might still be alive if she could heal with such ease, though his injury hadn’t been nearly as severe as hers. It was an open question whether he could still form ice to repair massive internal injuries or resupply himself with blood. 
 
    “You are so close to being great,” said Lascivious, shaking her head. “You would make such an efficient tool. But no, I can already sense that intolerable flicker of righteousness within you. You have power but lack the wisdom to see what must be done with it.” 
 
      “You expect me to stand here and be lectured by a child?” snapped Damon. 
 
    He turned more of his body into ice, not just his arms, but his shoulders, his neck, and his lower back. He flexed his will, sending more than a dozen spears of ice jutting outward from himself like the branches of a tree. With razor-sharp tips, they sought Lascivious, curving outward and attacking her from all angles. 
 
    She dodged each one, making a point to stay as much in place as possible to emphasize how easy it was for her. She spun, shattering most of the ice spears with her arms, and then shot her arms forward, sending a gout of fire the diameter of a wagon wheel surging toward him.  
 
    Damon countered with his own blast of ice, powering his inner cold into a matching attack. Lascivious’s flames met Damon’s ice, filling the room with steam, along with a dangerous tremor of power.  
 
    It was a brusque, efficient test of each other’s innate magical strength. Damon clenched his jaw and grunted from the exertion. Lascivious merely kept her arm raised, fingers splayed wide, eyes blazing with crimson brilliance.  
 
    It wasn’t a clash between good and evil, not how it might have seemed on the surface. True, from Damon’s perspective, Lascivious was evil, of a sort. But he didn’t consider himself to be good or altruistic. He wasn’t fighting for peace and a kinder world order or any such principled, elegant virtues. 
 
    He just wanted to end her, and violence was the only available method. 
 
    The steam became so thick on the air that Damon couldn’t see what was going on. He was sweating, despite his cold affinity. He felt Lascivious’s flames overwhelming his ice more through the heat they gave off than anything. He felt his power failing as the fire drew near enough to keep him from forming any ice at all. 
 
    And then, all at once, he was overwhelmed by blinding light and blistering heat.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Damon was comfortable when he awoke. The pillow was soft, and the sheets felt clean and silky. He was only wearing his undershorts, a fact which compelled him to keep his eyes shut, keep resting, and put off whatever the world held for him for just a few minutes longer. 
 
    He sat up as small pieces of what had occurred before came back to him. Lascivious, the slaughter in Veridas Keep, his return to Veridas Keep. His heart pounded, and sweat beaded against his forehead. 
 
    “Solas?” said Malon, in a gentle voice. 
 
    “Aesta!” He sought her out with his eyes, but it was too dark. “You’re here. You’re safe.” 
 
    “I am, and so are you.” Her voice was the essence of comfort, as soothing as anything could be. The sound of chair legs sliding across tile sounded as she moved to sit closer to him. “You don’t have to get up yet. You can keep resting.” 
 
    He felt her hand run through his hair. He reached out, wanting to touch her too. His fingers brushed something that could only have been her breast, and heard her laugh and let out a patient, loving sigh. 
 
    “Nothing’s changed,” he said, feeling the slow, steady relapse of his despair. “Lascivious… True Divine. She has you. She has the world in her hand.” 
 
    “She does,” said Malon. Her voice was academic, free of judgment. Free of the fear and uncertainty the situation should have justified. 
 
    Damon couldn’t lie there and pretend, if that’s what this was. He grabbed her wrist, holding her hand between both of his, and looked toward her in the dark. 
 
    “Aesta…” he said. “Is it really you? Or is it… Lascivious’s crest sorceress that I’m now speaking with?” 
 
    Instead of answering him, she slid the sheets back and climbed into the bed next to him. Damon turned away from her, fearing the worst kind of trick. She hugged his back, letting her soft body press into his. She leaned forward enough to kiss his cheek and then simply stayed as she was, hugging him, holding him close. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, solas,” she whispered. “I always suspected… always feared… that this is how it would happen. I’m sure this may seem like a horrible outcome to you. For me though, it was already my nightmare, and now it’s become real.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be.” He turned around, her hot breath on his cheek as they faced one another in the dark. “We could… find a way. You were there, aesta, when I convinced Austine to stand down. We freed him in killing Avarice!” 
 
    “Did we, solas?” asked Malon. “Were we the ones who struck down Avarice and released him from his crest?” 
 
    “I’ve gotten stronger since then,” he said. 
 
    Malon ran her hands over his shoulders and then his chest. “I know.” 
 
    “I’ll die if that’s what it takes to stop her and free you!” 
 
    Her fingers dug in. “I don’t ever want to hear you say that again.” 
 
    “Aesta, I—” 
 
    “Solas!” Her voice had that snap to it, like the perfect crack of a whip. “Please. Don’t make this any worse for me than it already is. I couldn’t bear watching you die in a misguided attempt to save me. I simply couldn’t bear it.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    She leaned forward, finding his face with her hand and gently cupping it. “She has plans for Veridan’s Curve. I’ll attempt to advise her, to dissuade her from them… but many people will die. Please. Leave here. I know you sent Vel with Kastet. Go to Hearthold with them and find a way to move on and live your life.” 
 
    “I can’t leave,” he said. “I won’t leave! Not without you.” 
 
    He grabbed her, holding her in a tight, dominant embrace against him, as though he was making his point through sheer strength, through his grip. She didn’t wriggle away or push him back. She kissed his shoulder and let her head nuzzle against his. 
 
    “Think with your head, solas, not with your heart or anywhere else,” she whispered. “Don’t make your stand here. This is a selfish thing for you to do. Are you thinking of what’s best for everyone, or simply what you find most tolerable?” 
 
    “I’m thinking of what’s best for you,” he growled. “I’m thinking of what’s best for our family.” 
 
    “You’re impossible,” she said. “Impossible and impulsive.” 
 
    There was so much love in that statement, despite the edge she desperately tried to put into it. She did try to wriggle away from him then. Damon held onto her as though it might be the last time he’d ever hold her. 
 
    He kissed her, slowly at first, letting his lips touch hers over and over again until he felt her mouth dancing back. He shifted her underneath him, surprised by how light she felt. She was fully dressed, still wearing the same tunic and leggings in which she’d stormed Veridas Keep. Damon eased those leggings down, despite knowing that in this, she would indeed stop him.  
 
    “Aesta,” he whispered. 
 
    She ran her hand through his hair, content in the moment just to touch him, just to have him so close. Damon cupped one of her breasts and leaned forward, kissing her passionately. She gently shifted him back by the shoulder and gave him a different kind of kiss, gentle and patient. An aesta’s kiss, and it felt so much closer to what he needed, despite how it broke his heart. 
 
    The door swung open, and unnatural red light flooded in. Lascivious strode into Damon’s guest chamber, lazily holding a ball of crimson power to light her way. She smiled when she saw them, seeming to delight in their level of intimacy. 
 
    Malon stiffened, her eyes pulsing red, and then collapsed back down. Damon reached out, but she was already moving, shifting off the bed and coming to stand closer to Lascivious. He wasn’t sure, but he thought she’d been prompted through her crest. 
 
    “Seffi,” said Malon. “We spoke about this.” 
 
    “Worry not,” said Lascivious. “I’m not breaking my word. I won’t kill him, and I won’t force you to, either, as long as you uphold your promise. I’ve got something to show him.” 
 
    She reached out, taking Malon’s hand. Damon climbed out of bed, fumbling to quickly pull his discarded clothing back on before following after them. They climbed several sets of stairs before exiting onto the roof. 
 
    The wind was intense so high up, making his shirt flap as it gusted around him. In one direction, Damon could see the lazy purplish pre-dawn sky. In the other, all he could see was fire, and he could barely see it through its intensity. A fireball the size of Veridas Keep itself hovered in the sky no more than a few hundred feet away from them, radiating enough heat to name itself a competitor to the sun. 
 
    Damon’s awe turned to horror as he looked down at the landscape beneath them and realized they were still flying over Avaricia. He wondered how much of the population of Veridan’s Curve was clustered in and around that city, housed in ramshackle wooden buildings. Tinderboxes stuffed with people who would have nowhere to run and no one to help. 
 
    “I know you, Damon,” said Lascivious. “You have no love for this place, these people, the way so many of them live like parasites in this land. Watch what I’ll do with my worldfire. See how it will scour away everything that’s wrong with Veridan’s Curve. I hope you’ll try to understand, as you do. If you could bring yourself to see things from my perspective, we could all do such great things together.” 
 
    Damon stared in horror as he became aware of how much more fire was within Lascivious’s creation than he’d first realized. It was clustered together, held by a thin, crimson barrier to contain the heat and energy until the moment of impact. It wouldn’t just destroy Avaricia. It would, as she’d said, create a fire that would run over the entire region, destroy everything he’d ever known. 
 
    “This…” He shook his head, stepping back in disbelief. “Why? What could ever justify this? You’ll kill thousands of people… tens of thousands.” 
 
    Lascivious seemed to barely be listening and didn’t deign to respond. Damon looked at Malon, pleading to her with his eyes, and then his words. 
 
    “Aesta,” he said, voice a thin rasp. “This is murder. This is… the culling of an entire region. How can you just stand there and watch?” 
 
    He was shouting, and his voice seemed to pick up a righteous, angry sort of momentum. 
 
    “You were the kindest, most just-minded woman I knew,” he continued. “You would never have stood by and watched something like this, let alone aided the person, the monster, responsible for it.” 
 
    Malon wouldn’t meet his gaze. Lascivious stepped closer to her and took her hand in an attempt to offer emotional support that made Damon’s skin crawl. 
 
    “She was conflicted,” said Lascivious. “She is too great a woman not to have been. But I helped her think through the situation, and she repledged herself to both me and our cause.” 
 
    “You think she’s here willingly?” snapped Damon. 
 
    “Of course, she is,” said Lascivious. “She’s my mentor. My guide. In a very real sense… She’s more my aesta now than she is yours.” 
 
    “You…” Damon’s blood ran cold. “No. That’s complete nonsense. You’re one of the Forsaken! I know how the crest contract works! You give her orders, you tug on her chain, and force her to follow your commands.” 
 
    He spoke to Seffi but looked toward Malon, searching for even just a flicker of conflict or agreement on her face. She finally met his gaze, and what Damon saw there threatened to break his heart. 
 
    “It’s complicated, solas,” she said. 
 
    He understood what she meant, though he didn’t want to. It was one thing to be forced into doing Lascivious’s bidding by the threat of pain inflicted through the crest. It was another to, as Lascivious herself had put it, pledge oneself entirely to a cause. 
 
    He remembered their early exchange and felt the last piece slide into place. Malon had made another deal with Lascivious, one which represented a commitment that went beyond the enticements of the crest contract. 
 
    “That’s why I’m still alive,” he said slowly. “And that’s also why this fire hasn’t crashed down on Veridan’s Curve yet. She promised you that we… Vel and I… would be left unharmed. Ria would be out of direct danger in the Malagantyan, so you didn’t have to concern yourself as much with her immediately. I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    Malon wouldn’t even look at him, which all but confirmed it She’d traded away her conscience, her morals, her inner goodness, no less… All for a chance to save her family. Damon felt nauseated, but there was no time for him to stand around and mourn his aesta’s tragic choice. 
 
    Lascivious had risen into the air. She floated over the worldfire, her body surrounded by a smear of crimson against the purpled morning sky. She pushed her arms down, and the fireball began to descend toward the land it would soon destroy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Damon didn’t hesitate. It was almost a way of defending his limited resolve, forcing himself to commit to the only path which seemed righteous within the moment. He heard Malon calling to him as he jumped the railing and leapt into the sky. He couldn’t look back, couldn’t see the heartbreak and despair he knew would be on her face. 
 
    They were both trying to save the world they knew. It just so happened that Malon’s world… was their family. 
 
    Damon pulled his arms back, dropping through the sky as fast as a stone, as fast as a hawk in mid-hunt. He felt the ice within his body as he shifted the angle of his flight, coming to face the worldfire from underneath.  
 
    It was moving faster than he’d realized. Its immense size masked the amount of distance it covered across each second. Damon had only thin wisps of an idea on how he might stop it, nothing resembling a true plan. Fire and ice were opposites, and he could channel ice. 
 
    The thought of creating enough to completely extinguish Lascivious’s worldfire was galling, borderline outrageous. No, he’d already accepted that fact. What Damon simply wished to do was shrink it enough to save who he could. 
 
    “Myr,” he said. “We’re going to need everything for this.” 
 
    She didn’t answer him. He hoped she was ready. What he was about to attempt would require his full attention, and he wouldn’t have a second to spare once it was underway. 
 
    He opened his arms as though welcoming the worldfire for a cozy hug. Damon created a wall of ice in front of him, extending it outward along either side of his body while simultaneously pushing it forward, making it thicker. 
 
    He could feel it melting almost as quickly as he formed it. The worldfire was nearly upon him, and it was simply too much. The heat, the power, the gargantuan size of it was more than Damon could hope to match. 
 
    He didn’t let his mounting doubts dissuade him. He had to stop it, and the only way he would know for certain that he couldn’t was if he tried and failed. He pushed out more ice, creating a floating, frozen island which he hoped to crash into the worldfire and stunt its destructive power. Steam hissed as the ambient heat surrounding the flames began to reach the ice and make its effects known. 
 
    Damon was shouting now, bellowing wordlessly at a mindless enemy the effort was wasted on. It felt good, regardless, as if all of his frustration and rage at the unfairness of the world needed to be vented then, or not ever. He could sense the encroachment of the heat. It was too much, not just for him to stop, but for him to escape. 
 
    “Myr,” he muttered, in between shouts. “It’s time. We both know it is.” 
 
    He flexed his will, making sure to keep his physical body supporting the ice even as his mind descended into Myr’s hidden realm. 
 
    She was on her knees, sobbing softly. Damon didn’t have time to treat the moment with the tact and softness it deserved. He rushed toward her, took her by the shoulders, and gently shook her to attention. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” he said. “Myr, I’m sorry, but there’s no other way. I need to break the last chain.” 
 
    She sniffled, reminding him of Vel when she was really, truly upset. She slowly nodded. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “You idiot. Why did you put yourself in this position? Haven’t you listened to anything I’ve said?” 
 
    He grinned at her and bucked his eyebrows. “Of course, I have. You have such a pretty voice. I wish you’d speak up more often.” 
 
    “If you break this chain, I’m not sure what will happen,” she said. “You might die, instantly. You might turn into a monster. You might destroy the world as efficiently as that fire.” 
 
    “If I don’t, thousands upon thousands of people will die,” he said. “You have a good heart, Myr. Would you tell me not to take the risk even knowing how much suffering my inaction would cause?” 
 
    “No!” she said, glaring at him. “That’s… why I’m crying. You have to do it. We have to do it.” 
 
    She arched her back, presenting the last chain to him with tears still streaming down her pale blue cheeks. Damon kept smiling at her, so glad she was his sword, his companion. He grabbed the chain and nodded. 
 
    “Come on, Myr. Let’s go save the world.” 
 
    He snapped the chain and returned to his body. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant experience to come back to the moment. The worldfire had inched forward enough in the split instant he’d been gone to overwhelm the greater portion of his ice. His skin felt as if it was already burning, blisters forming on his face and hands, eyes prickling with unfortunate sensations. 
 
    Damon let out a snarl, healing himself with ice and redoubling his efforts with the power of the seventh chain. He could feel the difference it made immediately. He drew from more than just the surrounding, ambient cold and the freezing enchantment of his own sword. It was as though he’d tapped into every inch of the air, both around him and far distant, and was channeling the cold toward him while dispersing the heat. 
 
    He could feel that it simply wasn’t enough. The worldfire was forcing him down, hissing through the ice as he resupplied it and putting him on the back foot. If he didn’t move with it, it would overwhelm him instantly, charring and curling his body like a flower tossed into a hearth. But if he kept moving with it, as he currently was, eventually it would touch down, regardless. 
 
    Damon gritted his teeth as he turned his entire body into something beyond ice. He could feel the power of the seventh chain and sense a deeper power within it. A different sort of power, a path toward not just freezing that which existed within the world, but that which lay beyond it. 
 
    He wasn’t going to freeze the fire. He was going to freeze the power behind it, the essence of Lascivious which she’d attached to her spell. It was akin to freezing time itself, taking the energy and trapping it outside of the flow of moments. 
 
    Unfortunately, he could only do it from within. He gave up on the ice entirely, along with trying to hold his position flying just out of reach of the blistering heat. The worldfire seared his body, rending his clothing and hair to bits of char and ash.  
 
    His skin was similarly scorched and ruined, and though he could regenerate it through his ice, he still felt the pain of it burning. He was screaming again, but this time it was drawn out of him, more horrific than cathartic. He could see the worldfire’s center, sense the core of its essence. 
 
    I’m going to do it, he thought to Myr, lacking enough of a tongue to speak. 
 
    “I knew you could,” she whispered back. “I always believed in you, Damon.” 
 
    He smiled as he found the center of the spell’s essence. He couldn’t freeze it directly, not in a way that made sense to explain. It was the time it existed within which he could freeze, letting it thaw out later and disperse unattached from the fire, harmless and aimless. 
 
    To do it would take everything he had to give. Damon let his eyes draw closed as he made that final, ultimate commitment. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “It was just up ahead, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Damon led Malon, Vel, and Ria through the trees. He could hear the waterfall, and as he poked his head through the last barrier of foliage, he was close enough to feel the spray on his face, cold and refreshing against the midsummer heat. 
 
    “Yes, this is it,” said Malon. “What possessed you to plan a trip out here, solas?” 
 
    “I remembered coming here years ago, when Ria and Vel and I were young.” 
 
    “You’re still young,” said Malon, with a teasing smile. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” He brushed his shoulder playfully against hers. 
 
    “I, for one, think this was a brilliant idea.” Ria hugged Damon from behind and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Good thinking, young Damon. Is that not the spot up there from which we used to jump?” 
 
    “Check the water level, first,” said Vel. “It hasn’t rained much this season. If it’s too shallow, it might be dangerous.” 
 
    “I can see the depth from here.” Ria was already stripping off her tunic, heedless of Damon’s lingering eyes. 
 
    “Ria!” said Vel. “Do it behind a tree or something. Damon is here.” 
 
    “I think he does not mind.” Ria winked at him and stretched for his benefit, taut breasts bouncing as she dropped back onto the heels of her feet. 
 
    “I brought food for lunch,” said Malon. She was already spreading out a quilt on a flat patch of grass. “Why don’t I get it prepared while the three of you go for a quick swim?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mind staying to help,” said Damon. He brushed by Vel, who set a hand on his chest as she hurried to catch up with Ria. 
 
    Malon’s smile took on a sad edge that made it feel as though the world was suddenly spinning around him. The bright sun overhead seemed to dim, shadows dancing at the edge of his vision. 
 
    “You’ve already helped enough, solas,” she whispered. “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    She stood up on her tiptoes and gave him a kiss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That’s (not) the end of the series! Can you imagine if it was? You guys would string me up and I’d probably help you all tie the rope, lol. Book 11 will be out on March 19th. Expect the unexpected. 
 
      
 
    Hey! If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s really a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about by books as soon as they’re published, click here to sign up for my mailing list. For questions, comments, and general feedback, shoot me an email at anyamerchant@hotmail.com. 
 
    Thanks for reading, 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The cold ran deep. There was no movement, no feeling, no breath. It was not the cold of winter, nor the cold of the high mountains, not even the cold of the far north. It was an absolute cold, outside of life and time… until it wasn’t. 
 
    Damon’s fingers prickled with sharp, needling sensations. He did his best to ignore that, which worked pretty well. Existence took an effort, too much of one to appeal to him. Far easier to surrender to his lethargy, simply keep his eyes shut. Go back to sleep for a few more minutes, a few more lifetimes. 
 
    He felt himself shift as a push came from behind him, though not from a hand. Water licked against the tips of his exposed fingers. He rolled out a shoulder, feeling the brittle flex and snap of warming ice as it came loose.  
 
    He was in a shell of ice that covered him near completely. The realization felt distant and removed, as though he was observing a facet of someone else’s state. More water flowed over him, distinctly warm compared to his frozen body. Another chunk came loose, this time from against the back of his neck and head. 
 
    He thought about breathing, about how he suddenly needed to again, and shivered in frustration. One of his eyes was still locked shut, but the other came open as he blinked, letting him see his surroundings. 
 
    He was lying on a beach in the shallows. The water which kept tickling his fingers was the lapping of the waves. Salt stung the corner of his eye, and in his haste to blink it clean, he felt more of his head come loose from the ice. He tried to bring a hand to his face and heard a soft pop as it broke free. 
 
    Damon finally forced himself up, bereft of energy and urgency, but knowing he couldn’t stay where he was. His mind felt strange… slow and unused to thinking. There’d been a fight, a battle, up in… Veridas Keep.  
 
    Lascivious. His aesta. The worldfire. 
 
    He groaned and wiped at his face. His lower body was still encased in ice. It didn’t break as easily as he tried to shift his legs. He tried smacking it with the palm of his hand, but the blow was weak and ineffectual. His fingers found a rock in the sand as he reached around for a makeshift hammer or chisel. 
 
    Not a rock, he realized, as he pulled a familiar sword hilt loose from the sandy muck. He stared in disbelief even as he instantly understood. His myrblade, Myr, had broken in half. All that was left was the hilt and a five-inch section of silver metal above the cross guard, which ended in a jagged point. 
 
    “You warned me,” he whispered, voice strengthless and rasping. “I wanted to listen. I suppose I didn’t have much choice, though, did I?” 
 
    Myr didn’t say anything. He couldn’t feel the pulse of the enchantment and suspected he knew what that meant. She probably didn’t exist anymore, not how she once had within the sword, perhaps not anywhere at all. The thought stung worse than the sea salt in his eyes. Damon started hacking at the ice with the broken sword, taking distraction where he could find it. 
 
    He was naked underneath all the ice, but that seemed like a secondary concern as he took a look at his surroundings. The beach on which he’d awoken was surrounded by a few rocky cliffs and not much else.  
 
    The landscape in the distance was barren and strange, bereft of trees and foliage. Living trees and foliage, he amended, noting several charred tree trunks and a fair amount of ash which might once have been brush or grass. 
 
    Damon dragged himself to his feet, forcing each forward step until he was completely out of the water and could rest on his knees in the warm sand. He’d already seen enough that, even as groggy as he was, he could make a fair guess at what had happened. 
 
    He’d fought Lascivious and lost. She’d forced him to watch her worldfire, her attempt at destroying Veridan’s Curve like a child fed up with an unfavored toy. Damon had broken Myr’s last chain and tried to use her power to stop it. 
 
    He slowly panned his gaze across the empty, heavily scorched landscape, and then up to the sky. The clouds were more black than white and the sky behind them was far from blue, more a hazy gray-green. 
 
    He’d failed, in the end. It wasn’t a hard conclusion to arrive at, but it was a bitter one to accept. He was still alive, at least, but his body had changed nearly as much as the world. His skin was pale and unhealthy, and there was hardly any muscle or fat left underneath it. 
 
    Every joint looked knobby and delicate. His ribs poked out to a degree he’d only ever seen once, on the weathered body of a dead coyote. His hair… Well, he realized he barely had any hair left as he ran his hands over his scalp and felt but a few thin, wispy tangles.  
 
    He let out a gruff laugh that instantly broke into a cough, and then he was doubled over, dry heaving so hard that he felt blackness dancing at the edge of his vision. It went on for a while, but he never actually threw up. Did he have anything, other than perhaps a few drops of seawater, to vomit? 
 
    He had his broken myrblade, his mind unhelpfully pointed out. What remained of the sword was heavily tarnished, spotted with little patches of green and orange that weren’t quite gritty, like rust, but just as ugly. He shook his head, wondering how it could have degraded to such a degree. He’d had the sword inside him, ice frozen within ice, during the last few moments he remembered while facing the worldfire.  
 
    It didn’t matter. Nothing really mattered anymore. He’d lost. His aesta was still enslaved by Lascivious. Vel might be dead, depending on how close she’d been to the worldfire’s blast. Ria would at least have been unharmed, but he didn’t know for sure and could only hope. 
 
    He looked over himself again, trying to guess at how long it had been. A few weeks, at the very least. More than a month? Not much more, though that was a guess based solely on the skeletal state of his body and a basic understanding of the effects of starvation. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Here I am. What now?” 
 
    He turned his broken myrblade over in his hand as he took another look at the surrounding area. There really wasn’t much, so little in fact that he was left questioning his assumption that he was still in Veridan’s Curve. He technically could have floated anywhere while encased within the ice, though it seemed wherever he was had been within the range of Lascivious’s smoldering ire. 
 
    It looked as though the topsoil had been scorched away. The heads of previously hidden boulders poked up in various places across the landscape. A few larger trees had left spiky, charred stumps behind, which he wondered if he might make use of for starting a fire. 
 
    He began walking alongside the beach, going slow in part due to the demands of his weakened body, and in part to spare the bare undersides of his feet. Damon’s plan was simple. Finding Malon, Vel, and Ria would have to be a long-term goal. For now, he needed to tend to his own survival.  
 
    He suspected that if he followed the coast, he’d find people or a town, eventually. The uniformity of the destruction around him made it into more of an assumption than it once would have been, but it was the most reasonable path forward within reach. 
 
    Reasonable, but far from easy. Damon had never appreciated how easily he’d once moved through the world. His legs had no muscle, and it seemed as though every other step across the sand had him wavering or falling at an angle.  
 
    For a time, he walked farther up, where ash and scorched dirt provided better footing. He quit doing that when the soles of his feet began to sting enough to make him question what he might be stepping on. 
 
    He came across a bend in the beach that curved around a rocky cliff face which had previously spoiled his view. Damon was relieved to see several people standing on the sand in the distance, gazing out across the water. He raised a hand to wave but caught himself at the last instant before shouting as one of them shifted, turning to face him. 
 
    The person, a tall, pallid man, was missing half of his jaw, and his eyes pulsed with a distinct crimson light. He’d seen Lascivious’s undead revenants before, people reanimated into monsters by her dark magic. For them to be here, on this beach, was his largest clue so far as to the current state of the world.  
 
    None of the revenants wore more than shreds of clothing, and each had their own unique collection of unbleeding wounds and ghastly injuries. Damon felt a strange urge to check himself over again as he peered at them, if only to make absolutely certain he hadn’t died and joined their number. He could feel his heart beating, at least. It started beating faster as one of the revenants began shuffling in his direction. 
 
    He stepped backward, his fingers tensing around the hilt of his broken myrblade. He’d gone through so much with the weapon that the simple fact he still held it, even shattered as it was, buoyed his confidence to surprising levels. He wasn’t completely without advantages. He wasn’t ready to give up.  
 
    He let the first revenant come, so many old memories stirring on the periphery of his awareness as he stared into its glowing crimson eyes. The monster was faster than it looked, breaking into a stumbling trot as it closed within a hundred feet of him. Its skin was gray and mottled by patches of decay, and its remaining teeth were chipped and blackened and streaked with old blood. 
 
    The revenant hissed and swung an arm at him as it came within striking distance. Damon ducked underneath it and stabbed the broken point of his myrblade forward into the monster’s stomach. He felt it sink into flesh, though not deeply. He pulled back with a jerking motion and felt the hilt come loose… from his hand. 
 
    Nothing felt right. He was slow and weak and ungainly. The myrblade fell to the sand, and he didn’t get a chance to grab at it as the revenant continued pressing forward. The others on the beach—ones which Damon had foolishly, overconfidently ignored—hurried toward the disturbance, toward him.  
 
    He did the only thing he could do, weakened and weaponless and alone. He turned and ran. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    The revenants gave pursuit. They were faster than Damon had originally realized, though he conceded it would be just as true to say he was slower than he had expected himself to be.  
 
    He ran along the beach at first, trusting the sand would impede the monsters slightly more than it would him. Of course, he had no choice but to double back eventually, shifting onto the ashy, barren land farther up and ignoring the way it burned his feet. 
 
    He wasn’t willing to leave his myrblade behind. It was still in the sand next to the cliffs, and even though it was broken and seemingly dormant, it was his sword. It was Myr. It was more to him than a simple weapon. That fact hadn’t changed, even if everything else within his world so obviously had. 
 
    The revenants were just smart enough to amble toward him at different angles, rather than walking along the same path. It made getting back to where he’d dropped his myrblade far more of a challenge than it should have been. Several times, he was forced to dodge between the revenants, coming within a hair of having his neck torn open by gashing teeth. 
 
    There were more than just three of the monsters. They seemed to lumber in from everywhere in the distance, traveling alone or in small, pointless groups. Damon saw half a dozen shuffling toward him now, and he wasn’t counting the ones he’d need to glance over his shoulder to see. 
 
    He was panting and running at full speed when he finally made it back. The myrblade’s tip still protruded from the sand, which made it blessedly easy to find. He gripped it tightly enough in his fingers to strain his knuckles and tried to steal a second to catch his breath. 
 
    To his right was the cliff, and to his left lay what he assumed to be the Endless Ocean. The revenants came down on him from the front and back. There was nowhere left to run, and he’d already proven he was in no shape to fight. 
 
    He looked up the cliff and caught sight of a ledge that seemed wide enough for him to stand on, at least. There was no time to consider. It was his only option. He struggled to pull himself up the first few feet of damp cliff face, but the going became easier as he shifted his myrblade to his teeth, clamping down on the worn weapon’s hilt. 
 
    The revenants caught up with him before he was completely out of reach. Stiff fingers grabbed at his ankle, and he kicked out on reflex. It wasn’t a hard kick, but it was enough to shake his foot loose. He grabbed the next handhold, groaning as he set his weakened muscles to the daunting task of lifting himself higher. 
 
    The climb took everything he had, but he made it up to the ledge. The fates smiled on him for what seemed like the first time in a while, and what he’d taken to be a simple plateau of rock jutting from the cliff was actually a fully-fledged cave. 
 
    Damon splayed himself out on the cave’s hard floor, paying only enough attention to the revenants below to ensure they were staying put and not climbing up after him. It was satisfying, in a pathetic way, to know he’d proven himself more physically capable than the undead monsters. 
 
    He caught his breath and tried to think about what to do next. A loud, self-pitying part of him wished he could simply go to sleep, completely go back into stasis, as he’d been within the ice. He didn’t lend it much credence. 
 
    The cave was shelter. Now, he needed food, a source of clean water, and a chance to recover his strength. If he could manage that, he’d have a chance at survival and at what lay beyond. 
 
    He waited for a while, watching the revenants with the dwindling hope that they might disperse of their own volition. They were making noise, low moans, and the occasional snarl. There were four of them, which was fewer than there had been before. He wasn’t interested in waiting for the rest to arrive and join the party. 
 
    Damon found rocks within the cave, ranging in size from pebbles to miniature boulders which he couldn’t properly lift with his weakened arms. He tried throwing the smaller ones, but it quickly became apparent that he simply didn’t have the strength left to do anything resembling real damage with them. 
 
    Instead, Damon focused on the larger rocks, the ones which had broken loose from the cave’s ceiling with what must have been tremendous force. He slid them to the edge of the cave and pushed them off, and these did real damage. He watched with grim satisfaction as one of the revenants went down, its head making a disgusting wet meat noise as the boulder crashed down. 
 
    There was a certain amount of finesse, if not luck, involved with his strategy. Damon managed to render three of the revenants immobile, though two still made noises that suggested they were simply damaged beyond standing, rather than dead.  
 
    He ran out of rocks for the last one and suspected he would have struggled to hit it with reliable accuracy, regardless. He waited a while to catch his breath, but was mindful of the passage of time. He knew that if night came and he slept without food and water, he’d simply wake up weaker the next day.  
 
    The cave was damp, and he could hear a faint trickling from within its shadowed depths that hinted at a freshwater spring, but he would still need to scavenge food from somewhere. Which meant dealing with this revenant and any others he couldn’t find a way to avoid. 
 
    He waited by the cave’s edge, dangling his feet off the cliff to lure it in close. He didn’t have any rocks left, true, but there was one other convenient, heavy object which he could drop upon the revenant. Damon slid forward, committing to the drop feet first, and landed hard atop the monster’s chest and shoulders. 
 
    He had an instant of satisfaction as he felt his feet strike with bone-crunching force before being knocked sideways by the impact. With his broken myrblade still in hand, he hurried back to standing. The revenant twitched as though it also planned on getting back up. Damon stabbed it through the neck, wincing at the thick, dark blood that oozed from the wound as the monster went still. 
 
    He washed his hands and the myrblade off in the ocean and, treading carefully, began searching the nearby area for anything he could make use of. His first thought was to search whatever tidepools he could find along the beach, relying upon the ocean’s bounty in the face of the destruction of the land. 
 
    There was nothing obviously edible in the first two he checked. The third one held a small, spiky sea urchin. He cracked it open with a rock and found a very small amount of roe inside, which he ate raw. The taste was too rich by half for him, but he forced it down, wishing he had found freshwater first to wet his mouth. 
 
    That was all Damon found for the next few hours. His search felt pointless and limited, given how wary he was of venturing far from the cave. He doubted his body could sustain a solid run of more than half a mile, let alone sustain that run followed by the climb it took to pull himself up into his new home. 
 
    He was well aware, as time began to trickle on and he still hadn’t found more than a single bite of roe, that he was using more energy in his search than he’d reclaimed through food. It might have been better just to have gone to sleep, after all. He felt so pathetic, and so painfully hungry. 
 
    The sunset was a muted thing, hidden behind the heavy cloud cover, but it let Damon confirm that west was still in the direction he’d assumed, out into the ocean. He walked the long way around, hoping to find a route that would bring him to the top of the cliff for a better view of the area. 
 
    It was easier than he’d expected, costing him more time than energy. Damon found grass growing in a small patch on the way up, poking out at an angle from where it grew within a bowl-shaped depression in the rock that had filled with soil. 
 
    The grass shifted, and his eyes locked onto what it hid. A long snake about twice the thickness of his thumb was slowly casing the area, probably as hungry as Damon. He didn’t hesitate for even a second, bringing his broken myrblade down and cutting it into two writhing halves. It was ruthless, and it was what survival entailed.  
 
    He waited for the snake to go still before collecting the meat and heading back toward the cave. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    The pile of dead revenants Damon had left outside the cave blunted his appetite as he carried the snake up. He knew he should move them into the water, at least. They gave his presence away to anyone with eyes and might well attract more monsters. 
 
    He left them where they were more out of exhaustion than intention. He was already feeling lightheaded from lack of energy, and it simply wasn’t a thing he could make a priority. He needed to eat the snake. He needed to cook the snake if he stood a chance at keeping it down. Cooking meant fire. Fire meant wood. 
 
    The snake was pretty big, not as large as the colossus snakes which had once roamed the Malagantyan, but certainly enough to give a starving man a meal. He didn’t like having to set it down in the cave, which he still hadn’t scoured every inch of, but he was going to need his hands to stand any chance at gathering firewood and getting it up the cliff, and one of them was already occupied with carrying his broken myrblade. 
 
    He forearms started cramping as he climbed back down, and a wave of dizziness forced him to wait for a couple of seconds at the bottom, where the revenant blood pooled in the sand under his feet. He walked slowly along the beach once he’d recovered, taking his pick from the dry driftwood, of which there was plenty. 
 
    Most was carpenter cut wood, bits of planks from ships and boards from buildings. Evidence of recent destruction. He felt an odd conflict as he appreciated how much of it there was for him, so easily available, while also cursing Lascivious for having broken the world. He’d tried to stop it. He’d broken Myr’s last chain, all just to stop it. 
 
    Perhaps he had. Perhaps she’d tried again after he foiled her first attempt, and no swordsman wielding an enchanted sword of incredible power had stepped forward to stop her. Damon picked up a thin wooden dowel that might once have been an arm of a parasol, or one of the bars of a child’s crib, or something with a similar need for smooth wood. It was dry all the way through, perfect for kindling if he could shave some off. 
 
    He avoided the question of what he’d use to actually spark the flame until he’d gathered enough firewood for it to be unavoidable. He had his myrblade, but he needed flint or something similar to draw sparks from.  
 
    He didn’t have an eye for rocks, and was working through the last minutes of visible light before the sun set completely. He settled for searching the beach on his hands and knees, finding rocks with his fingers, trying them against his broken sword on the spot. 
 
    It took him a while, so long that he was past the point where he reasonably felt he should give up, but he eventually found one. He went to stick it in his pocket on reflex before remembering he didn’t have pockets, or clothes, come to that. He laughed, which made him cough, and then he was dizzy again and groaning from exhaustion. 
 
    He made it back into the cave, slowly bringing as much of the firewood he’d piled on the ground below up as he could. The cave had enough ventilation to handle a small fire within, he hoped. He had a premonition of the heat it gave off causing the rock overhead to shift abruptly and possibly come down on him, but that seemed unlikely enough to dismiss. 
 
    With deliberate slowness, Damon began building the fire. He shaved several long pieces off the dowel, thin enough to curl at the edges, and began the process of getting the sparks to take. It took a while, but he was ready for that, patient and unrelenting. 
 
    Eventually, he earned himself a flame. It slowly spread to the wood, and for a few minutes as he hurried to set the two halves of the snake onto a makeshift spit, the world seemed reasonable again. He had, or would soon have, a cooked meal. Though water was still an issue. 
 
    He focused in on the trickling he’d heard earlier from deeper within the cave. It was fainter now, but sure enough, it led to a corner that was obviously damp where water dripped from a porous stone. He suddenly was overwhelmingly thirsty and risked trying to drink from the rock directly. He was rewarded with a mouthful of clean water, though with a faint, chalky undertone. 
 
    The water began trickling faster after that, and though it took him a few minutes, he managed to drink his fill. The effect of proper hydration on his experience of the world was pronounced. He could smell again, both the interesting and appetizing scent of the cooking snake, and the unsettling copper edge of the revenant blood at his doorstep. 
 
    His hunger pulled his focus back to what mattered. Damon ate the snake as soon as it smelled mostly done, not wanting to risk burning the valuable meat. It was still steaming hot as he took the first bite, scalding his mouth and forcing him to breathe quickly to cool it down on his tongue.  
 
    It tasted like lean pork, chewy and gamey and worth eating. Some of the bones were easy to ignore and crunch through, while others, including the skull, he carefully ate around and discarded. The meal was over within five minutes of its start, and he was still hungry at the end. 
 
    Having found food and water in at least a small capacity did wonders for his mood, however. He had hope again. He sat next to the fire, near enough for it to bless his bare body with its warmth, and stared out of the cave mouth across the ocean. 
 
    He was alive. That was all that really mattered, since being alive meant he could search for Ria and Vel. Malon, too, if he could find a way to make her see him. He’d known when he committed to stopping the worldfire that it might cost him his life. He’d barely scraped by with Myr’s help, and he wasn’t about to throw away the gift she’d given him. 
 
    He gently rubbed his fingers over his broken myrblade’s hilt, wishing he could hear her whispering in his ear again. Even in this, Damon clung to a faint sense of hope. She’d been in a useless dagger before Sandra swapped her enchantment into his sword. Maybe repeating the process with a new weapon might be enough to bring her back? Or maybe he could reforge and restore his myrblade through some other means? 
 
    He sighed as he noticed how far ahead of himself he was getting. It probably made sense for him to set a more reasonable goal to start, like finding some clothes and a pair of boots. He shifted to lay across the cave’s fire-warmed stone, cozy if not comfortable, and closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon awoke to the sound of low, inhuman moans and fingers scraping against rock. His fire had gone out and the sun had come up, but those were both secondary considerations to the pack of revenants which had apparently gathered at the base of the cliff. 
 
    There were enough of them to make the ones he’d killed the day before seem like a rounding error. Dozens, at least, so many that they were scrambling over one another in the places where they were clustered most heavily. 
 
    No amount of rock flinging was going to dispose of this many revenants. Damon sat cross legged at the edge of the cave, tapping his fingers along his myrblade’s hilt, cornered and annoyed.  
 
    He made the mistake of looking into the faces of a few. One of them had once been a young woman, petite and pretty. Several were even smaller, child-sized and tragic. Another wore plate mail, though half the pieces were missing. Damon didn’t like to think of them as former people. It was so much easier, simpler, to see and deal with them as monsters. 
 
    He spent some time in the back of the cave, drinking water from the trickle and waiting to see if they might spread out a bit if they couldn’t see him for a while. The low moaning never stopped, a haunting chorus of walking death.  
 
    He did find a small amount of success through hiding, however. Most of the revenants stuck around, but they spread out a little. Not enough for him to have much room to work with, but he eyed a likely spot where he could at least jump down without being grabbed immediately. 
 
    He considered if it might make sense to drop and try to run through them, not to simply escape elsewhere, but to lure them away. The cave provided him with safety and freshwater, two essentials of survival. He didn’t want to leave just yet, which meant he’d have to do something about his uninvited guests. 
 
    It was hard to keep from missing his myrblade’s enchantment. It would have been so much easier to ice over the revenants, turning them into harmless, frozen statues. He seethed as he thought about how he could simply have turned himself into ice and flown away, had he still been privy to that powerful magic.  
 
    But Lascivious had broken both him and his myrblade, so Damon quit thinking about things he was no longer capable of doing and set his mind to the current situation. He stretched out his legs, ankles, and back, aware of how badly it would go if he fumbled the initial jump.  
 
    He returned to the back of the cave, drinking more water, and giving the revenants time to spread out even more. He’d already drunk enough to feel a growing urge to piss, and he had no intention of doing that in the cave. 
 
    Finally, he moved into position, eyed his landing, and prepared to run naked through a mob of bloodthirsty monsters. Strangely, he thought of Austine in that moment and wondered what he would do if he were there with him.  
 
    He struck a pose like one of the nude statues he’d seen once in Avarice’s courtyard, ran a hand dramatically through his nonexistent hair, and then jumped down to the sand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Damon didn’t stick his landing, and that probably saved his life. One of the monsters reacted to his presence far faster than he’d expected and was already blundering forward to tackle his shoulders. Damon’s legs gave out as he hit the ground, but missing his initial landing gave him momentum to fling himself into a forward roll. 
 
    Bits of sand stuck to his back as he came up to his feet. He had to shoulder himself bodily between two revenants to make it out of the initial cluster, and only breaking into a dead sprint allowed him to avoid three more lingering around the mob’s edge. 
 
    He had a moment to appreciate the reasonably clear weather as he picked up speed. The sun was out, though it seemed like a muted imitation of itself against the gray-green sky, it still felt good against his skin. There was a slight breeze which, aside from smelling faintly of smoke, tasted otherwise clean. It helped to be upwind from the revenants. 
 
    He slowed, letting them give pursuit and clearing them away from his cave. His plan was working, but he felt pessimistic about whether it would be sustainable if he had to do this every day, perhaps more than once per day, judging by how quickly the monsters gathered. 
 
    His considerations took him out of the moment, and his foot caught at an odd angle on a rock hidden underneath the sand. Damon fell hard, and though he was quick to get back up, he didn’t look as closely as he should have as he took off in a new direction. 
 
    There was another group of revenants ahead of him that immediately began closing in. With monsters on two sides and the ocean on one, he could only run in a single direction. Each revenant he encountered straight-on posed its own unique challenge to dodge. It was like the training exercises he’d once done with Austine after first joining the Gleaming Scythe, dodging practice swords, and learning to fight weaponless. 
 
    He wasn’t entirely weaponless, however, and when one of the revenants scampered forward, he reacted instantly. With a jerking, stabbing motion, Damon sank the broken edge of his myrblade into the monster’s neck. The blood oozed out instead of spraying, as it might have from a living person, which was all that saved him from taking a flood of it to the face. 
 
    He pulled loose his myrblade and continued forward, breathing hard, revenants right behind him. He needed to put more distance between them and himself, but it seemed as though the more he ran, the more monsters he collected. 
 
    He tried to split off in a new direction, dodging through a thicker clump of the revenants. He headed away from the beach now, into the barren, scorched plains where only charred trees and a few burned-out buildings were visible in the distance. His bare feet started hurting again as they pounded into the ash, but the sensation stopped after a minute. Was that good or bad? 
 
    His thought was to loop around in a wide semi-circle and come back to the cave from the other direction along the beach. He needed to find food, of course, but first he just needed to rest and regain his breath. It seemed as though each time he tried to turn in a southward direction to put himself onto the needed route, a revenant would draw close and force him onto a different heading. 
 
    He recognized, at some point, that he was running for his life again. Getting back to the cave within the next few minutes seemed unrealistic, and Damon was left pumping his legs aimlessly, searching for anything else that might give him a moment of shelter and rest. He felt naïve in his original thinking that he could simply avoid the monsters, but what other choice had been available? 
 
    They were everywhere now. Damon scrambled to find openings in any direction, stabbing with his myrblade more on reflex than with greater intention. He ran, dodged, and fought for his life. There were too many of them coming at him, pressing in on all sides, blotting out hope and escape. 
 
    A sharp whistle came from somewhere nearby. More noise, hoof beats. Damon slashed at one of the revenants as it tried to grab at him with its arms. All at once, the monsters started dropping. Someone on horseback was riding through them, slashing with a long sword that severed limbs and arms like overgrown brush. 
 
    There were more of them now, an entire scouting party of mounted Remenai. Damon dropped onto his stomach, taking advantage of the shifting attention of the monsters as they were distracted by the new threat.  
 
    He crawled, pulling himself out from the mob of revenants and surprised by how many of them there were. The Remenai cut them all down, however, riding their horses on pass after pass in what was clearly an extermination effort. 
 
    Damon lifted his hands into the air, doing his best to make it apparent that he wasn’t one of the monsters. A horse nearly trampled over him as one of the Remenai warriors drew its mount up short. He shouted something at Damon which he didn’t understand. He knew only a few words in Konokai, one of several Remenai languages, but decided they were probably better than nothing. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, in Konokai. “Thank you.” 
 
    He repeated the phrases over and over again, sincerely meaning his words of gratitude. The Remenai who’d stopped near him jumped down from his mount and pointed his sword at him. Damon kept his hands in the air. One of the Rem grabbed his wrists and started binding them together, stripping his broken myrblade from his hand in the process. 
 
    That was fine by him. Anything was better than being eaten. As poorly equipped and directionless as he currently was, he had no incentive to resist if they wanted to make his existence their problem. 
 
    The thought turned to ash in his mouth as another Remenai dismounted nearby in the wake of dispatching the last of the revenants. This man had a knife in his hand, and his posture suggested he was half a second away from burying it into Damon’s stomach. 
 
    Damon dodged backward, sweeping his bound arms up to deflect the final momentum of the stabbing knife’s tip. He spun, lacing his fingers into a fist, and caught the man’s chin with an awkward but powerful blow. It felt good to fight like this, and he caught a glimpse of his old self in the wary way the Remenai reacted to him after seeing he could deal some damage. 
 
    The man came at him again, slashing the gleaming edge of his long, curved knife. Damon had no clothing, let alone armor. The edge would go through his skin like wet paper. He relied on reflexes that were no longer attached to muscles in the greatest condition to dodge under the attack, and he suspected he would have felt the knife tickle his hair if he’d had much of that left. 
 
    He turned himself into a weapon, applying his thighs and calves, the strongest parts of his body he had left, into launching himself headfirst into the other man at a shallow angle. His head sank deep into the other man’s stomach, winding him completely, if not bruising his innards. Damon felt slightly dizzy as he stood and spun, searching for a new opponent. 
 
    There were plenty to choose from. The Remenai had him surrounded, and he still seemed to be less of a threat in their eyes than the revenants, judging from a few of their amused expressions. Time to make another attempt at diplomacy. 
 
    “I know your people,” he said. “Ria Zakur. The Queen of Storms.” He paused, racking his brain for what they called her in their language. “Vaista Aestairius!” 
 
    He pressed his palms together and shook his hands, trying to make them see he would rather do anything than fight, than die, in that moment. They spoke patiently among themselves for a moment, with the voice of the man Damon had beaten furiously calling for his doom.  
 
    Finally, they came to a decision. He was pushed down onto his knees, and another rope was tied around his neck. He thought for a moment that they meant to drag him behind one of their horses, but that seemed needlessly complicated for an execution in the wild. No, the extra rope was to make sure he didn’t try to jump off one of their horses at some opportune point in the near future. 
 
    He was tied onto one of the mounts like a spare traveling bag, lying in front of the rider with his chest and stomach against the animal’s back. His experience of riding like this, as the Remenai got back up to speed, varied from uncomfortable to excruciating. His skin, still bare, chafed easily against the saddle, and his ribs were heavily bruised within the first few minutes. 
 
    They traveled for hours, though he managed to somehow sleep through part of the experience. It was as though his body was still primed from his experience of being frozen in ice, ready to disassociate at the first sign of lingering physical stress. 
 
    It was early in the evening when they arrived at their apparent destination. Damon fell to the ground alongside the party’s traveling bags, as though they wanted to emphasize that he truly was a thing they’d found, rather than a person. He was left to lie in the ash next to the roaring fire of their camp for a few minutes before being pulled to his feet and pushed into one of the tents. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    A powerful-looking Remenai man, shirtless from the waist up, rose from a bedroll and slowly walked over to him. He was muscular, with big biceps, a well-defined chest, and the sharp eyes of someone used to being in charge. Damon didn’t recognize him, but the naked Remenai woman on the bedroll was someone all too familiar. 
 
    Arylla, one of the Remenai wards of Sharika, Malon’s former aesta, sat up and wiped her fingers across her eyes. She made no attempt at covering herself—modesty was less of a thing to the Rem—as she moved to stand behind her lover, peering at Damon with that same suspicion. 
 
    “True Divine,” Damon muttered. “Arylla. You have no idea how good it is to see you.” 
 
    Arylla’s eyes narrowed, and she shook her head. “Who are you to speak to me so plainly?” 
 
    Damon hesitated. He realized she didn’t recognize him, and why would she? He hadn’t gotten a good look at his face, but he could feel how bare his scalp was, and he could see the withered state of the rest of his body. It was unfair to think anyone would recognize him at a glance. 
 
    “It’s me,” he said. “Damon. I know, it’s strange, isn’t it? I woke up like this. I…” 
 
    He paused then, only noticing several details which should have jumped out at him far earlier. Arylla looked different, too, older, with a scar across her eye that ran diagonally toward her chin. Not just a scar… her eye was now only a smoothly polished chunk of carved jadestone. 
 
    “Damon Al-Kendras,” she said, as though retesting each syllable. “That’s not possible… but it is you, is it not? Jad’s blood…” 
 
    She shook her head. Her muscular tent mate set a hand on her shoulder and asked a question in Konokai, which she answered with a few quick syllables. She started shouting, and people outside the tent began moving.  
 
    Damon’s bonds were cut, and several useful things were thrust into his hands, including a pair of Remenai-style undershorts and a drinking flask full of watered down Remenai wine. Arylla led him by the hand into another, larger tent that had been erected over a pair of stool-sized boulders.  
 
    He sat down across from her, still marveling at how different she also looked. She’d put a tunic on, which was disappointing, though he felt like a lecher for admitting it to himself. She waited until another member of the camp brought them each a steaming mug of herbal smelling tea before finally continuing their conversation. 
 
    “You are a dead man,” she said. It was a statement, not a threat. 
 
    “I promise you, I am very much alive.” He flashed a grin and took a small sip of the tea, which burned his tongue. 
 
    “How?” Arylla shook her head, eyes still wide and disbelieving. “Have you been surviving in the Crimson Wastes all this time? You are so thin… but even so, that would be impossible for anyone to manage alone. It makes no sense.” 
 
    “I was frozen after I…” he began, trailing off as her words hit him. “Hold on. What do you mean, all this time? Has it been weeks or… longer than that?” 
 
    Arylla blinked. “Weeks since when? The day we had thought you dead? That was almost five years ago.” 
 
    He heard her words, processed their meaning, and still found it all so insensible, so impossible. “Five… years?” 
 
    She nodded slowly, sensing the weight of what she’d just dropped on him. 
 
    “You’re sure?” he asked. Stupid question, but his mind was still in open, furious denial. 
 
    “I am sure,” said Arylla, with a weary smile. “Much has happened. I took a husband.” Her hand touched the matridai marks on her face. “I lost an eye. I gave birth to a child. All of it in… this horrible new world which has come to us.” 
 
    Five years. What did that even mean? Five years could pass uneventfully for someone set into their habits, in normal times. Five years could change everything for a person, or a world, in motion. If he’d been dead for five years, what did that mean for Malon, Ria, and Vel? Had they spent that time mourning him, or perhaps finding ways to move on? 
 
    More importantly, what had five years under the foot of Lascivious done to Veridan’s Curve? 
 
    Arylla was looking at him strangely, and he realized that he’d stopped breathing and was doing worrying things with his facial expression. He cleared his throat and took another sip of his tea. He was alive. He’d found an old friend. One step at a time. 
 
    “I suppose that explains why I was so tired when I woke up,” he managed, forcing a smile. 
 
    “It is incredible that you are alive, Damon Al-Kendras,” said Arylla. “My brethren and I will help you however we can. It is unsafe for someone to travel alone through the Crimson Wastes, let alone someone as poorly equipped as you.” 
 
    “You must know more of what’s happened,” he said, feeling a sudden surge of hope. “Ria. You must know where she is, right? Tell me she’s still alive.” 
 
    He closed his eyes at the sudden realization of how much pain her answer might bring him. Arylla touched his knee in gentle reassurance. 
 
    “She is alive and well. She has become a leader among our people, one of the foremost guardians of the havens.” 
 
    Damon sighed in relief. “Take me to her. I have to see her.” 
 
    Arylla shook her head. “It is not so simple, my friend. She resides in an area far away from here. It is the new capital of our people, one which has strict requirements for outsiders.” 
 
    “Then bring me to the edge of where I can go and have her come out to meet me there!” 
 
    “Even if we were headed in that direction, which we are not, it would take many days of travel across the most dangerous parts of the Crimson Wastes to reach the havens. Some of my people would die on the journey.” 
 
    Damon almost snapped at her, only barely containing the intensity of his emotions. He tensed his jaw, gathering his calm and considering her words. She did want to help him, and she was only outlining the obstacles he needed to know about. 
 
    “What about Vel?” he asked. “I know you only met her in passing, but do you have any information on where she might be or how she’s doing?” 
 
    “I do not, unfortunately,” said Arylla. “Though I have heard that her old patron, the Merinian highborn woman, now resides in Silke.” 
 
    “There are still cities after what happened?” 
 
    “Not many. Avaricia was destroyed in its entirety, but farther to the north and south, there are still places where the Merinians have a foothold. I would be wary of them. They have made certain… sacrifices… to survive.” 
 
    He wanted to probe into what she meant by that, but he still had one more question which took priority. “Arylla… have you heard anything about my aesta?” 
 
    Arylla took a breath and glanced sideways, her expression revealing she’d known he would eventually ask this. “She has made her presence known, at times.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “We call her the Venmalani, but to you Merinians, she is the Red Sorceress,” said Arylla. “She is dangerous, though not so much as her master, Lascivious.” 
 
    Damon sank into himself. He set his tea mug down and let his fingers dig into his legs. Malon was alive. It was good news… but it also meant that for the past five years, she’d been serving Lascivious, acting as her agent. How could she even be the same aesta he remembered? 
 
    “I cannot imagine how overwhelming this must be for you,” said Arylla. “You were always of kindness toward me, Damon. We will help you recover and find your way forward.” 
 
    She took his hands into hers, squeezed them, and then led him back out into camp. Some of the other Rem had set up a tent for him, complete with a small basin full of warm water and a new set of clothing.  
 
    Damon washed himself and pulled on the tunic, which fit nearly perfectly, and the leggings, which he had to belt up a bit. They’d also left his broken myrblade on the bedroll. He took that and tucked it into his belt, more for safekeeping than to use as a weapon. 
 
    Most of the Remenai were settling in for the night, aside from a few still talking around the fire and two men standing watch at either side of the camp. Arylla brought him a platter piled high with food. Damon wolfed down spicy curry, rice, and flatbread, eating until his stomach felt as though it was going to burst. 
 
    Finally, he went to sleep, and though it was the last thing he wanted to do in that moment, he was out as soon as his head hit the pillow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    There was a time once when Damon’s dreams were a happy place, filled as much with fantasy as with hidden trysts with Malon and Vel in discrete dreamscapes. That time was five years out of view. Even if he’d had the amethyst amulet which had primed his mind for dreamspelling, his aesta and Vel both thought he was dead. 
 
    He rose slowly, taking the time to feel each of his bruised ribs as he gazed out the tent flap and into the early dawn haze. Many of the Rem in Arylla’s traveling party were already packing their tents or eating a hurried breakfast. It seemed as though they’d be setting off soon, which raised the question of what his own intentions were. 
 
    He helped as best as he could, even going so far as to giving a somewhat apologetic nod to the Remenai man he’d headbutted the day before. Most of the Rem ignored him, and most of those who acknowledged his presence did it with wary or outright hostile looks. 
 
    “Here,” said Arylla. She passed him a curved, Rem-style sword that fit into a black leather sheath. “You will need a weapon if you are to travel with us.” 
 
    “I don’t know if my plan is to travel with you,” he said. “It’s not enough for me to just survive and wait around after what you told me.” 
 
    “The Crimson Wastes will eat you, Damon,” said Arylla. “I do not mean this as a, ah, what do the Merinians call it? This is a literal thing I say. You will be run down by the monsters and eaten if you try to go it alone.” 
 
     “I’m aware,” he said. “Where are we right now? How many days’ travel is Silke from here?” 
 
    He didn’t get an immediate answer. One of the Remenai who was on watch blew a horn, and everyone was suddenly in motion, grabbing weapons and falling into formation. In the distance, a mob of revenants ran toward the camp, each of the undead monsters scrambling and shouldering by one another to be the first with a chance at fresh meat. 
 
    The risk was as much to the horses of the Remenai party as the people. Arylla and her husband stood at the forefront of the revenant charge, fighting alongside a dozen other well-equipped warriors.  
 
    Damon joined in at the edge, testing the unfamiliar weight of his curved longsword. A small revenant in tattered clothing let out a hiss and leapt at him. He slashed, gripping his weapon in both hands, and appreciating its sharp edge as it tore through the monster’s shoulder. He spun, carrying the momentum of the strike around to deliver a finishing blow. 
 
    He could still feel his body’s weakness, even with a proper weapon. He was already sweating, and as two more revenants rushed forward at him mindlessly, he hesitated, unsure of whether he could handle them both on his own. 
 
    A Remenai spearman came to his aid, slamming the tip of his weapon through one of the revenant’s eyes sockets. Damon slashed at the neck of the other, sinking his sword in deep, but not quite cutting all the way through. He kicked the monster in the chest and quickly finished it off with a second strike. 
 
    “Damon!” shouted Arylla. She was on horseback now, as were most of the others. The Remenai had apparently decided to flee, rather than hold their position. Already, the rest of the tents had been packed, including his own. 
 
    He climbed onto the back of her horse and hung on as they took off as a unit. They rode for nearly an hour, continuing long after the revenant mob was far out of view behind them.  
 
    The horses summited a large hill with an enviable view of the surrounding area, and they stopped to rest. Damon felt uneasy as he climbed down from Arylla’s horse. He knew what he had to do, both for himself and for Arylla’s traveling party. It wasn’t as though he could continue to ride double on one of their horses indefinitely. 
 
    “I appreciate all the help you’ve given me, but it’s time for me to go my own way,” he said. 
 
    “You are a fool.” Arylla smiled, despite the harshness of her words. “I suppose that is one thing that has not changed. Ria will be angry with me when I next see her and attempt to explain this.” 
 
    “You’re assuming I won’t see her first,” he said. “Though I’ll admit I’m not headed that way immediately. I need to get to Silke.” 
 
    Arylla nodded slowly. She turned and pointed to the north. “Three, maybe four days from here on foot. That is assuming you are not waylaid by the revenants or the other monsters of the Crimson Wastes, which you will be.” 
 
    “That’s why I have a sword,” he said. 
 
    Arylla was kind enough to provide him with some basic supplies. Damon accepted a traveling pack that held the tent he’d slept in the night before, a full waterskin, and a small amount of food. 
 
    “We cannot spare much,” she said. “That will be just enough for you to reach Silke if you travel quickly and ration portions. You should keep your eyes open for anything else edible you find along the way. There is not much, Damon. The land here is as dead as the things inhabiting it.” 
 
    “I will keep my eyes open,” he said. “Thanks. For everything. We’ll see each other again, I expect.” 
 
    “So I hope.” She kissed him on the cheek and climbed back onto her horse. Damon watched her and the other Remenai ride off, actively suppressing the voice in his head that seemed to think he was making a critical mistake. 
 
    He set off at a manageable pace, stopping often to check for revenants in all directions. He wasn’t safe, and the landscape never let him forget it. His feet left footprints in the ash, and the smell of the wind was disquieting to his stomach. 
 
    Perversely, Damon felt more unnerved by the unseen danger now than he had while running around naked and weaponless. Seeing Arylla and her people had sobered him, the caution and tension of their encampment underlining the precariousness of the area, despite them numbering in the dozens and being flush with supplies. 
 
    Still, he had a sword now, and that was a massive advantage to someone with his kind of skill and training. He traveled north with deliberate steps, hurrying, and taking his time when it made sense for each.  
 
    The first night of camping was stressful. He didn’t risk a fire, not after his experience with the revenants showing up in number at his cliff cave. He ate a cold dinner, crawled into his tent, and did his best to keep his thoughts from lingering on how exposed he was as he forced himself to sleep. 
 
    The next day was so uneventful that it felt as though an encounter with a monster would have done him some good, if only to reset his nerves. He traveled faster and camped early on a small rock plateau only approachable on one side.  
 
    He encountered one of the revenants that night. He heard it coming after him with plenty of time to spare, and he had time to wake up at the noise of its horrible moans, gather his sword and boots, and engage it out of direct sight of his camp. He didn’t get any more sleep after that. 
 
    After eating a quick breakfast of mostly stale bread, Damon set out the next morning. He could feel his strength slowly but surely returning. Which was good, as he encountered several more revenants within the first few hours of the day. 
 
    The sword Arylla had given helped, but it still wasn’t easy to dispatch the monsters, especially when they presented in number. They were unpredictable, despite their pack tendencies and overarching patterns of behavior. 
 
    It was the way each one attacked that nearly always caught him off guard. They were clearly undead monstrosities, empty husks of the people they’d once been, and yet they still came at him with a flicker of old behavior.  
 
    It was as though their muscles remembered how they once would have attacked. The larger, broader ones would try to fall upon him, tackle, and wrestle him to the ground. Smaller ones, especially those borne from the bodies of children, would dive at his ankles and legs, trying to trip him even as their rotted teeth gnashed and snapped. 
 
    None of them attacked with weapons, and there weren’t any complex martial arts styles. He thought perhaps he was reading too much into it, seeing humanity in their dead faces and applying it to the rest of their actions. He didn’t know for sure and, truthfully, he didn’t want to know for sure.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Damon’s first instinct was to pass the town by. He’d been on the road for days, and there wasn’t much about the burned-out buildings and ash-covered hovels that screamed of hospitality. He knew that the town, and anyone who’d once lived in it, was dead. 
 
    As he drew nearer, he found himself wrestling with a thought that had been twisting at the edge of his awareness for most of the day. He’d tried to stop Seffi’s destruction, the end of the world, or at least the end of Veridan’s Curve, but he’d also played a part in creating it.  
 
    His plotting with Kastet and Wrath had provided her the opportunity, crafted the moment in which she’d truly become Lascivious. He’d gone on to face her and given everything in his attempt at averting chaos. He’d come up short, despite his efforts. 
 
    It was a strange conflict of emotions, anger and disappointment directed outward and inward. A sense of loss, unfairness, impotence. He could have made better choices, advised Kastet and Seffi better. If he could just have been a little stronger, then maybe… 
 
    An ash storm was picking up from the east, obscuring his view and choking the air. He had to breathe through his shirt, and even then he was coughing. He pressed into the town, knowing how foolhardy it would be to attempt to stake his tent amid such powerful gusts. 
 
    Most of the buildings were in far worse shape than he’d realized, collapsed roofs, and rotted walls, past the point of even being usable as firewood in most cases. Damon knew he’d probably passed through this village before, given its location midway between Silke and Avaricia, but he couldn’t remember what it had once looked like, whether its people had been friendly or rude. 
 
    He found a house that had been built into the side of a hill, only missing its door and perhaps whatever additions had once existed outside. It was filled with ash, the floor covered with at least an inch of it, but the wind didn’t blow directly inside due to the angle of its doorway.  
 
    Damon felt content with resting for the day, given how impassable the ash storm would be, anyway. He set his pack down and swept some of the ash aside to roll out his bedroll. His hand brushed against an object, a small wooden doll that had survived the end of the world intact. 
 
    Part of him wanted to find a deeper meaning in it, this silly little doll that some girl must have played with and adored. The person responsible for ending the world was just a little girl, but no, Seffi had been too old for dolls. There was no connection beyond that overwhelming sense of loss and snuffed out possibility. Sadness didn’t need to rhyme to exist. 
 
    It was too windy for a fire by half, so he ate a cold dinner with fingers that were still dirty with ash regardless of how much he wiped them clean, and he went to bed. He kept his sword out, a naked blade free of sheath on the floor next to him. Probably, it was what saved his life. 
 
    Damon had gotten used to the wind and begun to tune it out long before he’d fallen asleep. But the wind hid other noises, the sound of the approaching revenants. He’d assumed that they wouldn’t be able to smell or see him nestled within the hill house, and on most nights, he might have been right.  
 
    One of them was nearly on top of him as he came awake, and two others were bumping shoulders as they forced their way through the door. Damon shouted and slapped his hand down onto his sword hilt. He swung it at the nearest revenant, but he was still lying down and hardly had any strength from the position. 
 
    The sounds of low, overlapping moans came from outside. He felt suddenly claustrophobic, smothered by the presence of the monsters. He scrambled to his feet, eyes still adjusting to the dark as he began hacking into the shapes of the revenants.  
 
    It felt as though the fight took hours, but really, it lasted no more than a minute. Three of them had made it into the hill house, and four more were clustered outside. The sword made all the difference. He sank its finely sharpened edge into each of the revenants, spilling so much corrupted blood that the floor became a mush of ash and ichor. 
 
    He’d always been good at killing. The thought made him shudder as he recalled the things he’d done in the time before. How savagely he’d murdered the Blacksoul Band. How he’d ruthlessly dealt with the emperor’s bastard and his mercenaries. Oh, yes. He’d been a step removed from it by the power of his myrblade, the cleanliness of his ice magic, but this was nothing new to him. 
 
    He rolled up his bedroll, shouldered his pack, and set off into the night. The ash storm had died down to the occasional gust, though he was still finding his way through the dark off his knowledge of the stars and a general sense of the right way forward. 
 
    Hours later, Damon stumbled upon what he believed to be a road. It was strange to recognize how easily he could have walked right by it, hidden under layers of ash, subtle against the monotonous conformity of the ruined landscape. 
 
    It was the bodies that gave it away. People had died along this road in great number, which made a certain amount of sense. They’d all been out in the open as the destruction began to take place, clustered in numbers that made them more of a target, exposed and easy. 
 
    The ash had long since covered the dead, but the lumps were still obvious for what they were. There were so many of them that they were like landmarks, like the painted rocks used on less traveled paths to make certain the route was clear to those unfamiliar with it. 
 
    He followed the road, though he was careful not to travel on or even directly next to it. He’d see a shape every now and then, people or revenants too covered in ash to be easily differentiated. The people kept their distance. The revenants attacked him, though not always. 
 
    His early start meant he’d already made decent progress by the time the sun rose, and by midday, he could see Silke in the distance. The landside portion of the city resolved into something that more or less matched what he remembered, with a few distinct changes. 
 
    All of Silke’s buildings on the coast were now enclosed by a wall, which was itself enclosed by a semi-circle of spiked wooden palisades. It was a level of caution that made him feel as sobered as he had when he’d first gotten a sense of the tension among Arylla and her companions. Silke was taking no chances with its safety. It simply couldn’t afford to. 
 
    Damon saw a direct example of the city’s defenses as he drew within half a mile of the city. Silke’s guards were in action in front of the palisade wall, shooting crossbows and pushing back an attack with spears. The conflict seemed strange to Damon’s eye, and it took him a moment to realize why. 
 
    “Those are people they’re fighting,” he muttered. “Not revenants.” 
 
    He touched his broken myrblade out of habit, wishing for that soft, feminine voice to lend an opinion. He didn’t let himself think too much about the loss of Myr on top of losing the sword itself. Too easy to fall into a spiral thinking about stuff like that. 
 
    Damon watched the skirmish with a detached sense of analysis. It was entirely possible that a band of raiders had decided to launch an attack on the city. It was also possible that Silke had instituted a stricter entry process in the wake of the disaster, turning away anyone inconvenient for them at their gates.  
 
    He didn’t have any money or anything of real value. It seemed naïve to simply present himself at the city’s entrance and expect to be allowed in. Far more likely that they’d try to take advantage of the situation somehow. Too much of a risk. 
 
    He watched and waited. The guards killed the raiders and looted a few of their corpses before dragging the rest off to dispose of them somewhere unseen. Damon was starting to grow impatient and annoyed by the little roadblock keeping him from his destination when he caught sight of activity farther back on the road. 
 
    A caravan of carts and wagons, loosely guarded by a few mercenaries, made its way toward the city. They were too heavily laden to be intent on the same sort of attack the raiders had tried. Damon saw his chance and began sneaking toward one of the wagons the instant he identified the group’s collective blind spot. 
 
    He climbed into the back of the wagon, hurrying to hide himself underneath a bundle of assorted clothing and fabric. He held his breath, aware of how risky this was. If he got caught, he’d be in a situation more dangerous than dealing with the revenants.  
 
    The caravan kept rolling forward. He had no sense of what was going on behind the curtain of the wagon and the clatter of the horses and wheels. He focused on breathing and staying calm as his wagon came to a slow stop. Someone pulled the curtain open, surveying the interior. The curtain closed. 
 
    Damon waited until the horses were moving again and he was all but certain that he was past the city’s walls before wriggling out of his hiding spot and risking a glance outside. He was, in fact, within Silke, which meant it was time to go. 
 
    He hopped out of the wagon casually and kept walking alongside it for a while, as though his presence was regular and expected. Silke’s streets were rougher and dirtier up close than they’d been at a distance, not to mention clogged with so many beggars that it felt as though a different word should be used for them. Displaced citizens, homeless residents.  
 
    All of the buildings had been rebuilt, to some degree or another. The ones that had been completely reconstructed stood out, though they were just as stained with ash as those that had suffered damage, all colors muted to the same shade of grey. The landside portion of Silke still felt like a ghetto, overcrowded and underdeveloped, but it was clearly a more exclusive community than it had once been. 
 
    It was only when Damon made it near enough to the water to see out across the oceanside portion of Silke that he began to understand why it was the only Merinian city left. The once majestic ocean towers, ancient Remenai ruins that had been partially flooded by the ocean’s rising tide, had survived the disaster with almost no damage. 
 
    Lascivious’s destruction had been bounded to the land of Veridan’s Curve, apparently. Numerous makeshift bridges and floating barges had been set into place in between many of the towers. There were ships, too, some clearly moored into semi-permanent positions and bridged to the towers and other barges. 
 
    It was ugly. It smelled like an unholy mixture of city stank and ocean stench. Even so, it gave Damon a surprising amount of hope that he hadn’t realized he’d been lacking. This was a place that was, relevant to the rest of the world he’d experienced since waking up, safe. If Vel, Lilian, and Kastet were here, he didn’t have to fear for their lives from second to second. 
 
    But he would have to find them, and that was going to be a task in itself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Damon found a tavern without much difficulty, but he didn’t go inside immediately. He had no money, not a single copper penny to his name. It wasn’t uncommon for inns and taverns to refuse to let people who were entirely penniless to even sit down or linger in the common room. 
 
    Patience had served him well so far, so he trusted it to serve him again. He sat down against one of the nearby buildings, more or less blending in with the numerous other impoverished people lingering nearby—though he realized now that he stood out quite a bit due to his Remenai-styled clothing. 
 
    He waited and watched and got a sense of the ambience of the area. It was mid-afternoon, late enough that the first few patrons began to trickle into the inn. He remembered the specific temperament of those types from his time at The Rosewood Inn, men and women who often relied on ale a little too much to cope with the pitfalls of life. It felt like a lifetime ago, and thinking about his family’s time in Azurecliff made him ache with nostalgia and loss. 
 
      An inebriated shout came from the tavern’s doorway, drawing him from his memories. He stood up to see the barkeep, a short, surprisingly young-looking man, attempting to guide a much taller, broader, and drunker man out of his establishment. 
 
    “I have money!” shouted the drunk. “I’m paying! Pour me a drink, you bastard!” 
 
    “I’ve poured you several, if you recall,” said the boy. “Go for a walk, Wallace. Come back once you’re talking a bit quieter.” 
 
    “I have money!” The drunk pulled a handful of coins out of his pocket and proffered them toward the barkeep with an aggressive movement. Damon saw his opening. 
 
    “Is there a problem here?” He set his hand down heavily on the drunk’s arm as he interrupted the scuffle, knocking several coins loose. He shifted his foot, planting his toe over one with a subtle step that he hoped would go unnoticed. 
 
    “Who the fuck do you think you…” The drunk whirled on him, and then immediately trailed off as he noticed his sword. “Ah. I’m not making trouble, I was just… I wanted another…” 
 
    “Hey, it’s no trouble,” said Damon. “Maybe take this lad’s advice and go cool down a bit first?” 
 
    “I’m no lad, but I appreciate the support,” said the barkeep. “Come on, Wallace. Let’s not have this go how it did last week, yeah?” 
 
    “Ah…” Wallace let out a breath, stooping to scoop up his lost coins. “I suppose that’s fair.” 
 
    He walked off. Damon nodded to the barkeep and waited a few moments before leaning forward to retie his boots and collect his prize. He headed into the tavern and took a seat at the bar. 
 
    “I can’t offer you a free drink, so don’t ask,” said the barkeep. 
 
    Damon had, in fact, been about to ask that, but decided to roll with the punch. “A discount, then?” 
 
    He set his newly earned copper penny down and flashed a winning smile. The barkeep sighed, seeming to glance after the man Damon had warded off as though considering whether his help had been worth it. 
 
    “Fair enough, I suppose.” He poured Damon an ale and set it down, eyeing his clothing with a contemplative frown. “You new around here? I didn’t think they were letting people in, especially your type.” 
 
    Damon stared blankly at him, only belatedly realizing he’d assumed him to be Remenai or perhaps half-Rem from the cut of his tunic. An old reflex made him want to confront the man on the prejudice bubbling under his tone, but he forced it down. He needed information, not an argument. 
 
    “I have some friends in the city.” He took a sip of the ale. It was surprisingly strong and tasted faintly of ash. Not even the inside of a keg was safe from the realities of the broken world. 
 
    “You’ll be staying with them, I hope?” said the barkeep. “Don’t be expecting a discount room from me, too. They’re all rented out long term, either way.” 
 
    “No need for a room,” said Damon. “It’s been a while since I’ve been here in Silke. Years. I heard a rumor that Princess Kastet was here in the city.” 
 
    “You heard… what?” said the other man. “You mean the Lady Governor. She’s here, but nobody is calling her princess anymore, that’s for sure. Doubt she’d take kindly to that given what happened with the succession, and the war.” 
 
    “The war?” asked Damon. He took another sip of his beer, letting himself look genuinely curious. 
 
    The barkeep let out an exasperated laugh. “You really aren’t from around here, are you? The whole thing with the Lady Governor doesn’t get much discussion these days, but it’s not like it’s a big secret. I mean, she’s not the type to kill people for gossiping.” 
 
    He laughed, and it perfectly strode the line between genuine and forced. 
 
    “So, she’s the governor of Silke, now,” said Damon, prompting him with a roll of his hand. 
 
    “That she is. She left Veridan’s Curve right after the Red Sky Night, along with everyone else with money and sense. She planned on becoming Queen, but by the time she got back after her brother’s death, there was already a new queen on the throne, a pregnant one, to boot.” 
 
    Damon folded his arms, smiling a bit as he saw the unfortunate humor of the situation. Lady Candice, Gabriel’s wife, must have followed Queen Anise’s example and usurped the throne. Except, if she truly had been pregnant, the situation would have been that much murkier. 
 
    “So, what?” he said. “Kastet decided to come back to Silke instead of staying in Hearthold?” 
 
    “She fled back to Silke,” said the barkeep. “Then Merinia and Argenstein started posturing like realms so often do during times of crisis. Kastet sided with the Empire in hopes of getting Hearthold back if and when they won, but the war ended in a white peace. The emperor annexed Silke and set her up as governor, instead.” 
 
    Damon was a little galled by how busy Kastet had been in his time away, but it had been five years. It wasn’t as though she’d simply have spent that time waiting and doing nothing. Kastet had always been attracted to power, coveting her family’s throne or alliances with the Forsaken. 
 
    “You’ve been helpful.” He drained the last of his ale, which he instantly knew to be a mistake from the gritty taste of the dregs. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No tip?” said the barkeep.” 
 
    “No money.” Damon turned his hands up and shrugged. 
 
    He expected to have to solve another array of problems in order to reach Kastet in Redpane Tower, the traditional manor of the governor of Silke, but it turned out to be relatively simple. The citizens of Silke had bridged the gap between the waterside city and landside, using actual bridges in some cases, or permanently moored barges, or larger ships retired from sailing. 
 
    Damon only encountered a single set of guards who stood on the main bridge that connected the land to the makeshift gangway. They were turning people away, but it seemed based on criteria of apparent importance and affluence. With his Remenai-style tunic, he looked just out of place enough to seem as if he had a purpose, which of course, he did. 
 
    His stomach didn’t enjoy the sense of walking across the array of barges and boats and bridges, some of them shifting with the water, others secured into place more forcefully between structures. He slowed to a stop as he approached the pier of Redpane Tower. Another guard stood at the entrance, and he was already looking at Damon, sensing his intention. 
 
    “I’m expected,” said Damon brusquely. 
 
    “By whom?” asked the guard. 
 
    “The Lady Governor,” said Damon. “I’m a consort of the Vaista Aestairius, Queen of Storms.” 
 
    He saw Ria’s reputation hit on something in the guard’s memory. It wasn’t a lie, exactly, and he doubted Ria would mind him using her name to make progress. The guard took one final, lingering look at Damon’s sword and clothing and folded his arms. 
 
    “You’ll have to leave your weapon with me,” he said. 
 
    He had no attachment to his new sword and handed it to the guard without hesitation. He was so used to grabbing at his myrblade’s hilt, even broken as it was, that he expected his reflexes to choose it in a desperate situation over the foreign weapon, regardless. 
 
    Redpane Tower was much as he remembered. Kastet had put her own flair on the decorations and furniture, but the structure’s most prominent feature had always been its stained-glass windows. The hue they lent the interior was muted by the sky’s constant overcast state, but they were still a wonder to look upon. 
 
    The guard led Damon to a young man with pale skin and long, black hair, who shook his hand and introduced himself as the Lady Governor’s steward. The steward spoke incessantly as they talked about trade alliances and hiring Remenai mercenaries. Damon barely listened, instead keeping an eye on each servant or retainer they passed, searching for Vel’s face. 
 
    He was brought to a small audience chamber, not the fountain room where he’d met with the previous Lord Governor, but more of an upsized study. Kastet was at her desk in the back, scribbling away in a ledger, and she didn’t look up immediately as he entered. 
 
    She looked different, not just in one way, but all ways. She was chubby, for one, not to the point of unattractiveness, but there was a noticeable plumpness to her figure that immediately jumped out at him. Her hair was long enough to pin up into a tight, orderly bun. She wore a dark blue dress with a high, stiff neck and gold trim that looked intricate and expensive. 
 
    Still, she didn’t look up. The steward cleared his throat politely, but insistently. 
 
    “Lady Governor,” said the steward. “You have a visitor.” 
 
    “This part of my day was clear, Andul,” said Kastet. “Would you mind explaining what this is about?” 
 
    “He said that he was a consort to the Queen of Storms.” 
 
    “We have little need for what the Rem currently have to offer us,” said Kastet. “I see no reason to…” 
 
    She trailed off as she finally looked up and saw him, and Damon could pinpoint the moment in which recognition stirred behind those eyes. 
 
    “It… can’t be,” she said. “You…?” 
 
    “Me.” He grinned and gave her a small nod. “It’s good to see you again, Kastet.” 
 
    The steward bristled and turned a reproachful gaze his way. “The proper form of address to the Lady Governor would be—” 
 
    “Andul, go tend to the ship tax appraisals,” said Kastet. “This man is… an old friend of mine.” 
 
    The steward looked as though he wanted to protest, but he swallowed his objection and hurried out of the room. Damon took a few steps forward, eyeing one of the wall tapestries and tamping down on his own anticipation. 
 
    “Lady Governor of Silke,” he said musingly. “It’s not quite the throne you were after, but it’s certainly a step up.” 
 
    Kastet’s mouth formed a thin, unamused line. “True Divine, Damon. We thought you were dead. How are you even here right now, after all this time?” 
 
    “It’s a good question, and one I don’t have a good answer for,” he said. “I was frozen. For years, I suppose. I only thawed out a few days ago.” 
 
    It wasn’t a good answer, as he considered his own lingering confusion over the outcome. He could understand his myrblade having the power to freeze him in time, but the sword had been broken when he’d woken up. Was it really possible for a spell to last for that long without having essence fed into it from a continuous source? 
 
    “That seems extremely convenient,” said Kastet. 
 
    “Convenient.” He shook his head, bristling at her phrasing. “Right. So very convenient for me to wake up to a world that thinks I’m dead five years after disappearing when the people I love needed me most.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” asked Kastet. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you know what seems far, far more likely to me?” She steepled her fingers and leaned back in her chair. “The only way I can believe that you faced Lascivious and the Red Sorceress and survived the encounter is if they wanted you to survive.” 
 
    “She did,” he admitted. “My aesta told me as much.” 
 
    “Exactly. So what’s to stop Lascivious from capturing you, holding you prisoner, perhaps in a physical cell or perhaps in a creation of her magic, until you committed yourself to her cause?” 
 
    Damon chuckled. “You always were wary, some might even say paranoid, of other people’s intentions.” 
 
    “For good reason,” said Kastet. 
 
    “If you don’t want to trust me, then don’t trust me,” he said. “I’m only here for Vel.” 
 
    Honestly, it was the truth, but saying it out loud had a surprising effect on Kastet. She blinked as though he’d slapped her and looked away from him. The wariness was gone from her expression, but in its place was an odd sort of pain that stirred far too many old memories. 
 
    “Of course,” she said flatly. “You always were about as subtle as a blunted knife.” 
 
    He waited, but she wasn’t forthcoming with what he wanted. He decided to try, for her sake, for his own, to be friendly with her. To go back in time five years—more than that, even, and reconnect. 
 
    “Do you have anything to drink?” he asked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Kastet brought Damon to the rooftop balcony of Redpane Tower, which was the highest point in all of Silke. She’d summoned her steward again and had him pour them each a goblet of expensive wine. Damon knew it was expensive mainly because there was no aftertaste of ash. 
 
    “I wasn’t ready for any of this,” said Kastet once they were alone again. “Though, thinking about it now, I also wonder if I would have been ready for what awaited us in the event of our success.” 
 
    The sea breeze stirred what remained of Damon’s hair as he gazed out, not over the ocean, but over the ruined land. It was ash and scorch marks as far as the eye could see, with the occasional road or building stubbornly poking up. 
 
    “We set ourselves up for failure,” he said. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Because it’s true.” He slumped forward against the wooden guard railing. “The moment we began seriously allying ourselves with the Forsaken and expecting a good outcome was the beginning of the end.” 
 
    Kastet let out a mocking laugh and shook her head. “That’s funny, coming from you. I suppose in your mind it’s fine to have sex with one of the Forsaken, but fighting a political battle alongside one, well, that’s simply going too far.” 
 
    “I’m condemning my own choices, not defending them,” he said. “Clara and I… That was also a mistake.” 
 
    “And your aesta was—is—Lascivious’s crest sorceress.” 
 
    Damon’s annoyance prickled, and drank more of the wine. “That’s exactly my point. Aesta… She made her crest contract under the most benign circumstances. Seffi was a literal child when my aesta pledged herself to protect her. Seemingly harmless, then. Now…” 
 
    He gestured to the ruined landscape. Kastet made a small noise of agreement. 
 
    “It’s worse than you think,” she said. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve walked Silke,” she said. “You’ve seen it, though perhaps not recognized the problem directly. Too many people, not enough food.” 
 
    “Not much grows in the ash, I take it?” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. He’d seen the land on his way to Silke, the lack of anything resembling a farm. Growing crops would take not only fertile soil, which most of Veridan’s Curve no longer seemed to have, but also a strategy to protect against the revenants. 
 
    “We fish, mainly,” said Kastet. “Trade for whatever we can. Prostrate ourselves for the Emperor Argenstein’s favor and pity when we’re desperate for other resources. It’s never enough.” 
 
    He wanted to ask why she was even bothering, but he knew why. Kastet probably cared about the people of Silke on some level, but she was the Lady Governor for the same reason she’d made deals with the Forsaken and tried so hard to rise to the throne. She enjoyed this kind of power, and it was hard for Damon to sympathize with her over the burdens that came with it. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re doing your best,” he said. “I expected, or I suppose I hoped, to find Vel and Lilian at your side. Where are they?” 
 
    He gave a serious look. She dodged the topic the first time he’d brought it up, but she had to know he wasn’t going to let her dodge again. 
 
    “They’re no longer in my service,” she said. 
 
    “What happened?” he snapped. “Is Vel alright? Kastet, I need to—” 
 
    “She was fine, last I heard.” There was an edge to Kastet’s voice that reminded him of who he was dealing with. “She’s living with a prominent merchant, right on the border between landside and oceanside. She’s settled down, found a new life for herself, a measure of happiness.” 
 
    He felt Kastet’s words, more than heard them. She’d found a new life for herself. She was happy. Five years… True Divine, that was so much longer than it sounded. He felt a sudden lump in his throat as he tried to picture what she would even look like, five years older. She’d be 23, nearly the same age he was, or had been, before the ice. 
 
    “You could stay here, if you wanted,” offered Kastet. “Rest up in Redpane Tower for a few days. I’ll summon Vel here. She hasn’t responded to my invitations for some time now, but I’m sure she’d be willing to if she knew it was to see you.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he muttered. He wasn’t really talking to her, though. He felt as though he’d already lost so much. It hurt. Why did it have to hurt? 
 
    “We’re all struggling, Damon.” Kastet set a hand on his shoulder. “You’re just now catching up. Come. Let’s get you a bed where you can rest and get a better sense of direction.” 
 
    “And Lilian?” he asked, trying to jar his mind back into motion.  
 
    Kastet’s reaction was pronounced. She looked away from him, chewing her lip and tensing. 
 
    “Lilian is gone,” was all she said. “But Vel is still here, in Silke. She’s living well.” 
 
    Damon wondered if she realized, or cared, how much it hurt him to hear that Vel had settled down and married. Kastet was so deliberate, manipulative, even, when she wanted to be. Of course, she realized it. He could almost hear the sliver of glee, of smugness in her voice, as though she took a guilty pleasure in being the one to speak the words that were currently ravaging his heart. 
 
    “Where does she live?” he asked. 
 
    “Right there, on the tip of the coast.” She waved a hand and gestured to a decently sized home built on the edge of the land, next to one of the moored barges that formed the patchwork boardwalk of oceanside. “Damon. Think very carefully about whether it makes sense for you to see her. At least, right away, it might be better to keep your distance.” 
 
    “A moment ago, you said the opposite,” he said, irritated. 
 
    “No, what I said was that you should invite her here and give yourself time to come to terms with some of what’s changed.” 
 
    She had a point, but it wasn’t one he could accept. He had to see Vel, even if it hurt him. Even if it ruined him. 
 
    “I’ll take you up on that bed later tonight,” he said. “For now, I should be going.” 
 
    Kastet nodded and called her steward, who led Damon out of Redpane Tower. After stopping to collect his sword from the guard, he took a moment to reorient himself toward the building she’d pointed out at ground level before setting off. 
 
    Each step he took sent a flutter through his chest and stomach. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever felt quite like this before. He missed Vel so much, but he felt brittle and raw as he considered how this reunion might go. Five fucking years… He should have listened to Myr when she’d warned him about those stupid chains. 
 
    The thought helped ground him, and he even managed a weak smile as he touched his myrblade through his belt. He hurried across a thin plank that served as a bridge in between a static barge and a landside pier, and then he was walking down the street, toward the building Kastet had pointed out to him. 
 
    The sign out front read Silk in Silke. A clothing store, how very like Vel. He couldn’t help but smile as he remembered all the clothing she’d first brought back to the farmstead what felt like a lifetime ago, when their biggest issue had been Damon’s inherited debt and hiding their trysts from their aesta. 
 
    He stood across the street and stared. The store had a large window that displayed some of its fine wares, along with the silent tableau inside of a familiar woman with blonde hair and a vivacious smile helping a couple decide their purchases.  
 
    Vel looked so beautiful, but she’d always been beautiful. There was a confidence to her now, a sense of assurance and ease, that made it seem as though she’d grown into herself, discovering a radiance that ran in opposition to the ruined world.  
 
    Her hair hung loose, cut shorter than it had been when Damon had last seen her, but not short. She wore a pretty, though not flashy gown of white and gray that fit her like a glove, or rather, like a dress she’d probably sewn herself. Every curve was perfectly cupped and accentuated, from her midsized breasts to the modest swell of her hips and butt. 
 
    She was smiling. Damon had forgotten that smile, so easy and earnest and sincere. The couple she was helping seemed engaged by her. She unrolled a small spool of cloth for them and pulled the woman’s hand onto it to feel the softness of the fabric. This was her element, and Damon suddenly felt as though he’d only seen glimpses of her like this a few times before. 
 
    Kastet’s words echoed in his head, and it was all he could think of to imagine the impact of him crashing back into her life. She looked so complete, and that wasn’t a place a person arrived at overnight. As far as she knew, he was dead. She’d grieved for him and moved on, because given five years, that’s simply what a person does. 
 
    She had a job she clearly enjoyed, a life that suited her. He wondered if she might even have a child, or was trying for one with whoever she’d settled down with. He wasn’t sure if he could bear that, knowing she’d truly and completely found a new family. 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair, which was still wispy and uneven. True Divine, he hardly even looked like himself anymore. Would she even recognize him?  
 
    The thought seemed real and heavy, but he shook his head, realizing the trap he was falling into. His chest felt tight, heart pounding like a drum. He was scared of her, or rather… he was scared of discovering what lay within the time they’d lost. 
 
    But fear wasn’t enough to keep him away. He waited until the couple had left the store and she was rolling up the spool of cloth she’d shown them before willing his legs into motion and heading inside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    A metal bell clanged as Damon opened the door to Silk in Silke. Vel didn’t look up immediately, still focused on her cleaning as she called out to him. 
 
    “Come on in,” she said. “I’m just putting away a few things. I’ll be with you in a second.” 
 
    “Take your time,” said Damon. 
 
    She flinched, and her fingers dug into the cloth she was rolling. For a moment, she held completely still, as though she’d been pulled into a space outside of time as surely as Damon had been in stasis within the ice. Slowly, she stood up, moving as though she was in a dream and feared that too much of a reaction might jar her awake. 
 
    She turned around, looked at him, and burst into tears. Damon strode forward and pulled her into a hug. She squeezed back with all the strength she had in those slender arms, burying her face against his shoulder, ugly crying, trying—without success—to speak through her sobs. 
 
    “It’s alright,” he said. 
 
    “Is it… really…?” She mumbled more of her question, but Damon couldn’t make it out. 
 
    “Yes?” he said. He gently smoothed her hair, his own heart twisting in horrible and wonderful ways. “It’s really me, Vel. Velanor. I never call you by your full name, do I?” 
 
    She just cried, and cried, and the moment seemed to go on forever, though Damon was fine with that. It felt so much easier to bear the emotions roiling through him while holding her like this, tight and safe within his arms… even if that wasn’t where she belonged anymore. 
 
    “Easy,” he said. “Look, it’s not that big of a deal. You just thought I was dead.” 
 
    She just thought that he was dead. No big deal. 
 
    She eventually shook against him as she forced down a deep, calming breath. She punched him a few times, lovingly rather than painfully, in the chest. There was a wet spot on his shoulder with a streak of what looked quite a bit like snot through the middle. He wore it like a badge of honor. 
 
    “Where were you?” she asked. 
 
    “Frozen in a slab of ice.” 
 
    She glared at him, but her expression softened as she realized he was serious. 
 
    “I only woke up a few days ago,” he said. “I was running around naked, but I got some help from Arylla, if you can believe it, and made my way here. I spoke with Kastet and she… she told me where to find you.” 
 
    Vel glanced away, face uncertain. An awkward silence held court as Damon considered how to broach the hardest topic of all, one which might be inseparable from his own love and jealousy. 
 
    “Velanor?” called a new voice. A man’s voice, from the stairs leading up to the second floor. Silk in Silke was both a store and a home, it seemed. It hurt to notice that. 
 
    “Oh, Hyrim!” called Vel. “I’m down here with… with my brother.” 
 
    Damon felt as though he’d been stabbed when he heard her refer to him like that, but the pain turned to confusion as Vel made her way to the stairs to help an elderly man slowly make his way down to the store’s ground floor.  
 
    He was completely bald, but the hair he lacked on his head was counterbalanced by a majestic, flowing white beard. He could have been eighty years old, and that would have still been a conservative estimate in Damon’s mind. 
 
    “Hyrim, this is Damon,” said Vel. “We all thought he’d died after the Red Sky Night, but he was just… he’s back now.” 
 
    She blinked, looking as though she was about to cry again.  
 
    “Damon…” said Hyrim, with a slow smile. “That’s wonderful, Velanor. He’ll have to stay for dinner!” 
 
    “Of course,” said Vel. “I’m not letting him go anywhere just yet.” 
 
    She looped her arm through his, squeezing tight enough to illustrate that she meant that literally.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The house had more living space on the ground level, through the back exit of the main store. Vel helped Hyrim to sit down at the table in the dining area before explaining to Damon that she usually cooked dinner and then lead him into the kitchen to get started. 
 
    “Hyrim also lost people he loved,” explained Vel. “His granddaughter and her husband were taken by the revenants. They’d been helping him manage the store, and without them, he struggled for a while, until he found me and invited me to help him run the place.” 
 
    “So you’re just helping him with the business?” asked Damon. 
 
    “Obviously. Why? What did you think?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. 
 
    Vel shot him a look as she pulled an apron on. She took a small piece of twine from the front pocket and tied her hair back as she began rummaging through the pantry. He couldn’t help but smile as she filled a pot with water and set out cooking utensils. 
 
    “You remind me of aesta right now,” he said. 
 
    Vel winced, and Damon only then realized how painful the comparison must be for her. He didn’t press the topic, instead letting the silence linger. 
 
    “I still can’t believe this,” she whispered, looking at him again. 
 
    “I’ve been stuck in that same mindset for much of the past few days,” he replied. “It’s so hard to accept that five years have passed. To me, it just felt like a single long night.” 
 
    “I see that you have a new sword,” said Vel. 
 
    Damon glanced down at the curved Rem blade, only then remembering its existence. “Yeah. My myrblade… Myr, I mean… She didn’t make it through with me. When I woke up in the ice, I only had the broken hilt.” 
 
    His hand touched where it was still tucked away in his belt. It hurt to talk about the loss of his myrblade, mostly because he wasn’t ready to admit that the weapon was truly gone just yet.  
 
    “I really thought you were dead,” said Vel. “More than that, it was as if I knew it on a deeper level. You must remember what I said to you before you left for Veridas Keep to face Seffi and aesta?” 
 
    “You told me that you knew I was going to die,” he said, smiling. “Thanks again for that. Huge confidence booster.” 
 
    “Jerk.” She bopped her hip into him as she started cutting up carrots and leeks. “I wasn’t wrong. Damon… you basically were dead these past five years. Everything I did… every time I cried… It doesn’t matter that you were frozen in the ice. You were dead.” 
 
    “And now I’m not dead.” He gently took the knife from her and started handling the chopping in her place. “Vel… Have you spoken with Ria since everything happened?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Of course, I have. More often through dreamspelling than in person. We… argue a lot. I suppose we’ve fallen mostly out of touch over the past year or two.” 
 
    The past year or two. It was so disconcerting to hear her casually speaking about the passage of so much time, as though those years were being stolen from him anew.  
 
    “She’s doing well, then?” he asked. 
 
    “As well as she can be,” said Vel. “One of the things we argued about, at first, was… well. It was you. Whether you were really dead or not. I wonder if she’ll have enough grace to resist throwing this in my face.” 
 
    Her tone made it sound as if she didn’t really care that much, either way. She was smiling at him dreamily again, and he figured his other questions related to Ria could wait until he and Vel had indulged in a proper reunion. 
 
    “I take it you and Kastet had a falling out?” he asked. “She didn’t address why you weren’t her lady-in-waiting anymore when I spoke with her.” 
 
    “I was tired of it,” said Vel. “Tired of her, I suppose. We went all the way back to Hearthold together only to discover that Gabriel’s wife intended on keeping power. Queen Candice tried to imprison Kastet within the castle. Can you believe that? It was eerily similar to what we went through with Queen Anise.” 
 
    “You managed to escape, though,” said Damon. 
 
    Vel nodded. “We did. Jilou helped us. She was walking around again and went her own way once we were all free. I still touch dreams with her, every now and then. She’s living under a new identity. Married. Even has a daughter.” 
 
    Damon smiled at that, but her words chafed at his earlier fear. “Kastet made it sound like that was your situation when I spoke with her. Like you’d settled down and married and all that.” 
 
    “I haven’t married,” she said.  
 
    Damon noted how she didn’t address the “settled down” part, but he didn’t push the point. Vel was chopping up sausage to toss into the now boiling pot of water. Damon brought her the vegetables, cleaned and cut, and held the platter for her as she ran her hand across it to slide them in. 
 
    “You know, I thought I’d saved world,” he said absently. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “When I faced Lascivious in Veridas Keep, she defeated me easily. But she didn’t kill me. I think aesta made a deal with her for my life and yours and Ria’s. Lascivious had this spell, this worldfire, which she was going to unleash on the world. I was trying to stop it when I used the unstable power of my myrblade.” 
 
    Vel scrunched her face up in consideration as she double tasked, adding spices and stirring the pot. “I… think you did. On that first horrible night, we saw the fire in the sky, but something happened to it. There was a cloud that seemed to snuff it out, and it started raining hard.” 
 
    “Ice turned to steam turned to clouds and rain, no doubt,” he said. “If that’s the case, then why does it still look like Lascivious burned the world?” 
 
    “Because she did,” said Vel. “It happened over the next few days. She would fly through the sky, unleashing her fire by hand. Avaricia… there was nothing left of the city when Kastet, Lilian, and I returned from Hearthold.” 
 
    Damon’s throat felt itchy and dry as he forced his next question. “But what about aesta? Did she—” 
 
    “Damon,” said Vel, sharply. “I don’t want to talk about aesta.” 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes heavy with emotion, but unyielding to his. Abruptly, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk about her, either. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    A lingering tension hung over the kitchen after Damon’s question about Malon. He kissed Vel softly on the cheek and excused himself to the common room, where he sat and talked with Hyrim. 
 
    He was surprised to find that the old man was warm and gregarious, full of questions. He asked Damon about the five years he’d been gone for, and, seeing no reason to hide anything, Damon told him the truth. 
 
    “In ice, you say?” asked Hyrim. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Damon. “Though, my body didn’t freeze normally at the time. I was made of the ice as much as frozen within it.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Hyrim. “You know, I knew a woman once who was familiar with that sort of thing. An enchantress from Avaricia.” 
 
    Damon raised an eyebrow as he considered that. 
 
    “Was her name Kassandra, by any chance?” asked Damon. 
 
    “That’s the one!” said Hyrim. “Yes… Quite the woman. I knew her well.” 
 
    He flashed a smile with a few missing teeth. Damon chuckled and leaned back in his chair but sobered almost as quickly. Sandra had been in Avaricia. He hoped she’d managed to escape before the chaos had truly gotten underway. 
 
    “The food is ready!” called Vel. “I made extra, since Damon clearly hasn’t been eating well lately.” 
 
    Her eyes settled on his scrawny frame. Damon would have been annoyed if she hadn’t been so completely correct. 
 
    “Of course, Velanor,” said Hyrim. “Your brother is an interesting man. I’m glad you were able to reconnect with him after so long.” 
 
    “So am I.” She shot Damon a wistful smile, and he suddenly felt more content and at ease than he had in… well, in more than five years, to be historically accurate. 
 
    They ate sausage stew with thick slices of buttered bread, with a bottle of wine to share between the three of them. Hyrim told Damon more of Vel’s time working at the store.  
 
    She was a natural at tailoring, with a good eye for color schemes and a strong sense of fashion. She’d started attending services at Leandra’s Temple with him and was popular within their corner of Silke’s community. 
 
    “Good to hear that you’re getting along so well,” he said.  
 
    She glowered at him as though he was teasing her, but Damon was entirely sincere. He sipped his wine and retold a more humorous version of his first day after awakening in the ice, when he’d still been running around naked. 
 
    The meal drew to a close with Hyrim falling asleep at the table. Damon waited while Vel helped him upstairs, uncertain of what the appropriate next move was for him. Kastet had offered him a bed in Redpane Tower. The reasonable thing to do would be to excuse himself from Vel’s company and take her up on it. 
 
    He didn’t want to be reasonable. He wanted to be with Vel. 
 
    But it wasn’t that simple, and he knew it. He’d been dead for five years, and so had their relationship. He wondered if it was even fair to call what they’d shared that, born through a mistake of masks and dreamspelling. Two horny young people who’d grown up together and been apart for just long enough to make the idea of rolling under the sheets tempting and forbidden. 
 
    “Hyrim is in bed,” said Vel as she appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “He doesn’t usually stay up that late.” 
 
    He watched her as she walked back over to the table, sitting down in a chair next to him, but with distance in between. 
 
    “Is this a normal night for the two of you?” asked Damon. 
 
    “More or less.” Vel shrugged, turning in her chair to face him a bit more. “I used to go and visit Kastet sometimes in the afternoon and stay into the evening, but we don’t see each other much anymore. The Temple has communal dinners, which I’ll go to, on occasion.” 
 
    “Communal dinner,” said Damon. “Sounds pretty wild.” 
 
    She shot him an exaggerated glare and playfully slapped his shoulder. Damon caught her hand, holding it for an instant longer than necessary before releasing her fingers. They pulled away from his with a light snapping noise as his own fingertips hit his palm. 
 
    “It’s fun,” she said, smiling. “There’s dancing sometimes. I’m pretty popular there, you know.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt it,” he said. “Dancing… and wine?” 
 
    “No wine. They’re dry affairs. Loads of kids running around.” 
 
    Damon took the wine bottle from the table and wiggled it at her as though it were contraband. It had been once. He still remembered sneaking her drinks under Malon’s watchful gaze back when she’d been underage. Vel took a slow sip, and she didn’t look at him in the empty moment that followed. 
 
    “Dance with me?” asked Damon, standing up. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” said Vel. “There’s no music.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    She looked at him, and he wondered what she was seeing. She set her hand into his, the point of contact tingling up his arm, down his chest. Damon pulled her up from her seat and into him. 
 
    They moved in a swaying, pointless circle, neither talking nor fully acknowledging how close and present they were to one another. Damon ran his hand up the side of her body, feeling the softness of the carefully stitched fabric of her dress. He finally cupped her face, smoothing a few strands of silky blonde back from her perfect face. 
 
    “Damon,” she said, her eyes hot on his. 
 
    “I’m not stealing you from anyone else tonight, am I?” 
 
    She blinked. “You can’t steal something that you already have.” 
 
    He kissed her, his lips pressing into hers with such intensity that it seemed a wonder they hadn’t fallen into the bedroom on first sight. He groped every part of her body within reach, feeling like a teenager again, though he took far more perverse liberties than any teenager. Vel shuddered as his fingers pressed in the fabric of her gown against her thighs, sliding and teasing sensitive places. 
 
    “Kastet gave me a room in Redpane Tower,” he said. He felt a bit crazy suggesting it, mostly because he doubted he’d be able to keep his hands off her for the entire walk back. 
 
    Vel shook her head, regardless. “I don’t want to deal with Kastet. But, um… maybe you could come up to my room here for a bit?” 
 
    He inhaled, smelling the nape of her neck. “It’s not a huge house, Vel. We’d have to be pretty quiet.” 
 
    “Not for that!” she said, with a slightly embarrassed giggle. “I mean just to kiss and cuddle for a bit. It’s been so long, Damon. I wasn’t expecting… I mean… I’m not exactly ready, and, you know… prepared, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    He did, though not specifically. She could mean in terms of emotions, too much all at once, or it could be something as silly as not having shaved certain places on her body in recent memory. He nodded slowly, hearing her resistance, and craving her despite it. The night wasn’t over, and they were still going upstairs. 
 
    “Let’s just cuddle, then,” he said as he slowly rocked his erection against the side of her body. “We’re adults. We can control ourselves.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm,” she agreed. She shifted, sucking in an involuntary breath as the new angle let Damon’s cock prod against the glorious cushion of her buttocks. 
 
    She took his hand again and led him toward the stairs. She shot a glare over her shoulder as though she could sense the way he was undressing her with his eyes. There was a smile hidden under that glare, however. 
 
    Vel took each step with practiced positioning, showing Damon where to step to avoid the creaky cracks and shifting wood. It felt oddly reminiscent of being back at the farmstead, sneaking around the tower for late night or early morning encounters under their aesta’s watchful gaze. 
 
    Vel’s room was hardly larger than a closet, but it had a bed, and it was on the far opposite side of the house from Hyrim’s. Damon closed the door gently and moved to sit next to her on the bed. The moment was suddenly awkward again, underscored by the way he was tamping down on a desire to literally start tearing her clothes off. 
 
    “There’s a window,” she said absently. “I have to keep it covered because of the ash.” 
 
    “What’s the view like when it’s open?” 
 
    “You can see anything you want.” 
 
    Damon licked his eyes sideways at her. “Anything?” 
 
    She gave him a small nod. He moved slowly at first, shifting so that she had to know he was about to kiss her, and then purposely waited long enough to make her anticipate it. When he did finally move in, all of the tension and teasing and resistance came together like sparks on dry tinder. 
 
    They kissed and touched each other with such greedy passion and undisguised need that it left Damon feeling as though five years truly had passed since he’d been with her or had anything resembling sex. He got ahead of himself, fumbling to find the best place to tug her gown off from, rushing because he felt as though if he didn’t, he would be too excited and blow his load ahead of schedule. 
 
    “We still… have to be quiet,” whispered Vel, through his torrent of kisses. 
 
    “I forgot about these.” Damon squeezed her breasts. “Vel… you have such awesome boobs.” 
 
    “Ah, mmm, Damon…” 
 
    He slid her gown up to her waist. Vel tried to pull it down reflexively, and there was a brief pause where he saw the unflattering, somewhat matronly-looking girlshorts she had on. He smiled, and she glared at him. 
 
    “Shut up,” she said. “It’s not like anyone is seeing them anymore.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” he said. “If you’re embarrassed by your old biddy girlshorts, you should just… take them off.” 
 
    He hooked them downward with his thumbs, feeling Vel shudder as he exposed her. She still had her half-shirt on, but she looked ready… primed… and so incredibly sexy. She’d taken to letting her hair down below grow out more than he was used to, and as he kicked off his own leggings and undershorts, he let his cock slide into the wispy strands of blonde silk. 
 
    “Remember,” she whispered, in a hazy voice. “We do have to be quiet.” 
 
    Damon took hold of her thighs, his fingers digging in enough to leave little divots against her skin. “You’re so sexy, Vel.” 
 
    “Damon!” 
 
    He pulled her half-shirt down, delighting in the way her breasts popped out, taut and perky. He pulled his hips back and then pushed them forward, feeling the tip of his cock press into her womanhood.  
 
    In his defense, there was a moment of almost complete silence in that preliminary instant of explicit sexual contact. Vel didn’t start moaning until at least a few seconds after, and the bed only began to creak as Damon started his second thrust, rocking his weight to claim her properly. 
 
    Vel made a shushing sound that broke off into a quivering moan. Damon wanted to slow down, just as he’d wanted to respect her earlier wishes about cuddling instead of seducing her. His body, his manhood, had taken on a will of its own, and it wanted to hear the full range of her noises. 
 
    Her breasts began to bounce and shift in the hottest, cutest little ways as he drove himself into her harder. Vel mumbled something that was incoherent, too pleasured to make sense. Damon kissed and felt her sucking back with such glorious, passionate need. This was what he needed, too. It felt so perfect, so right that it was almost wrong. 
 
    Vel started letting out tiny little “ah, ah,” noises, each in time with Damon’s thrusts, each slightly higher in pitch than the last. He could predict ahead of time when her voice would crack and knew from the way her body was tensing what would come with it. He pumped into her faster, stretching her legs out to the sides. She wriggled, shifting to wrap her legs around him instead, her slender thighs more than strong enough to form a trap of sex and passion. 
 
    “Vel!” Damon heard her voice break, and he sucked on her neck as her entire body shuddered with overwhelming pleasure. He let himself go completely, hugging her against him as he filled her with his cock, taking small, but hard, punishing thrusts. 
 
    His release was easily as powerful as hers. As Damon came, the world seemed to flicker out, replaced only with his sense of Vel. The softness of her skin, the smell of her hair, the gentle, needful undulations of her hips. 
 
    He blew his seed deep inside her. She didn’t stop him, and more importantly, he didn’t stop himself. He was dimly aware of the fact that it wasn’t the best idea, but he loved Vel too much to give her anything but all of himself. They’d deal with the consequences later, if needed. 
 
    He could feel her heart beating at a ridiculous pace as he held her against him. She felt so warm, slightly sweaty, soft beyond words, and a perfect fit inside his arms. This was more than the reunion he’d wanted, and far beyond the reunion he’d expected. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, brushing some of her hair back from her face. “Now we can cuddle.” 
 
    Vel let out a girlish snort. “Jerk. I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you just the same.” 
 
    She squeezed him, and he cradled her head against his shoulder. It was more than just being with her, holding her, loving her. Vel made sense to him in a world that was senseless. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go,” whispered Vel. 
 
    An hour had passed since they’d finished making love for the second time. Damon was pulling his leggings back on and searching around the bed for his tunic. He leaned over to kiss Vel, who wore only a sheet. 
 
    “I have to,” he said. “If I’m here in the morning, your boss is going to get suspicious. You introduced me as your brother, remember?” 
 
    “I’ll say you slept on the floor,” she said. “Or that we just carefully shared the bed. He trusts me.” 
 
    “Which is why I’d rather not put you in a position where you have to lie to him,” said Damon. “Besides, Kastet has a bed prepared for me in Redpane Tower. It would be rude to blow off her kindness.” 
 
    Vel let out an unhappy sigh and sat up. “Promise me you’ll come back tomorrow?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    “If you run off on some new adventure without saying goodbye, I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he said. “I promise.” 
 
    He noted her phrasing, the presupposition that he would be leaving and saying goodbye, and she’d be staying. Part of him had hoped to take her with him, to take that first step of reuniting the family he’d lost while absent the past five years. Her words sowed his doubts, but he wasn’t ready to give up the idea just yet. 
 
    “I’m glad you came back, Damon,” she said. “We still have so much to talk about. Promise me that you won’t commit to anything Kastet wants, either?” 
 
    “I forgot how pushy you could be,” said Damon. 
 
    “I learned it from Ria and…”  
 
    She trailed off, but he knew what she’d been about to say. From aesta, as well. So many painful memories. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said. “Get some sleep.” 
 
    He tucked her in and kissed her on the forehead before slipping out of the house. Silke was surprisingly quiet at night, with the ambience dominated by the shifting of the waves and creaking of wood on the water. 
 
    Damon was ready to have to finesse his way through another encounter with the guard outside Redpane Tower, but he was apparently expected and allowed in without incident. The guard stayed with him after opening the door. 
 
    “The Lady Governor told me to bring you to her chamber when you arrived back,” said the guard. 
 
    “It’s pretty late, isn’t it?” 
 
    “She was very clear with her orders.” The guard gestured for him to follow and started up the winding staircase. 
 
    Damon was both wary and intrigued as he stood outside the Lady Governor’s bedchamber and knocked on the door. He’d bedded Kastet before. The thought came to him like a historical fact from another life, which wasn’t far off from the truth. 
 
    Kastet wasn’t the one who opened the door. A young woman with short red hair, plump breasts, and faintly freckled cheeks, greeted him with a smile. She wore a plain white servant’s gown and was barefoot underneath, and she invited him into the room with a wave of her arm. 
 
    “Finally,” said Kastet. She sat at a desk in the corner of the room, wearing the same dress she’d had on earlier. There was another glass of wine in front of her, half filled with a bottle within reach. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you wanted me for another audience tonight,” he said. 
 
    “I thought you’d be back sooner,” said Kastet. “I take it Velanor was pleased to see you?” 
 
    She asked the question with a slight edge in her tone, as though she’d expected his and Vel’s reunion to be a bit more turbulent. 
 
    “I had dinner with her and Hyrim,” he said. “It meant a lot to me to have the chance to see her again.” 
 
    “I’m sure it did,” said Kastet. “I have a room prepared for you, as I offered earlier, but I also thought it might be due to help you out in a few other ways.” 
 
    Damon felt his wariness perk up at that. He knew Kastet too well to not feel suspicious of her intentions. “Other ways… Such as?” 
 
    “A new sword, if you feel so inclined to have a Merinian-style blade over the one you’re wearing now,” said Kastet. “Some new clothing that’s a bit more fitting and suited to your build. That’s why I have Mona here. She’ll take your measurements and help you clean up.” 
 
    Kastet glanced toward the young woman, who set on Damon’s shoulder a hand that was a little too familiar. He’d been trying to place who she reminded him of, and it clicked as he turned back to look at her. She was the spitting image of a younger version of Malon. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked Kastet, more wary than grateful. 
 
    “Giving you some help,” she said. “Isn’t that what you need right now?” 
 
    Mona’s hand rubbed his shoulder, one finger sliding to gently tickle and tease the bare skin of his neck. 
 
    “Would you excuse us for a moment, Lady Mona?” asked Damon.  
 
    Mona furrowed her brow and glanced at Kastet in confusion, who slowly nodded. She stepped back from Damon and departed through a door that led to a side room, rather than the one that led to the hall. 
 
    “Do you have a problem with accepting my charity, Damon?” asked Kastet. 
 
    “When you’re presenting it to me like this… I suppose I do.” He folded his arms and walked toward the center of the room. “A new sword. A room to sleep in. A young woman to take my measurements. I feel as though I’m back in the Honorshade Tournament with you scheming to make me your champion.” 
 
    It wasn’t a joke, not really, more a blunt assessment of Kastet’s methods. She didn’t look at him for a moment, fingers tapping on her desk next to the wineglass but not lifting it for a sip. 
 
    “I’m not in need of a champion, Damon,” said Kastet. She gave him a smile that was more pitying than chagrined. “I don’t mean to insult you, or diminish your skills when I say this, but you don’t have much to offer that I truly need.” 
 
    Damon shook his head, a bit confused by her words. “Why, then, are you wasting your time with me?” 
 
    “Do you remember even half of what I promised you in the time before we confronted Avarice and Conceit?” she asked. “Gold, titles, a pardon for all the crimes you’d been wrongly accused of. I promised you everything that I could think of to secure your support.” 
 
    “You feel guilty for how things turned out, then,” he said. “That’s very noble of you.” 
 
    “Would you stop looking for the hook hidden within my actions for just a single fucking moment?” snapped Kastet. She brought her hand down hard enough on the desk to make her wine glass jump and shed a few drops. She took a breath. “Damon… I’m sorry for the way it all turned out. Truly, I am.” 
 
    She looked at him and seemed so much older than he remembered. It wasn’t age, though, that he saw in her eyes, but a depth of responsibility, as though she’d become a queen after all and just never inherited the title. 
 
    She wasn’t in need of a champion. She was in need of a friend. 
 
    “Do you have another glass for that bottle, or will I have to sip from the stem?” he asked, finding a chair and pulling it toward hers. 
 
    She blinked, and then grinned and handed him the bottle. He took a slow, calculated sip, still aware of how much his time frozen had stripped him of his tolerance for alcohol. 
 
    “Tasty,” he said. “Expensive?” 
 
    “Not as expensive as you’d think,” said Kastet. “There’s not much new wine being made around these parts, but plenty of older vintages still exist. It seems as though it’s one of the most consistent recoveries for our scavengers.” 
 
    They continued like that for a while, speaking of everything and nothing. The time they’d shared at The Rosewood Inn was long enough ago to feel nostalgic for Kastet. Damon remembered it as though it was only a few months back, which was close to the truth for him, and he brought up a few specific, funny events that she’d long since lost to the haze of memory. 
 
    “It wasn’t lost on me how much you enjoyed being the only man around the inn, Damon,” said Kastet. 
 
    “There were two of us,” he said. “Kain and I. Whatever happened to that fellow, anyway?” 
 
    Kastet sighed and smiled and shook her head. “I think about giving Mona instructions to cut my hair short every now and then. I enjoy looking like a woman, but there’s a certain… convenience to the standards applied to men.” 
 
    “Speaking of Mona,” said Damon, pointedly. “You should be mindful of what you ask her to do. Not all ladies-in-waiting are as eager to please as Lilian was.” 
 
    He knew he was drunk from the delay in his realization of how the comment would land. Kastet chewed her lower lip and stared at the wall, lost in a pain and regret that Damon didn’t dare probe into. They were both silent for a while. 
 
    “Damon,” said Kastet. “I hope you’re not expecting Velanor to go with you when you leave.” 
 
    He hadn’t told Kastet that he planned on leaving, but she knew him well enough that he wasn’t surprised by her guess. 
 
    “I’m not expecting anything,” he said. “It’s up to her. She might be willing.” 
 
    He doubted his own words even as he spoke them, but his heart wanted them to be true, regardless. His reunion with Vel had been flitting through his mind, the feel of her lips against his and the intensity of their passion. He didn’t want to say goodbye to her again so soon. 
 
    “Don’t press her if she says no,” said Kastet. “She has a life here, a good one, by the standards of the world. Tearing her from it would be cruel, I think.” 
 
    “Where is this coming from? As far as I can tell, the two of you are barely on speaking terms.” 
 
    “In no small part due to me taking her for granted in the same way you’re about to,” said Kastet. “She’s her own woman, walking her own path.” 
 
    They left it at that for the night, neither saying much more until the late hour pressed them both to bed.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Damon awoke the next morning to find Kastet had done more than just provide him with a bed for the night. A set of new clothes, no doubt picked out by Mona, lay on the table in the corner of his chamber. The cut was expensive, but practical for traveling, a gray tunic, thick black leggings, a new cloak and gloves, and a pair of rugged leather boots. 
 
    There was a new sword, as well, a thin, rapier-style long blade. He tested it out with a few swings and opted against taking it. Too light for his tastes.  
 
    He pulled on the clothing and picked up his traveling pack. Kastet met him in her audience chamber and wasted no time in helping him with a few other practical concerns. He refilled his bag with food that would last, topped up his waterskin, and added a second, gourd-style water jug to his supplies. 
 
    “That should be everything I need,” he said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Almost everything.” Kastet pulled out a small purse, and before Damon could protest, she pressed a fistful of coins into his hand. “One hundred and fifty silver. It’s all I can spare without drawing from Silke’s coffers.” 
 
    He knew better than to try to refuse, both out of respect for her gesture and the knowledge of how much he might end up needing the money. “You’re a true friend, Kastet.” 
 
    She smiled at him, reaching out to adjust the clasp of his new cloak so it hung more evenly over his shoulders. “Come back this way, Damon. Don’t get yourself killed out there.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek and headed into the gloomy morning. Several murky clouds made dark highlights against the already overcast sky. Colors were muted, a combination of the veiled sun and the gray ash that coated nearly everything. 
 
    Vel was hard at work when Damon arrived at Silk in Silke. He watched her through the window again, waiting until she finished with her customer and was alone in the shop before making his way inside. She knew from a single glance, and he felt his own heart pulsing in time with her pain. 
 
    “You idiot,” she muttered. “I told you…” 
 
    “You told me not to leave without saying goodbye,” he said. “Vel. I have to find Ria and aesta.” 
 
    “No, you don’t!” she snapped. “Damon, you don’t understand. It won’t be the same with them. They’re not waiting to be found.” 
 
    “Neither were you,” he said. 
 
    “I know how confident you are in the way you move through the world, but you’re going to get yourself killed this time,” she said. “Nobody travels the Crimson Wastes alone.” 
 
    “I managed to,” he said. “I’ll be smart about it.” 
 
    “No…” Vel glared at him as she came forward, gently hitting him in the chest with a powerless punch. “You have to move on, Damon, just like I did. Life isn’t fair, but you could still… make a life for yourself here. Be happy. Here… with me.” 
 
    “We will be happy, but it’s not time for that yet.” He closed his hand over her balled fist. “You forget that for you, it’s been five years. For me, it was last week! Vel, I can’t accept how things are without first trying, however desperately, to change them.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be worth anything if you die in your attempt,” she muttered. 
 
    “I have to try,” he said. “We have to try. You still have your dreamspelling. What would aesta say if she knew you were capable of helping me and chose not to?” 
 
    “I don’t think much about aesta anymore, Damon,” she said stiffly. 
 
    He winced, realizing how his words must have come across to her, and tried again. “That’s not what I meant. Look, I’m going to find Ria first. Can you at least try to use your dreamspelling to get in touch with her? Maybe have her send some help my way, if not come to meet me herself?” 
 
    “I can try,” she muttered. “She isn’t easy to reach anymore. It takes me weeks of attempts, usually.” 
 
    “That’s fine. If I reach her first, at least I’ll get to see her surprise in person.” 
 
    He smiled playfully at her. She glared back. 
 
    “I forgot how much I hated you for your recklessness,” she said. 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I do,” he said. “Vel… I know you could also dreamspell to aesta if you wanted to.” 
 
    She’d begun shaking her head before he even finished his sentence. “You don’t understand anything, do you?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, perhaps if she knew I was alive, she’d—” 
 
    “She’d what?” snapped Vel, voice raw. “Know to start looking for you so she could finish what Lascivious started? You don’t, Damon, you just… don’t understand. Things aren’t like they were in the time before.” 
 
    He hugged her, ignoring how stiff her shoulders were within his arms. Eventually, she started hugging him back. She was crying, and there was a horrible contrast in how much this goodbye felt like an inversion of their first reunion. 
 
    A customer poked into the store at one point, saw Vel crying and Damon hugging her, and slowly backed out through the door. Damon gently smoothed back Vel’s hair, sensing it was time to go. 
 
    “Will you do me a favor?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course, assuming it’s reasonable.” 
 
    She wiped her eyes and looked at him. “Keep an eye out for Lilian while you’re out there.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” he asked. “When I brought her up with Kastet, she was vague and would only say that she was gone.” 
 
    “She went through a change,” said Vel. “Kastet blames herself in part, but it was really no one’s fault. It’s harder to hide a monster when monsters become an existential threat to the world overnight.” 
 
    “Was she forced out?” 
 
    “No, she…” Vel sighed and hugged her arms across her chest. “She started struggling with her feeding after we came back to Silke. Kastet didn’t have as much time for her or as much energy, blood, to spare. Lilian couldn’t be out in the open, and it was too dangerous for her to travel on her own away from the city. She… had a breakdown. Couldn’t control herself. Kastet tried to help her… we both did… but.” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. “So she’s out in the Crimson Wastes somewhere?” 
 
    “Probably, if she’s still alive. If you see her, and if she’ll listen… tell her to come back?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I will.” 
 
    He held Vel’s hand for a few more minutes, but he could already see a second customer loitering outside, watching them through the window. It was time for him to go. 
 
    He kissed her, promising he’d come back as much with his eyes as with his words, and left. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Leaving Silke was easier, in terms of straightforward action, than entering the city had been. There were no guards stepping forward to bar his way as he headed for the main gates. No, what Damon found hard about stepping back out into the Crimson Wastes was the sheer audacity of it. 
 
    The view from the city’s edge was anything but reassuring. The barren landscape held a sense of foreboding as pronounced as any desert. The land itself seemed to warn of the danger it contained, justifiably so, in all directions. 
 
    He had everything he needed, and yet a voice in the back of his head still warned, in an uncomfortable tone, that he wasn’t ready. That he should stay in Silke another night or three, visit Vel again, have lots and lots of sex and drink wine and relax for a while. 
 
    He was tempted to do just that but recognized it for the trap it was. If he took a break in Silke, he knew his resolve would be irreparably damaged. He might never find the will to do what needed to be done. It was now or never. 
 
    “Got a death wish or something?” asked the gate guard as he and his fellows opened the massive double doors for Damon. 
 
    “I had one,” he said. “Didn’t pan out, so I suppose now I’m just reckless.” 
 
    He shifted his cloak, noticing for the first time that it had an extra section of cloth in the front intended to be pulled up and worn as a mask to protect against the ash. He set it into place, tying it behind his ears, and began walking across the ash. 
 
    Kastet had also provided him with a map, which he pulled out to check after the first hour of hiking. He was headed east, more or less toward whatever remained of the Malagantyan. The map seemed to indicate that at least a portion of the Rem lands had survived Lascivious’s destruction. 
 
    The issue with the map was that few points resembling proper landmarks were left to orient oneself. Damon relied more on his own instincts, instead, heading due east and making small course corrections based off his gut feeling. 
 
    He did see a few other travelers, mostly small groups. Through an unspoken agreement, he kept his distance, knowing without needing to be told that it would stir up trouble to draw too close. 
 
    There weren’t many, perhaps no more than one or two across his first hour of travel, but enough to emphasize Silke’s prominence within the barren region. Damon thought of Kastet, now a Lady Governor, and couldn’t help but smile as he recognized she was closer to the power she’d once coveted than she’d ever been, practically speaking. If the land recovered in their lifetime, she’d be poised to reap the benefits. 
 
    It was quiet in the Crimson Wastes, deceptively so. Damon never let his guard down completely, but it was hard to force himself to do more than scan the horizon after a while. He discovered the mistake of that as he made his way down a hill, not examining the piled ash below as carefully as the situation demanded. 
 
    A revenant rose from the dust and seized his ankle, surprising him so much that he shouted and almost fell backward. His motions were reflexive, pure instinct, and even though his new sword was still unwieldy in his hand, it worked just fine for a quick, basic slash or two. 
 
    He wiped the revenant’s blood off his sword against a nearby rock and cursed himself for not being more careful. In truth, he resented the monster for introducing the possibility of being attacked from below, within the ground, in essence. He’d have to keep an eye on every ash mound or thick section of dust from that point on. 
 
    A thin stream ran across the landscape in the distance, slightly north of Damon’s current bearing. He headed for it, anyway, possessed by a need to understand more about the landscape as much as move through it. 
 
    The water flowed evenly across a riverbed that was far too smooth to look entirely natural. He was surprised by the lack of discoloration from the ash. The water was crystal clear, and it flowed with a stillness so complete as to be unnerving. 
 
    He was glad that his water supplies were still completely full, because if he needed water, he might not have been able to resist the temptation. There was something wrong here, a distinct lack of the kind of life that would normally flock to such an oasis amid the fire and ash. 
 
    He moved on, taking precautions to ration his water even more carefully than he had the night before. The weather was shifting, with the sky darkening as the wind picked up to match. It never rose to the level of the ash storm Damon had faced on his way to Silke, but he still pulled up the cloak’s mask cover and used his hand to shield his eyes from heavier gusts. 
 
    A forest resolved out of the distant horizon, but it took Damon until he was within a hundred feet to see it for what it was. All of the trees had been charred into forbidding black shadows, most missing their branches and jutting from the ground with dark ambience. 
 
    It hadn’t been much of a forest, perhaps the overgrowth of a long-abandoned pasture, or a patch of wilderness just off one of the main roads. Damon knew he could go around it, but opted to cut straight through rather than bowing to every whim of his unease. It was just a field of dead trees. They’d serve as decent wind blocks and cover his presence at a distance, he told himself. 
 
    A chill ran through him as he entered the trees, and almost at once, the tone of the situation shifted. There was a noise, a whistling sound that might have just been the wind cutting a path through the tree trunks. It called his attention to the potential for danger, an ambush, in the same way an angry tea kettle announces a boil. 
 
    There was no one around, however. He stopped to look in every direction just to make sure, eyeing the ground, even, for any suspicious lumps. Nothing but trees, though seeing that and knowing that did little to shake the feeling that an intelligent presence was watching from… somewhere. 
 
    He was ready to get back to barren ashlands as the other edge of the charred forest came into view. He saw enemies now, a scattering of revenants shambling to intercept him once he moved back out into the open. 
 
    Damon picked a spot where a cluster of dead trees forced the monsters to approach one at a time and drew his sword. His heart ached for his myrblade, for Myr, not just in terms of power, but presence. The first revenant snarled and charged, and he dismissed his melancholy to make room for violence. 
 
    It wasn’t a difficult fight, barely enough to get him breathing heavily. There were five revenants, and he dispatched them with a total of seven slashes. Still, he was well aware of how differently the encounter might have gone had he been forced into it on less favorable terrain. 
 
    “A thinker,” rasped a voice from the trees. “Thinks he knows how to think.” 
 
    Damon spun around, sword still dripping with the blood of the undead. A cloaked and somewhat misshapen figure walked toward him as though they’d been traveling as part of a group.  
 
    It was a man, an old man with a wrinkled face and bulbous nose. He stood a head and a half shorter than Damon, but strangely, his head wasn’t the highest part of his body. He carried something on his shoulder, an odd bundle he had stuffed under his cloak. 
 
    Except, Damon could see both of his arms, hands clasped tight around a walking stick he was using to stay balanced. Perhaps he’d shifted his traveling pack to the side and… above? Damon frowned, but it was hard to feel too concerned given how refreshing it was to stumble upon a living person as opposed to more undead monsters. 
 
    “Hello, stranger,” said Damon. “Were you following me before?” 
 
    “No,” said the old man. “No… I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Uh, alright,” replied Damon. “I’m headed east. Are you familiar at all with this area or with what’s in that direction?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. No… I think? No, I don’t think… so.” 
 
    The old man was smiling but his eyes were entirely vacant. 
 
    “Are you alright?” asked Damon. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I think… old, I think…” The old man shook his head. “Don’t think so.” 
 
    “Old Thinker, then,” said Damon. “Well, it’s dangerous out here. Safe travels to you.” 
 
    He set off, feeling a callous urge to be apart from the old timer before more revenants showed and he was forced to confront whether he’d be willing to protect the wandering madman. Strange to think that the man had managed to survive in such an addled state. 
 
    He made it down the slope just beyond the trees. A popping came from behind him. He whirled around, but it was hard to see more than tufts of ash behind him, the tops of the charred trees poking out just above. 
 
    Later, as he began searching for a campsite amidst the dimming light of the setting sun, he spotted the Old Thinker again, clearly following him. He ignored him for a while, hoping that he might set off his own way and spare them both an unnecessary confrontation. 
 
    It soon became clear that he had no other choice. He drew to a stop, folded his arms, and waited for the old man to catch up. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “I think it’s time for you to go your own way.” 
 
    “No, no,” muttered the Old Thinker. “I don’t think—” 
 
    “I do think so,” Damon cut in. “I’m traveling light and heading into danger. I can’t spare supplies for you, and I can’t protect you. If you head back the way we’ve been going for a day’s march or so, you’ll reach Silke. It’s safe there, with people and food and everything you’ll need.” 
 
    “No,” said the old man. “No food, I don’t think. Not so.” 
 
    It was the most coherent sentence Damon had gotten out of him, and it kind of made sense. It was pretty unlikely that Silke would let an old, addled wanderer through their gates, knowing he’d be only a drain on their resources. Still, it was by far his best shot. 
 
    A snarl came from the ash a few feet away. Damon had his sword out and was moving in a flash. Three revenants rose from a clump of ash that he’d noticed but hadn’t investigated. Damon cut down one of them before it could rise to its feet and hopped backward, positioning himself to better handle the remaining two. 
 
    The Old Thinker moved with surprising agility, slamming the point of his walking stick through one of the revenant’s eyes. Damon slashed at the other, severing head from body in two cuts on one side. 
 
    “Not bad,” said Damon. “But still, this doesn’t change anything. I can’t…” 
 
    He trailed off. The old man had pulled back his cloak from his shoulder. He didn’t have on a traveling pack underneath, and he wasn’t carrying a bundle. A hideous protrusion of purpling, bulbous flesh grew from the old man’s body, and it had a mouth. 
 
    Even as Damon stared, he struggled to comprehend what he was seeing. The mouth was huge, easily large enough to fit an entire head inside, lined with dull, oversized teeth. The Old Thinker made a shushing noise as the teeth began to snap and click, which sounded a lot like the popping Damon had heard near the burnt forest earlier. 
 
    He watched in numb disgust as the old man brought his shoulder mouth down on one of the revenant’s legs. It closed, it chewed, it ate the decaying, corrupted flesh of the undead monster. As horribly fascinating as the scene was, he decided it was the best opportunity to get the fuck away from the Old Thinker as he was liable to get in the next few minutes. 
 
    He took off, sprinting at full speed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    A little over an hour later, Damon made camp. He would have kept going for a while longer, but the sun had set, and the stars and moon were hidden behind the ash clouds, incapable of supplying him with even a meager amount of light. 
 
    He found a good spot tucked away behind a boulder that offered him a fair amount of cover in one direction, and quickly set up his tent. The uncomfortable realization supplied by the Old Thinker had stuck with him. The revenants were the predominant danger in the Crimson Wastes, but there were other, stranger threats, as well. 
 
    He had to be prepared for anything, which made it hard to commit to going to sleep. His instincts told him that it wasn’t safe, regardless of how closely he listened, or how many times he scanned the darkness. The monsters of the ruined world made the highlander tau and trolls of the time he remembered seem like benign entities. 
 
    He slid into his tent and spread out his bedroll. It blocked the ash from gusting onto him, but also left him feeling vulnerable, as though anything could sneak up and tear through the thin canopy. He tried to sleep for a few minutes, knowing that his need for rest was just as pressing as his desire for safety. Making progress the next day would be arduous if he didn’t sleep tonight. 
 
    Shutting his eyes simply didn’t do anything. His nerves were too fractured, and his mind kept imagining new, hideous threats that might lie in wait within the night. He was beginning to wonder if it made more sense to simply hold vigil with his back leaned against the boulder when a bright, crimson light suddenly pushed back the darkness. 
 
    He slid out from his tent, staring first at his eerily illuminated surroundings, and then up at the sky. Veridas Keep, still high in the air, still cocooned in an aura of crimson power, was passing overhead. It moved on a path similar to the ghost moon, but a fair bit faster. It seemed as though it gave off more light, but it was hard to tell, and could just be the intensity of its hue. 
 
    Damon stared up at it, feeling such an odd conflict of emotions. Malon was probably up there with Lascivious, the two of them plotting, or staring down at the world they’d ruined, or perhaps just sleeping. 
 
    He smiled, realizing his initial assumption that she would be harder to find than Vel and Ria might have been wrong. She would just be harder to reach, cradled high in the sky, within the heart of Lascivious’s sphere of power. It was so strange to consider he’d once flown up there, imbued with Myr’s magic, unhindered by the limitations of the ground. 
 
    Veridas Keep seemed to slow as it passed over him. He had a moment in which the area surrounding his camp was fully visible, though still uncomfortably red. He looked in all directions, surprised by how much it put him at ease to confirm he was alone in his section of the barren wastes. 
 
    He couldn’t shake the ridiculous feeling that his aesta was still looking out for him. Translating that emotion into an idea he could properly consider made him feel foolish, and moreover, childish. She didn’t even know that he was still alive. Not yet. 
 
    “Aesta,” he whispered, reaching a hand up. “Just a little longer. I won’t give up on you.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon slept surprisingly well after that. He broke camp as soon as the sun was out the next morning. Veridas Keep was long gone, but he would have been more concerned had it still been within view, given what that might suggest. 
 
    He shook the ash off his tent canopy, ate a quick breakfast of bread and jerky with dirty fingers, and set off. He shifted his focus toward his destination. Ria was in the Rem lands, perhaps waiting for him, even, if Vel had managed to dreamspell to her. 
 
    Thinking of Ria left him wondering about how much change could happen in five years. Damon hadn’t missed how little real information Vel had shared with him about what Ria had been up to since he’d last seen her. 
 
    Had that been intentional on his part, a way of sparing him from knowledge that might hurt his morale? It was possible that Ria might be a different person than the Ria he remembered, in ways he didn’t truly wish to consider or even articulate. 
 
    He pushed himself, traveling as fast as he safely could in order to keep his mind distracted by his pace and the irritations that came with it.  
 
    Ash kept getting into his boots, and it chafed when it formed a layer against bare skin. He dumped them out and tied them back on tighter. Ash kept getting into his mouth. He had the cloak mask to protect against that, but it was obnoxious to wear for longer periods of time when he was running. Ash kept getting into his eyes, and so on and so forth, for hours, and hours. 
 
    The day was uneventful, lacking even a single encounter with a revenant or any other monster. Damon camped early, slept deeply, and woke up safe. He ate, mindful more of his water supply than food portioning, and set off once more. 
 
    It began raining within minutes of his morning march. Damon felt a slight tickling sensation from each of the drops, and noticed that they left tiny splotches of white where they struck down against his tunic. His cloak was more resistant to them, and so he used it to keep his limbs shielded, trying not to think too much about the rain’s effect.  
 
    Would it burn bare flesh on contact? He actively made an effort to avoid finding out. He saw the Old Thinker in his mind’s eye and wondered if perhaps the strange rain had been a prelude to his grotesque transformation, an idea which was even more unsettling. 
 
    Aside from the peculiarities of the rain, it was still ultimately, at its core, very wet. The ash turned to a muddy slush underfoot, ruining his footing and forcing him to go around sections of land where the dust had accumulated to avoid sinking boot-deep into the stuff. 
 
    It was still raining midway into the afternoon when he encountered a pair of revenants, the first he’d seen in over a day. He took care in cutting them down to not expose himself to the rain, which resulted in him nearly taking a bite to the shoulder. The rain hissed as it pinged off the blade of his bloody sword, turning the revenant’s dark blood an unnerving shade of pale white. 
 
    He camped early, opting to set his tent up against a depression in a cliff wall too shallow to be a cave, but deep enough to shield him from the rain. He set his tent up and ate an early dinner, limiting himself to no more than a few swallows of his precious, dwindling water. 
 
    It felt so horribly unfair that the rain was so abundant and drinkable water so scarce. Damon was beginning to weigh the choices he’d made in setting off on his journey as the consequences came into view.  
 
    He couldn’t turn back now. In fact, he was long past the point of being able to turn around and make it back to Silke on the supplies he had left. He wondered at the fact that he hadn’t noticed and considered the option when it had still been available. 
 
    Did he want to turn back? That was a separate question, one he wrestled with more out of boredom than frustration. He would go back to Silke eventually to spend more time with Vel, perhaps even build a life with her. But not yet, not before finding Ria and Malon. To resign himself to ending his search before even carrying it out would be giving up, plain and simple. 
 
    The night was cold, so much so that he could see his breath as the last traces of sunlight disappeared over the horizon. The chill was no longer something Damon could shrug off, now that his myrblade was a broken relic.  
 
    The rain made it doubly miserable, and he couldn’t resist taking advantage of an old firepit someone else had left within the cave hollow. There was still a fair bit of unburnt wood left under the ash, and after clearing it off, it only took a few strikes from the fire steel Kastet had included in his supplies to get a nice flame going. 
 
    It was a small comfort, one which Damon only allowed himself because of how few revenants he’d seen in the nearby area. Still, the intense light put out from the flame meant he was totally blind to what lay beyond his campsite amidst the rain and the night. 
 
    He refused to let his fear control him. He found a notch in the rock to carefully hang his cloak from, still damp with the corrosive rain, and sat down by the fire. An hour or so passed with him doing little more than watching the flames dance and slowly shifting the wood to burn evenly. 
 
    His attention was pulled toward the shadows by a skitter of movement in the distance. He froze, but knew it was pointless. Whoever was out there could see him clearly by the fire, be it one or several revenants, or the Old Thinker, or a new threat. 
 
    He stood up and drew his sword, still taking care to stay under the shelter of the cliff and out of the rain. It was far from an ideal place for him to fight, penned up against a rock wall with room to maneuver, but Damon would absolutely fight if he had to. 
 
    A shape barreled forward from the darkness. He dodged left, ducking low and then slashing high. Both he and his opponent missed their strikes, a small miracle since Damon recognized the face of his attacker. 
 
    “Lilian?” he said, voice just in between a question and a statement. It was the eyes that gave her away, so familiar in their jet-black intensity that they made identifying her easy, despite her rough appearance. 
 
    She was dirty, her once darkly beautiful hair matted into greasy violet clumps. The dress she wore was too tattered and stained to call it that, really, closer to an overused rag with armholes. She was barefoot, and next to his own circumstances when he’d woken up in the ice, she seemed as poorly equipped for the Crimson Wastes as a person could be. 
 
    Worst still was the fact that the recognition didn’t seem to go both ways. She hadn’t reacted to his usage of her name and was slowly striding toward him, clawed hands tensed and ready to strike. 
 
    “Easy,” he said, slowly setting his sword down and out of reach. “You remember me. Sit down. It’s been so long. We should—” 
 
    She leapt at him, crossing the distance in a diving lunge crowned by a halo of wild hair. As much as Damon had been expecting another attack, he found that he wasn’t prepared. He didn’t have a plan, and he wasn’t about to hurt her if he could help it. 
 
    He’d fought Lilian before, flirtatiously wrestling before sex a few times, and at full intensity on the night of Victor Blackseed’s death. He knew how strong she was… or had been. Now, her muscles and reactions seemed weak, movements those of a lethargic animal. 
 
    “Don’t fight,” he said, pinning one of her wrists. “I’m not going hurt you.” 
 
    She made a hissing noise and bared her teeth at him. It hit him somewhere deep to see her like this, to know that such an intelligent and sensual woman had fallen so far. But his pity would do nothing for her. She needed something real, something that would cost him to give. 
 
    It was a price he was willing to pay. Damon felt her tense underneath him as he reached for his sword. He took it by the edge instead of its hilt, sliding the side of his hand along it until he drew blood. Lilian drew in a sniffing breath, eyes widening just from the smell. 
 
    He wanted to help her, but he also wasn’t stupid. He held her down by the neck with his free hand as he brought his bleeding fist to her lips. It might have been the stupidest thing he’d ever done. It might restore her strength in lieu of her sanity, set her off into a blood frenzy within which she could easily overpower him again. 
 
    But he had to try. For himself as much as for her. 
 
    Lilian’s long tongue snaked out from between her lips and began lapping at his blood. She looked so contented, and Damon couldn’t help but smile. At least he got to see her like this, so near the point of satisfaction, regardless of what happened next.  
 
    Satisfaction was hard to come by in the ruined world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Damon let Lilian sip a fair amount of blood from his hand, stopping a few times to squeeze more and forcing himself to ignore the pain. She lay on her back, eyes half open, in more of a sleepy blood trance than the blood frenzy he’d been worried about. 
 
    He talked to her as he did it, telling stories of their time together in Avaricia and around Azurecliff and Hexadonia. It was talking to fill the silence, but he still chose his words carefully, hoping he might hit upon something that sparked recognition in her eyes. Eventually, it happened, though it was hard to tell whether the nostalgia or the blood had done the trick. 
 
    “Da…mon?” whispered Lilian. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Welcome back. Long time no see.” 
 
    She swallowed and took a shallow breath, shuddering as she let it out. “I… smelled you.” 
 
    Damon made an exaggerated face and sniffed his armpit. “That bad, huh?” 
 
    Lilian stared at him, blinked a few times in quick succession, and started crying. 
 
    “I suppose that’s a fair reaction to a pretty awful joke,” he said. He pulled her into his lap. His traveling pack was in reach, and he poured a small amount of water on one of the clean corners of his cloak and used it as a washcloth to gently wipe her face clean. 
 
    She cried for a few minutes straight. Damon would have held her like that for hours, if needed. He had no idea what she’d been through… but he could guess. She was owed a good cry. 
 
    “I really am a monster now,” she whispered. 
 
    “Would I do all this for a monster, Lilian?” he asked. 
 
    She looked away from him. He felt angry, not at her, but at the world. The ruined world, sure, but also the old world which had been just as hostile and unaccepting of her in its own cruelly civilized way. 
 
    “You’re not a monster any more than I’m a dead man,” he said, emphasizing the last few words. If he couldn’t convince her of her humanity, he figured he might as well change the topic. 
 
    “You are dead,” she muttered. “How… are you here right now? This is a dream, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No dream,” he said. He held his bleeding hand out to her, shaking it back and forth like he might offer a bottle to someone. She frowned a little but nodded her head, and he gave her another sip. 
 
    “I was frozen,” he said. “Lascivious tried to burn the world with fire, and I stopped her. Well, the first time around. Seems like she had more luck once I was out of the way.” 
 
    “How… long?” she whispered. 
 
    “Five years,” he said. “I suppose some of that’s missing time for you, too.” 
 
    She twitched and squeezed her eyes shut. “No… I can’t remember all of it… but I remember some. No, Damon. Don’t be kind to me. I’ve done… such terrible things.” 
 
    “Hey, easy,” he said. “Here. Have some more—” 
 
    She pulled back from his hand as he tried to offer it to her again, and from him. She was on her feet, looking around at his campsite as though seeing it for the first time. 
 
    “Lilian!” he shouted. 
 
    She stared at him for a timeless second and then sprinted off into the distance. Damon cursed as he looked out into the darkness, still thick with corrosive rain. Even if it had been a clear night, he would have stood no chance of giving chase. 
 
    She didn’t want him to chase her, clearly… so why did he feel such an overpowering urge to? 
 
    He waited up for another hour or so, hoping she might come to her senses and come back. When she didn’t, he spread out his bedroll and attempted to get some sleep, with modest success. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon kept an eye out for Lilian the next morning as he ate breakfast and packed up his camp. Given how open and barren so much of the Crimson Wastes were, he initially felt good about his chance of finding her again. It wasn’t raining anymore, but it was still heavily overcast, to the point he felt confident Lilian wouldn’t have to worry about the effects of the sun on her sensitive skin. 
 
    He continued east. The same river he’d discovered a few days earlier curved back into view, and he recognized it was one of the offshoots of the river which fed the waterfalls of Azurecliff farther north. 
 
    It made sense that Lilian would be in this area, given how relatively near it was to Hexadonia. She must have gravitated toward the old ruin after leaving Silke, given it was the only other place resembling a home for her in her transformed state. 
 
    Damon followed the river at a distance, hoping he could stay with it for a while as he continued east. Eventually, the terrain sloped downward and he was treated to a beautiful waterfall, rainbows cutting through the mist surrounding the leisurely pool that the water dropped into. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He couldn’t resist taking a break at the spot, idyllic as it was, and short on water as he was. Crouching near the edge of the pool, Damon waited until he’d seen a couple of fish swimming in the pool before deciding it was probably safe to drink. He took a small sip, which reassured him by being predictably flavorless. 
 
    It was midway through the day, late enough in the afternoon that he could stop for the night, if he chose to. The river picked up again just beyond the pool, dropping into an even fiercer waterfall. He couldn’t see many other convenient spots to set up along the bank farther down, and the water would be flowing too fast for him to safely fill his waterskin and jug. 
 
    Really, though, he could have come up with a dozen different reasons to convince himself to stay. It was ultimately the most beautiful place he’d happened upon since waking up in the ice, the only place that seemed to have weathered Lascivious’s ruination without sacrificing a part of its soul. 
 
    He set up his tent at the top of the slope, where he’d have the river on one side and a view of the valley below on another. Then, Damon took off his cloak, stripped out of his clothing, and jumped into the pool of water. 
 
    It was warmer than he’d expected it to be, though still cold. The feeling of the water against his skin, flowing through his hair, was so unbelievably satisfying. He’d forgotten what it was like to not feel gritty, with the ash constantly trying to lay claim to every exposed inch of his skin. 
 
    He scrubbed himself off along with his clothes, which was a gamble. If they didn’t dry by the time he needed to leave, the dampness would collect ash twice as fast and leave him dirtier than he’d started out. 
 
    Floating on his back, Damon let himself stare up at the rainbows in the mist. He realized all at once why he’d been so drawn to the pool, to the chance to soak in water and swim. It was what he and Ria and Vel and Malon had done so often, back at the farmstead. Swimming in the lake had been a cornerstone of their summers, a part of their lives he’d always taken for granted. 
 
    He ran his hands through his hair and over the rest of his body, dimly fantasizing about one of the times after he’d returned to the farmstead as an adult when he, Vel and Ria had all gone skinny dipping together. It brought a smile to his face, and sent blood rushing elsewhere. He had time. He could take care of that, too. 
 
    He was on his back again as he started the process of self-love, which gave him a direct view of Lilian as she leapt from the waterfall above him. She landed with a surprisingly minimal splash, and she came to the surface naked and grinning and glistening wet. 
 
    “Were you following me?” He was caught off guard by her sudden appearance, not to mention a little embarrassed. “It’s considered rude to peep on people while they’re bathing in most circles, I hope you know.” 
 
    Her smile didn’t waver. “Oh, come now, Damon. We both know you weren’t just bathing.” 
 
    She leaned back, running her hands through her dirty hair as it sank into the water. A surprising amount of the ash and matted sections came loose from a single pass of her fingers. 
 
    “So you were following me,” he said. “Spying on me, even.” 
 
    He pulled his hands through the water, swimming a little closer to her. She floated on her back, much like he had been doing. Her impressive breasts poked up above the pool’s surface like erotic mountains, each one pale purple-blue in color. 
 
    “Well, after I’d calmed down last night, I started to get bored,” she said. “Your smell is awfully distracting, even at a distance.” 
 
    “You’re the only person who can say that and make it sound like a compliment,” he said. 
 
    She shifted upright, though taking care to only bring her head above water and leaving the rest of her nakedness distorted by the flowing water. Locking eyes with him, she blew him a small kiss. 
 
    Damon was relieved to hear her talking like this, but too shamefully aroused to appreciate the revival of her personality as much as he should have. Was it really his fault, he wondered? He’d been in the middle of relieving his manly urges when a naked woman had crashed down into the water next to him. His primal side wanted to press her against the rocks in the shallows and use her relentlessly. 
 
    “I saw all of what you were doing, Damon,” she said. Her eyes flitted down to his still rock-hard cock. 
 
    “Most women would have just watched, or even looked away.” He drew closer to her in the water, grinning as he saw her playfully splash back. “Instead, you decided to join me.” 
 
    “I wanted to thank you for what you did for me last night,” she said. 
 
    “Is that right?” He swam toward her again, reaching for her hips. She wiggled just out of reach, her breasts glistening and jiggling and demanding his attention. Before he could reach out to touch her properly, she flipped and dove underwater. 
 
    She swam between his legs, some part of her tickling his manhood as she passed by. She was a damn fast swimmer, which made him want to catch her and pin her and, well… do various other things to her that much more. He heard her suck in a breath as she came up for air, and he slowly turned to face her again. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. 
 
    “Catch me.” 
 
    “You were barely even talking in complete sentences last night, and now you’re back to being a tease.” His tone was playful, but she still winced as though he’d poked her in a sensitive place, though it quickly shifted into a teasing glare. 
 
    “If you don’t even have the stamina to catch me,” she said, slowly. “How would you ever be able to keep up with me during—” 
 
    He grabbed for her ankle this time and surprised himself by getting a hold on it. Lilian broke with a yelp in midsentence, followed by a sexy giggle and a feigned attempt at swimming away. Damon pulled her toward him a hand length at a time, his fingers grabbing her calf, and then her thigh, groping her butt as he wrapped an arm tight around her waist, and then… 
 
    They both groaned in unison as he slid the head of his cock into her primed womanhood. He got the distinct sense that she wasn’t telling the complete truth when she’d said she’d been spying on him. She’d been doing more than only that, just as he’d been doing more than just bathing. 
 
    Damon ran his hands over the front of her body, delighting in the way his fingers sank into her thick breasts. He was half-thrusting and half-swimming, taking Lilian from behind in a manner that was horny and lustful, if somewhat impractical. 
 
    Their relationship had begun with sex, way back when they’d first met. Before they’d even really known each other, the tension had been there, the undeniable sense of horny, bristling erotic compatibility. Lilian leaned back into him, rocking her hips greedily to take him at a deeper, better angle. His cock came loose, and they hugged each other in the intimate pause that followed. 
 
    “You’ll have to catch me again before you get any more,” she said, voice breathy. 
 
    He let his cock probe into the cleft of her thighs. “You’ll have to get away from me to stop me from getting it.” 
 
    She laughed and began feigning a struggle. Their combined movements shifted them across the pool, over to a large, flat rock shelf half exposed but the water. Damon kicked his feet against the bottom to lift them both up, laying her down on her back across it with her thighs spread. 
 
    He speared his cock back into her, thrusting with such horny intensity that he surprised even himself. Her entire body seemed to reach to each pump, a wave of jiggling flowing up her stomach, through her breasts, tossing at her hair. 
 
    The new position put Lilian’s mouth right against his neck. He could feel her kissing and sucking on that one particular spot where she’d fed off him, once upon a time. Was it control on her part that kept her from sinking her fangs in, or the simple fact that he was using her too vigorously for her to have a still moment to line up her bite? 
 
    “You horny bastard,” she hissed. “Fuck me like you paid for me.” 
 
    “I didn’t have to pay,” he said, grunting. “You were mine for free.” 
 
    “I am all yours!” she said, shuddering. “Oh! Don’t stop! I… I need this. Oh!” 
 
    He didn’t hold back. He didn’t have to with her, given the strength of her body, the power of her corrupted form. He slammed into her hard enough to make the rock shift underneath them, sinking his cock in with ruthlessly deep strokes. She squeezed herself tight around him as she came, legs and arms as tight as constrictor snakes to hold him in place for her pleasure. 
 
    He still had room to move, though not much, and he took advantage of it for all it was worth. Her womanhood squeezed him in rhythm with her arms. Damon seized her by the hips, losing himself in a mad dash to the finish as he stole the final few thrusts. 
 
    He was blissed out beyond words as he blew his load inside her. It was a different kind of moment, more than just pleasure or sexual release. He felt so happy to have Lilian there with him, underneath the mist and the rainbows. It was a moment outside of time, outside of his quest and his concerns and urgency. 
 
    He felt her nuzzling the side of his neck and gave a slow nod. “You can if you want to. I want to help you.” 
 
    “I have to… be more careful than that now,” she whispered. “I can’t let myself feed off people whenever I feel the urge.” 
 
    Damon wanted to ask if there truly was another alternative, given how thin her remaining humanity had been when he first found her. But that was one of those questions that felt a little too cruel, like poking at the true core of her shame. 
 
    “Let’s go to my campsite, then,” he said. “You must have seen where I set up while you were stalking me.” 
 
    He shot her a teasing smile, and the Lilian he loved and knew was instantly back. 
 
    “While I was stalking you?” she asked. “It seemed, from my perspective as though I stumbled upon you while you were indulging in some exhibitionist theater.” 
 
    She turned to climb out of the water. Damon gave her a soft slap on the ass that produced an overdramatic gasp of outrage from her. 
 
    “Quite the theater it was,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    They both walked back to his camp naked and dripping wet, and most importantly, freshly clean. Lilian was an incredible sight with all the dirt washed off. She’d already been pretty when he’d first known her as Kastet’s lady-in-waiting, but she’d become something more after drinking zanyadai blood and undergoing her transformation. 
 
    She hadn’t aged much outwardly over the last five years. Her body, setting aside the sharp claws of her fingers, was a thing of statuesque beauty. The color of her skin, like pale purple clouds against a sunset, would have been enough to scare off most men. To Damon, it was exotic, novel, even. Did he fetishize her in a way for that? Maybe. He hoped not, at least not to the degree of demeaning her in his mind. 
 
    “Here.” He pulled his old clothes from his traveling pack, which Kastet had somehow found time to make a servant wash during his stay at Redpane Tower. “They’re Remenai style, but they should fit you, since you’re almost my height.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. She gave him a sad smile. “I suppose it doesn’t matter all that much what I’m wearing, since most people attack me on sight, regardless.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” he said. 
 
    “Most people,” she emphasized. She pulled on the Remenai tunic. It was a little big on her, but not big enough to be a properly modest woman’s night shirt, a fact which Damon enjoyed. Her long thighs and butt deserved to be on display for the night. 
 
    “It looks like we’re safe here for now,” he said, looking around the area and seeing nothing. “I’m going to make a small fire, cook up some food.” 
 
    She nodded but didn’t say anything. There was still a slight coldness to their relationship, or perhaps just to that aspect of what would have once been normal conversation. They could flirt, they could fuck, but discussing a simple plan for dinner felt like a dance around the fact that she technically wanted to eat him… or at least drink his blood. 
 
    She sat in his tent as he built the fire, making a trip back down to the river to collect some driftwood he’d found earlier. He liked having her sit in his tent, and it set him to thinking of traveling with his aesta, or Vel and Ria. 
 
    There was more to it than that. He enjoyed her presence, her power, simply having her there to watch his back in the ruined world and being around to watch hers. They could at least do that much for each other. 
 
    Damon snapped a branch in half, still actively trying to think of a way to broach the topic of her feeding off him. He had the sneaking suspicion she’d be gone the next morning, and he’d be damned if he was about to let her go off on her own without taking enough of his blood to stay lucid until they met up again. 
 
    “I saw Vel in Silke,” he said, because he couldn’t think of anything else. 
 
    Lilian smiled. “I’m glad. She was completely incoherent with grief for after you… well, you know.” 
 
    “It was nice,” he said. “I made her cry so much just by showing up that it felt a little mean. She misses you. She told me to keep an eye out for you. I told her I would, but in all honesty, my hopes weren’t that high.” 
 
    He started striking the fire steel to prime the flame. He rested on his knees by his wood pile, and the angle he had his tools at made the movement look a bit rude, if not lewd. 
 
    “Damon,” said Lilian, voice suddenly serious. “I’ve… killed people, out here.” 
 
    “So have I,” he said. “Not out here, specifically, but… I’ve taken lives before. I know that weight.” 
 
    “Were they innocent people?” asked Lilian. “Were you in control of yourself while you did it?” 
 
    “You can either live with what you’ve done, or you can die.” He filled his voice with the same hardness he had to use on himself when he thought about some of the people he’d killed. “Once you start down this path, those are the only choices you have.” 
 
    He got the flame going. In truth, he didn’t have all that much that would be worth the effort of cooking over the fire. He toasted some bread with melted cheese on it and offered some to Lilian, knowing she did occasionally eat normal food. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m going to make sure you eat before you leave,” he said. He stuffed a piece of bread and cheese into his mouth, chewing as he watched her face, firelight dancing across her features. 
 
    “I hate this,” she whispered. “It’s so different now. I used to be able to… pretend better, I guess. Damon, I don’t want to hurt you, or anyone else. I’m not like I was before. I can’t control myself.” 
 
    “We’ll work on that, then,” he said. “You won’t hurt me, or anyone else.” 
 
    “That might work for tonight, but what about next time?” 
 
    “Come find me again. You’ve already proven you can do it without that much trouble.” 
 
    He was serious, and from her stunned reaction, she knew it, too.  
 
    “You would do that for me?” She shook her head, mystified, in denial.  
 
    Damon grinned. He reached a hand out and took a fistful of her borrowed shirt and pulled her after him into the tent. He stretched out across his bedroll and ran his hand up the side of her body. 
 
    “It’s not like the sensation is unenjoyable,” he said, smirking. “I’m also one of the few people who will give you a spanking if you try to take too much. If you lose control, I’ll put you back in line.” 
 
    “Oh…” She blinked, and an odd smile crept onto her face. “Well. When you… put it that way, it also sounds… sustainable.” 
 
    “Very sustainable,” he said. “Now make with the fangs.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. Damon nodded to her, holding her gaze, doing everything he could to rebuild faded trust. It had been five years since he’d truly let her feed like this, straight from his neck. He still didn’t have the full story of what had happened between her and Kastet. She needed to trust him, but she also needed to trust herself. 
 
    She straddled him, setting her butt down right atop his crotch. She brushed her hair back, but a curtain of it still fell forward as she leaned in over his face. The back of the tent was too deep in shadow for much of the fire’s illumination to reach them, but he could feel her breath as it tickled his neck. 
 
    He tensed as something wet—her tongue, probably—brushed across his neck. She might accidentally kill him, depending on how intense her hunger truly was. It wasn’t a fun thought to linger on, but he supposed that was what trust was. He trusted her in the face of that possibility. He trusted her so she’d trust herself. 
 
    She rubbed his shirtless chest with her hand and let out a barely audible moan. Gently, she planted a kiss on his neck, marking the old, familiar spot. A tingle seemed to emanate outward from it, pleasure shooting through the rest of his body. 
 
    Damon felt an instant of pain as her fangs pierced his skin, followed by infinite pleasure. He’d actually forgotten that there were sensations other than sex that could feel so good, so wonderfully fair and perfect. It was bliss, clean, and comforting. Lilian rubbed her hand across his chest and stomach as she fed, groping at his cock over his pants. 
 
    She pulled back suddenly as though awakening from a dream. Her lips were red with blood, his blood, which was an odd thing to realize and consider. He watched her breathing heavily and staring at him with wide, worried eyes. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. It came weaker than he’d intended. “Really. I’m fine.” 
 
    “I was careful,” she said. “It’s just so hard once I get going. Especially with you.” 
 
    “Did it help?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. Her shoulders sagged with shame. Damon rubbed his hand along her thigh, wishing there were more he could say to set her at ease. She was concerned for him, worried that she’d hurt him, and all he wanted to do was help her. 
 
    There was a flutter of movement outside the tent from midway down the slope. It was beyond the purview of their fire, a shadow against the deeper darkness of night, but one with a grotesque, recognizable shape. 
 
    “Monster,” he muttered.  
 
    Lilian stiffened, but then saw where his finger was pointed and realized what he meant. 
 
    “He was following me a few days ago,” he said. “He’s got a… mouth on his shoulder.” 
 
    “What?” Lilian shook her head.  
 
    Damon was already sitting up and reaching for his sword, but even just that slight action set the world spinning. He was too dizzy to stand, but still made the attempt. 
 
    “Yes,” muttered the Old Thinker. “Think so… Think she’s here. I think? Yes.” 
 
    He shambled forward into the light of the fire, blinking rapidly, but otherwise looking much as he had during Damon’s last encounter with him. The mouth on his shoulder was out from underneath his cloak, teeth snapping with hungry anticipation.  
 
    “Stay in the tent!” hissed Lilian. She pushed Damon back before he could rise any higher and flung herself forward at the monstrous old man. 
 
    It was all Damon could do to watch as the two of them met in combat. Lilian was fast, clearly recovered from her weakened state the day before. She hit the monster from multiple directions, slashing savagely with her claws and opening up streaks of bleeding scratches. 
 
    The old man barely seemed to notice Damon, but went after Lilian as though chasing down fresh prey. He hadn’t attacked Damon during their earlier encounter, either, though he’d been quick to eat the bodies of the revenants. Damon grimaced and tried to make the world stop spinning. 
 
    The old man’s own attacks were just as fast as Lilian’s, but in a lumbering, punishing way. He swung his walking stick like a deathmace, the air whistling as he clubbed for her head. Most of his attacks missed, but Lilian was slow on one of her dodges, and a massive crack sounded as the walking stick struck her ribs. 
 
    She gasped in pain and collapsed to her knees. The old man’s free hand shot out, seizing her by the neck. He lifted her into the air, his shoulder mouth gaping wide, and started to shift her into position to eat. 
 
    Damon roared, finally upright and wielding his sword in both hands. He brought it down with all his strength, severing the old man’s hand at the wrist. A small trickle of blood spurted out, far less than he would have expected. The old man reacted to the damage in the same way a tree reacts to having a branch sheared off, immobile and unaffected. 
 
    Tendrils of flesh immediately began to grow outward from the stump of his wrist, threading together to fill the empty space with new muscle and tendons. It was unreal, beyond any feat of healing Damon had ever seen. He was regenerating his hand at a rate that should have been impossible even with magic. 
 
    “The waterfall!” said Lilian. 
 
    Damon nodded, understanding instantly. He attacked, drawing the old man’s attention, and pushing him back. He was aware of how lethargic his body still was, each strike slow and predictable, but it gave Lilian time to set up position. 
 
    All at once, she leapt at their monstrous opponent, seizing him by the shoulders from behind and flipping him hard toward the river. He toppled over her body, second mouth snapping independent from the rest of him, and fell into the water in the pool below at the point where the waterfall picked up in earnest. 
 
    He instantly disappeared into the rapids. Damon could see just how long the series of waterfalls carried on for. Even if they hadn’t killed the monster, he didn’t see a way that the rushing current wouldn’t carry him at least a mile down river before he managed to pull himself off at one of the banks. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked Lilian. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “You?” 
 
    “Dizzy, but otherwise, I’m good.” 
 
    She still looked concerned, but he grinned at her, and soon she was smiling back. Sex wasn’t the only thing they had chemistry in. They were a hell of a pair in a fight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    They moved their campsite, leaving the fire to burn itself out. Damon suspected that the Old Thinker had been drawn to them through other means—smell, like Lilian, possibly—but he still felt as though it was prudent to sleep elsewhere for the night. 
 
    “Do you know anything about that monster?” he asked. It had seemed an obvious, innocuous question until he’d spoken it aloud.  
 
    Lilian crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Why would I? Because I’m a monster, like him?” 
 
    “No!” Damon grabbed her hand. “Hey. You know that’s not what I meant. You’ve just spent more time in the Crimson Wastes than I have. You’re nothing like him.” 
 
    She looked away, a tiny sigh escaping her chest. “It’s true, though. I suppose that’s why it prickles me so much to hear it from you. I’m more like him than I think you realize.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He’s another one of Famine’s creations.” 
 
    “Famine? She’s still alive?” 
 
    “She is,” whispered Lilian. “We all thought that one of the other Forsaken had killed her ahead of Red Sky Night, but in reality, she had just fled the fight. I think she wanted this to happen.” 
 
    She gestured outside the tent, to the ruined world.  
 
    “Why?” asked Damon. 
 
    “I can’t say for certain,” said Lilian. “I don’t even know how I know what I know. I think… I may have encountered her at some point during the period I can’t remember.” 
 
    She hugged her knees to her chest. Damon shifted so he was sitting behind her with a leg on either side, arms looped around her slender waist. 
 
    “Do you know what she’s after?” he asked. 
 
    Lilian shook her head. “I don’t. I have this… feeling that it involves eating or creating something. I… ah, it’s too hard to put into words. I don’t have a reason, just a suspicion that I can’t track back to anything.” 
 
    “I get it,” he said. “It’s nothing we need to worry about tonight. Come on. We should get some sleep.” 
 
    He stretched out on the bed. In truth, he knew that he was far more tired than she was. He wasn’t sure that she even needed to sleep at that moment, still gliding on the lingering high from his blood, probably. But she still shifted to share his bedroll, spooning against him as his breath slowed and his thoughts faded. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Much as he’d expected, Lilian was gone the next morning. Damon was surprised by how much he missed her, but it was hard to feel too disappointed. He somehow knew that she’d be back soon, within a few nights, maybe, and he also knew how much he’d done for her just by allowing her a few sips of his blood. 
 
    He kept an eye out for the Old Thinker as he packed his tent and bedroll away. The easiest way to continue east was to follow the river, though there was a risk that it would also bring him into contact with his creepy new nemesis.  
 
    Still, his goal was to make it to Ria, and regardless of which direction he went, he’d eventually face threats. Better to opt into the one he had some information on, rather than the unexpected. 
 
    He kept an eye out for Lilian as he went, though it was just sunny enough that he doubted she’d be able to withstand the light. It made him feel strange to think of her holed up in some cave, or a literal hole somewhere, but he could only help her so much. Truth be told, he was grateful that he’d been able to help her as much as he had, given the state she’d been in when he’d first seen her. 
 
    He followed the river, traveling eastward at a decent clip. The terrain was rocky and uneven, shifting upward at times before forcing him to climb down a craggy boulder, or draw in close to the river’s bank to avoid traversing a higher cliff. 
 
     It happened all at once as he rounded the bend. He made his way over a cliff that jutted up stubbornly to block his way, climbed down on the other side, and stared into a valley of green. 
 
    It wasn’t as verdant and uniform as the region, which Damon could now clearly recognize as the Malagantyan, once had been. There were patches of charr, big ones, scattered amidst young trees and sprawling grass.  
 
    Those patches made an obvious fact clear that he should have realized earlier. The Malagantyan was a forest of seasonal wildfires, the malas from which it derived its name. Lascivious setting her flames upon this section of the world simply meant that summer came early. 
 
    The plants, animals, trees even, were used to it, if not suited to survive with tricks to float their seeds in hot updrafts or feeding off the ash and smoke. Damon had grown up here, if a few days’ travel farther south, and to see it partially spared and recovering was enough to make him giddy. He just stared for a while, slack jawed, just as he’d felt the first time he’d been to Avaricia as a boy. 
 
    He heard a chorus of chirping birds. He’d entirely forgotten how loud and omnipresent they were. They seemed to know better than to fly into the Crimson Wastes, and they knew just as well to take wary flight as the Merinian stranger began strolling into their part of the woods. 
 
    He took his time, more out of sheer pleasure and ease than caution. He ran his hand across the trunk of a young crimmor tree, Malon’s favorite, briefly searching the bark for traces of fresh sap. He sat down in a patch of inviting grass to sip from his water jug, wishing Vel had come with him, or Lilian had stuck with him, so he could have someone to reflect his current mood off. 
 
    It was a challenge to keep his course set due east. He spotted something that tugged on his attention every few hundred feet, from a pile of deer scat that excited him far more than it should have, to some mushrooms growing against a fallen log, ones he might have attempted to eat if he’d been sure about them. He spent nearly ten minutes eyeing a patch of what appeared to be blueberries on the side of a steep hill, trying to work out an easy way up to them. 
 
    A noise came from behind him while he was still enthralled by the chance to have fresh fruit with his next meal. He figured it was a bird, or some other animal, and though he only hesitated for a few seconds before turning, it was enough. 
 
    The revenant was nearly on top of him, and that was before he’d gotten his sword out. Damon attacked more out of reflex than aggression, thrust suddenly into a fight for his life. He elbowed the lurching monster in the face, only just pulling his arm back quick enough afterward to escape losing a chunk of his bicep. 
 
    Lascivious’s touch hadn’t spared the Malagantyan in its entirety, it seemed. Damon threw himself sideways, finally managing to get his blade free. The monster came at it again, groaning and grasping pointlessly with its mottled fingers. He slashed once, twice, and the revenant went down. This revenant went down. There would be more, as there always was. 
 
    “Got a little too excited there,” he said. “Guess I should keep a better eye out next time?” 
 
    He was talking to Myr, he realized, whom he so often used to reach out to in moments like this. He didn’t expect a response, but also couldn’t bring himself to find the action ridiculous, to truly write her off as being dormant, or dead. He touched his broken myrblade, wiped his bloody Remenai sword off on a bush, and continued on. 
 
    He was attacked twice more over the next hour, and each encounter sobered him more to the reality of the new Malagantyan. Whereas the revenants had been easy enough to see, to watch for in the barren Crimson Wastes, in the trees, they could appear from anywhere. 
 
    Every crack of a branch, every rustle of leaves, every flock of birds abruptly taking to flight could foreshadow an attack of the undead. They hid well within the forest and greenery, surprisingly so. Damon traveled with his sword out, chewing his lip as he tried to form a reasonable plan about where and how he’d make camp for the night. 
 
    It wasn’t too late to turn back and attempt to skirt around the edge of the Malagantyan instead of trampling through it. It was mid-afternoon, but his slow pace meant he hadn’t gone too deep into the forest. He still had that option, though with each forward step, it faded more into the distance behind him. 
 
    Another hour passed, and he still hadn’t come up with a good answer to how to camp for the night without feeling as though the revenants could attack from anywhere and everywhere. It was getting dark, despite not being all that late. The shadows of the trees, most of them young as they were, lent the forest an ambience of early night. 
 
    A branch cracked from ahead of Damon. He took a step back as a huge revenant rushed forward from the trees. He slashed his sword as much to make it halt its momentum as to do damage. There was another noise from his left, and a quick glance revealed multiple revenants on that side. 
 
    He broke into a run, knowing that trying to take on so many while dodging and swinging his sword around tree branches wouldn’t end well. But where was he running to? There was no obvious point of escape… or maybe there was. 
 
    His eyes locked onto a tall, branchy oak tree, older growth that must have escaped the fires. He began climbing at full speed, though it was far harder to climb with a pack on his back than he’d initially anticipated. He shrugged it off, keeping only his sword and his broken myrblade. The revenants were interested in him, not his supplies. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to get high enough into the branches to find safety. What was hard, however, was trying to figure out what to do next. Just under a dozen of the undead monsters surrounded the tree he perched within, making occasional attempts to shake the trunk or scamper up after him. 
 
    It felt like a reimagining of his first day after breaking out of the ice, with revenants gathering below the entrance to the cave he’d hidden in. Except, this time, he had nothing to throw, and jumping down would only deliver him to his ravenous enemies. 
 
    He tapped his fingers on a branch, waiting for an idea while doubting one would come. He thought about trying to lie flat on his stomach on the lowest branch and strike out with his sword at the revenants, but they varied in height. Some of them might be able to jump up and counterattack, and even disregarding that, none of the lowest branches looked suitable. 
 
    He settled for watching, waiting, and feeling annoyed with himself for falling into this mess. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    For Damon, the most frustrating aspect of watching the revenants from the safety of his tree was… watching more show up by the hour. They came alone or in small clumps, joining the mob of bloodthirsty monsters like a crowd forming around a popular market stall, each individual shouldering and jostling to try to get toward the front. 
 
    He knew he was fucked when he felt the tree trunk, which had once been so sturdy and solid, began to sway under the press of bodies. Damon made an attempt at his earlier idea, cutting at them from the lowest spot he could safely climb down to. It only resulted him very nearly having his sword stripped from his hand. 
 
    The tree began to tilt, and he knew he was running out of options. He scaled the trunk as high as he could, with as much speed as he could, and forced himself to look in the direction he was falling as his temporary haven began to lean at a concerning angle. 
 
    There was another solid tree over that way, not yet within reach of him, but in a position to be if the trunk he was clinging to dropped in the direction it seemed to want to. He tried not to picture all the different ways it could end badly, tried to keep from imagining how it would feel to be skewered by a pointy branch at the wrong angle. 
 
    There was a snap, followed by an immediate increase in momentum, and it was all timing. He had to look over his shoulder to see what he was doing as he held onto the falling tree for dear life. When he jumped, it wasn’t graceful, arms windmilling, legs kicking, but he cleared the gap in between the two trees. 
 
    Sticking the landing was a separate challenge… one which did not go as planned. Damon hit the patch of branches he’d been aiming for, but his weight coupled with his momentum was simply too much. He snapped through, falling to the next set of branches, and then to the next, banging and snapping and scratching himself up every step of the way down. 
 
    His stomach dropped out of him as he hit the ground. He expected to be set upon immediately by the revenants, but they’d either missed his escape or locked their focus onto the original tree. His body grumbled with various new pains, but he could still run, and that was all he’d need to do across the next few minutes. 
 
    He took off at a sprint, eventually slowing as he started to pant. Sprinting was unsustainable, even though a part of him was crazily desperate to put as much distance between himself and the monsters as he could. 
 
    A shape resolved in the darkness ahead of him, a head and two arms, and a body. They were everywhere. He was running the wrong way and past the point of turning back. He could hear the revenants all around him, swarming like crickets in a field of fresh grass. 
 
    He drew his sword, groaning as he accepted the mess he’d gotten himself into. He’d been given plenty of chances, plenty of warnings, and yet he still carried on like he was as unyielding in the face of death as one of the Forsaken. He had no one to blame but himself. 
 
    There was a dull twanging noise, followed by a thunk and a spray of blood from nearby. A longbow shooting an arrow, one which took out a revenant that had nearly been upon him. Damon felt as though it was a good time to drop flat to the ground.   
 
    He heard more bowstrings unleashing their payloads, and revenants falling through the branches and brush. Someone shouted to him, though in a language he didn’t understand. He tried to get a sense of where his saviors were approaching from, and only then began to crawl on all fours toward apparent safety. 
 
    A heavy boot slammed down on his shoulder blades. Damon sighed in relief. Revenants didn’t stomp on people. He almost started laughing, but a knife gently prodded the back of his neck and the thought suddenly didn’t seem so funny. 
 
    Another minute or five passed with a lot of activity that he could hear, but not see. Closer combat, but not a serious scrap. There were no shouts of pain or warning, just heavy, meaty thuds from weapons colliding with unthinking, undead meat bodies. 
 
    “Merinian.” A voice spoke right in his ear, and Damon flinched in surprise. “Up. Move.” 
 
    He slowly rose to his feet, staring at the tall Remenai man who still held a knife on him. The fact that the man could speak some Merinian was a surprise, but far from unwelcome. Damon lifted his hands up, allowing a Remenai woman on his left to pat him down and take his weapons. 
 
    “I appreciate the help,” he said. “Do you speak much Merinian?” 
 
    “Enough,” said the man. “You take this sword off body?” 
 
    He accepted Damon’s Remenai-style sword from the woman and turned it over in his hands. 
 
    “It was a gift from Arylla and her hunting party, far to the west of here, near the coast,” he said. 
 
    The man and woman exchanged a glance. More Rem were jogging over, some cleaning blood from their weapons, others still alert and watching the night for movement. 
 
    “Ah,” said the man. “No matter. You come with us.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” he said. “I’m an ally of Ria… ah, the Queen of Storms. Vaista Aestairius.” 
 
    He expected the name drop to garner a reaction, but the man hardly seemed to be listening to him. One of the other Rem was speaking to him in their own language, splitting his focus. 
 
    “Yes,” said the man. “You come with us.” 
 
    “Hold on, I—” 
 
    A wooden dowel gag was thrust into his mouth before he could get another word out, secured with leather ties around the back of his head. They bound his neck and his hands, attaching a lead tie to the latter, and began pulling him along with them through the darkness. 
 
    It was far from an ideal situation, but Damon’s relief was still immeasurable. He had an armed escort to keep him safe from the revenants, and at least one of them spoke Merinian. There was something to be said for finding compromise in the moment. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    For the next two days, the Remenai led him through the Malagantyan, only stopping when they wanted or when Damon was at the point of collapse. He ate what they gave him, slept where they told him to, and handled his bodily functions without privacy. It was usually the Remenai woman who took his lead line when those times arose, and having her watching him with folded arms, smirking with no small amount of contempt, did wonders for his self-esteem. 
 
    He tried numerous times, with numerous different members of the party, to explain who he was and why they should care. Their leader was the only one who spoke Merinian, and he seemed amused by Damon’s attempts to claim he knew Ria. 
 
    “Of us all, she is one of the most valiant,” said the man. “You are very lucky that only I can hear your claims of once being her lover.” 
 
    “It’s not just a claim,” said Damon. “In some ways, we were far more than just—” 
 
    “Enough!” The man cuffed him hard enough across the head to send the world spinning, and that was that. 
 
    Most of the time, he was left alone with his own thoughts, just an accessory, a piece of loot, attached to the Remenai hunting party. He had plenty of time to wonder if perhaps he’d been naïve to think he could simply travel east to find Ria, without any deeper plan. 
 
    Arylla had warned him. He’d taken the warning as though it applied to everyone but him. The journey across the Crimson Wastes was too dangerous… for people other than him. The Rem lands and Malagantyan were unwelcoming to Merinians… most Merinians, surely not one with his resolve and resourcefulness. 
 
    It was on the morning of the third day when they finally began to near their destination. Nobody explained this to Damon, but he could sense it in their body language and the tone of their conversations, despite not being able to understand their words. 
 
     He didn’t see the wall until they were right up against it. It was a marvel in its own way, at least to his eye. Trees had been planted, perhaps transplanted in some cases, to form a natural palisade. Branches were neatly woven together to form a solid mesh of natural protection, reinforced by rocks and extra wood along the bottom.  
 
    Damon had never seen the Remenai use a wall to surround a city, though his only experience had been with Yvvestrosai, their onetime capital. It was simply a reality of the time, he supposed. The revenants were a threat, even within the relative lushness of the Malagantyan. 
 
    The overcast sky was about as sunny as it got as Damon’s Remenai captors led him into the city through a gate. Two guards stood watch amidst a pair of large trees whose branches had been brought together to form an impressive, leafy archway. A few words were exchanged, but nobody seemed surprised by Damon’s presence. 
 
    The feeling stayed with him, even as he was led in between buildings and houses. Remenai architecture tended toward earthen structures dug into hills and simple, open longhouses with leaf-thatch roofs. Children were playing, and though a few of them looked at him, none of them treated him as a spectacle. 
 
    That genuinely caught him off guard. He still vividly remembered how he’d needed to hide his face and Merinian features upon first entering Yvvestrosai. He hoped it was a good sign, but suspected it might not be. 
 
    He was brought into an earthen structure dug into the side of a looming slope it shared with numerous other buildings, each with its own entryway and apparent purpose. The leader of the Remenai party who’d found him undid his bindings once they were inside. The walls and ceiling were lined and reinforced with clay, though the floor was bare dirt. 
 
    “Do not try to escape,” said the man. “You will be given a chance later if you wish. Food and water will come in time. Patience, yes? I will bring Arston.” 
 
    “Who, or what, is Arston?” asked Damon. 
 
    The wooden door was shut in his face before he could get an answer. The top was slatted, so a tiny amount of light could trickle in. He rattled the handle, more out of stubbornness than actual desire to escape. 
 
    He sat down along the room’s far wall and leaned his head back. He’d come so far… and for what? He wondered if it would have made more sense to simply have Vel dreamspell to Ria and work out a place to meet up, regardless of how long it would have taken. That seemed reasonable to him now… and passive. He was no good at passive, more a weakness than a flaw, really. 
 
    He still had his broken myrblade in his belt. His captors hadn’t bothered to take it from him, which irritated him, in a pointless, petty way. It was still a weapon. He could still do damage with it if he found the point in the break and jabbed it into an enemy just right.  
 
    He held his myrblade by the hilt for a while, trying not to fall into a pit of self-pity over how far both he and the weapon had fallen. There was a time when Damon would simply have cut his way out of this cell, demanding whatever he wanted at the point of an enchanted ice sword.  
 
    He closed his eyes, accepting the fact that he was five years removed from that time. Minutes passed by in a slow, progressive march. He fell asleep for a while, waking each time someone passed near enough to the door of his little earthen cell for him to sense their presence. 
 
    It took close to the entire day, but the door eventually opened. An older Remenai man with a heavily tattooed face and vibrant silver-green hair stepped into the chamber. He crouched in front of Damon, clasping his arms, expression hidden by the angle of the fleeting sunlight streaming in from behind him. 
 
    “Hello,” said the man. “My name is Arston Onnassi.” 
 
    “Well met. Damon Al-Kendras.” 
 
    He extended his hand. Arston shook it, though with a small, disbelieving shake of his head. 
 
    “It is not considered polite among my people to mock the dead,” said Arston quietly. 
 
    “I came back from the dead, in a manner of speaking,” said Damon. “I’m not altogether concerned with being respectful toward my own legacy.” 
 
    Arston stared at him, shook his head again, and seemed to move on as though Damon had never said anything. “You have several choices available to you, as a Merinian within the haven of Zelkus. I apologize for the roughness of your arrival, but you must first understand that we will not keep you here against your will.” 
 
    “Look, please, if you could just get a message to Ria for me. Vaista Aestairius. She will vouch for my identity, and then I’d be more than happy to speak with you about these choices.” 
 
    Arston continued on as though Damon hadn’t spoken a word. “Your first choice, as such, is to leave. We ask only if you are of this decision to travel a fair distance from Zelkus, say, one mile in any direction.” 
 
    Damon sighed and folded his arms, trying to consider how he must be coming across. Ria’s renown seemed to have increased to the point where his claim of knowing her was construed as a common plea for preferential treatment, as though he were claiming to know an influential noble, namedropping an improbable connection to set himself apart. 
 
    “So be it,” he muttered, more to himself than Arston. 
 
    “Your second choice is to live here, within the Merinian community in Zelkus. We have welcomed many Merinian outcasts over the past few years and allowed them to be of refuge here. The ones willing to work, and learn, and set down roots.” 
 
    “I’m…” He stopped, thinking better than to admit he had no intention of staying long term. “I know how to work.” 
 
    “Good. Now, I need you to answer a few questions to the best of your ability and honesty.” 
 
    Damon nodded, and Arston continued. 
 
    “Have you fought the revenants directly before?” 
 
    “I have,” said Damon. “Smaller groups aren’t much threat. The mob that surrounded me before your hunters came to my aid was a bit more of a challenge. 
 
    “Good. Have you fought people before?” 
 
    “I have.” Damon frowned, unsure if he liked where the questions were leading. 
 
    “Other Merinians, or my people?” 
 
    “Both, but it was all in the time before all of this.” He tried to gesture outside, forgetting how much less ruined the world looked in the Malagantyan. “Before Lascivious.” 
 
    “I understand. Have you killed people before?” 
 
    Damon took a breath, resolving himself to answer honestly. “I have.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He closed his eyes, surprised by the sudden well of emotion he felt. Not quite shame, not quite regret, more a sense of loss, like each death had put a nick in his soul. “A lot of people. Never innocents. Never anybody without a weapon. But… far more than most.” 
 
    “Thank you for speaking true,” said Arston. “Now. Do you have any deep-set religious beliefs?” 
 
    Damon shook his head. 
 
    “Are you comfortable around other people?” 
 
    “I suppose I am.” 
 
    “Would you be against taking a wife if we asked you to?” 
 
    Damon blinked, surprised and a bit unnerved by the question. “Are you going to ask me to take a wife?” 
 
    “I need only your answer.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I mean… theoretically, I suppose I’m not against marriage.” 
 
    “Would you object to a marriage that was not with another Merinian?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t, as long as I was of a mind with the woman in question.” He smiled, deep in his own memories of Ria. 
 
    “Well then,” said Arston. “You seem suitable for our Merinian community. The last thing I must ask before I show you to a bed is for you to tell me your true name. I know you are not Damon Al-Kendras.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” said Damon, with a sigh. “Anders Rosewood, then.” 
 
    Ria would recognize him by that name just as easily, though he wasn’t sure he was even close to finding her. She might be in another town entirely, or another haven, as they’d referred to Zelkus. He needed to get a sense of the extent of the Remenai lands in the ruined world before he did anything outright stupid. It was a matter of figuring out which direction to call for her, in a manner of speaking. 
 
    “Follow me, Anders Rosewood,” said Arston. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Damon walked behind Arston, taking in the ambience of the haven. It was just after sunset, but a few communal fires cast enough illumination for him to get a better sense of Zelkus. It smelled more like the forest than a town, vibrant and earthy. An absentminded wind twirled through the grass and trees, shifting directions on a whim, and silencing the evening. 
 
    Zelkus was fairly large, at least twice the size of Azurecliff, but built in a manner so it disturbed the underlying land far less. Trees were left to grow, instead of being cut down. Longhouses were built following the natural curve of the ground in lieu of permanent foundations. Livestock wandered freely instead of being penned in, almost like free-range pets. 
 
    “Are there more havens than just this one?” asked Damon. 
 
    Arston gave him a patient glance, as though he was explaining something obvious. “There are.” 
 
    “Which one does the Queen of Storms reside in?” Some of Damon’s irritation came out in the tone of his question, but he didn’t care. It was one thing for Arston to disbelieve his personal story, but he wasn’t about to let anyone stand in his way if they had relevant information on where to find Ria. 
 
    “She does not reside in one place,” said Arston. “She travels, as she must. She is a part of the reason why we are of safety here.” 
 
    The longhouse Arston led him to was against the perimeter wall, apart from the rest of the haven. There was a lantern hanging from the door outside, and a young woman sat on a rocking chair reading a book by its light. 
 
    “Anders, this is Selma,” said Arston, nodding to the woman. 
 
    “New arrival?” asked Selma. 
 
    “Early this morning,” said Arston. “He has been in one of the dugouts since then. I spoke with him and found him to be even minded, however.” 
 
    Selma looked him up and down and flashed a wide, dimpled smile. “Well then. It’s nice to meet you, Anders.” 
 
    She was surprisingly pretty, with dark hair and big green eyes. Probably younger than him, but not by much, and it was hard to say for sure by the firelight. She struggled a bit as she stood, and it was only then that he noticed she was missing one leg from the knee down and relied on a set of wooden crutches for mobility. 
 
    “Selma has been with us a long time,” said Arston. “Before we properly settled Zelkus. She will help you find a bed and answer any questions you might have.” 
 
    He nodded to Selma, and that seemed to serve as a wordless transfer of the responsibility of dealing with him. Damon was surprised as he watched Arston walk off. They’d been serious when they’d said he wasn’t a prisoner. The wall was right there, and it looked fairly easy to climb if he wanted to go down that route. 
 
    “So,” he said, a touch awkwardly. He looked at Selma and felt a strange urge to smile and laugh, one which she matched with a slightly lopsided smile of her own. 
 
    “So,” she said. “The is the Merinian community within Zelkus. We all live in this longhouse. There’s one other, over there, where the men among us usually sleep. It’s empty right now, but clean.” 
 
    She gestured behind him where an identical building stood not far away. 
 
    “I’ve been away from… well, I suppose from the world for a while,” he said. “I don’t mean to offend you by asking this, but are you here by choice?” 
 
    She burst out laughing, nodding through the lilting sound of it. “Yes, Anders, I’m here by choice. As is everyone else. It’s not as though I’ve asked them or anything, it’s just… Well, we’re the lucky ones.” 
 
    The lucky ones. Those words echoed in his head, and his eyes were drawn to the wall of woven branches again as he considered how many close calls he’d had with the revenants over the past few days. 
 
    “It’s late, at least by the standards of the haven,” said Selma. “I wouldn’t mind staying up if you wanted to ask more questions, but I might start yawning. That was once a rude thing, to yawn in front of polite company. My mother used to… But that was back in the time before.” 
 
    “It would be a stretch to label me as polite company,” he said. 
 
    “Is that so?” She leaned back on her crutches in a way that Damon found way more intriguing than he probably should have. “But anyway, we can talk more in the morning. I’m sure you’re probably tired and hungry.” 
 
    “And thirsty,” he said. 
 
    “And thirsty.” She smiled again, amused by something or another, and then made her way into the nearest longhouse with surprising agility. 
 
    She gave him a bundle of dried fruit along with two purple root vegetables that Damon didn’t recognize and a full cup of water. Selma walked him across the grass to the other longhouse. Damon felt a bit guilty for having her make the effort on crutches, but mentioning it to spare her the trouble seemed almost ruder, somehow. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” She touched his arm, expression serious. “This is a good place. Really, it is.” 
 
    She headed back to the other longhouse. Damon didn’t have a light, but the interior was clean and simple, with cots made from vines and branches lined along each wall and a single table in back. He ate the food, drank the water, and went to bed. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon slept better than he had in days. He woke a few times during the night as his dreams swayed in various directions, but there were no surprises, be they revenant attacks or other events. 
 
    When he finally opened his eyes and saw light streaming in through the longhouse’s curtains, he caught sight of a tiny face peering into the room back at him. The young girl started when she saw he was awake, running off as though she’d been caught pinching from the pantry. 
 
    Damon wasn’t quite comfortable enough with his situation to go back to sleep, so he pulled his clothes on and headed out onto the grass. The other Merinians were gathered around a small cookfire in between the two longhouses, separate from the rest of the haven’s Remenai community. 
 
    “Good morning,” called Selma, who was sitting on a small boulder, crippled leg carefully set to the side. “Everyone, this is Anders.” 
 
    There were only four of them, which he found surprising. The little girl who’d spied on him earlier was Elista. An older woman with white hair and a wrinkled, though not unfriendly face introduced herself as Kess. The last woman was perhaps in her mid-thirties, red haired, plump, and freckled. 
 
    “Mari,” she said, eyeing him curiously. “It’s nice to meet you, Anders.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    She didn’t look away, even as Damon took a seat around the others and accepted a bowl of porridge with a healthy dollop of honey from Kess. 
 
    “You’re staring, Mari,” said Selma. 
 
    “What?” Mari flinched backward, drawing her eyes off him. 
 
    “You’re already pregnant, girl,” said Kess, nudging her with an elbow. “Wait until you’ve popped that one out first, at least.” 
 
    “I… I was just…” Mari cleared her throat and gathered her dignity. “I’ve seen you somewhere before. I’m sure of it… Haven’t I?” 
 
    He wondered how to best address that question. The urge to admit his real identity was compelling, especially if there was a way to use Mari’s recognition to support his appeal to Arston. But… it was too much of a risk. Within Veridan’s Curve, among Merinians, he’d been an outlaw first, former gladiator second. 
 
    “Did you ever pass through Azurecliff in the time before?” he asked. “I used to run an inn there.” 
 
    “Um, I suppose I might have,” said Mari.  
 
    “Apologies, Anders,” said Kess. “Mari’s not that good around men. She’s either fawning over them or fuming at them.” 
 
    “Kess!” snapped Selma. “Mind yourself. That’s an incredibly unkind thing to say.” 
 
    “Sorry, but it’s true,” said Kess. 
 
    Damon started eating, and then stopped to consider what was off about what had just been said. “Where are all the men, anyway?” 
 
    He started to clarify that he meant the Merinian men, but then realized that aside from the hunting party who’d brought him to Zelkus, he hadn’t seen any other than Arston, who was old even by Rem standards. And it didn’t seem as though the hunting party had stuck around. 
 
    “Fighting,” said Kess. 
 
    “You’re new, Anders, so you might not know about this, but the revenants are bad down south,” said Selma. 
 
    “They aren’t bad here?” he asked. 
 
    “If they were bad here, that wall wouldn’t be standing.” Kess gestured widely with her spoon, sending a small glob of porridge flying. It landed on the tip of Elista’s nose and she tried, rather unsuccessfully, to lick it off with her tongue. 
 
     “Arston said that everyone is free to go as they please,” said Damon. 
 
    “You are,” said Selma. “Just not free to stay as you please. Most of the new arrivals that are men are allowed to stay within the haven for a while. Make friends, set down some roots, you know…” 
 
    Her eyes glanced toward Mari’s pregnant belly, and Damon got the gist of what she was saying. 
 
    “It isn’t just men,” said Mari. “Women, too, if they’re in shape and capable. Lots of the Remenai women fight.” 
 
    “I saw the Queen fight once!” said Elista. 
 
    Damon tried to keep his interest at least partially contained as his fingers tensed against his spoon. “The Queen of Storms, you mean?” 
 
    Elista nodded and smiled broadly. “Uh-huh. She’s really strong and pretty… but a little scary, too.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but laugh at what might have been the best description of Ria he’d ever heard. It was so incredibly tempting to reveal who he was and regale them with the story of how he’d once fought Ria in the arena, during the Honorshade Tournament. Another time, maybe, once he knew them better. 
 
    “Arston told me that she travels a lot,” he said. “Does she come here to Zelkus often?” 
 
    Kess wrinkled her forehead. “You sound rather interested in her. Any particular reason why?” 
 
    Because I love her, he thought. Because she’s family. 
 
    “I’ve just heard some stories,” he said. “Thought it might be exciting to see her in person.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Damon spent most of his day helping with the heavy labor around the haven. He chopped and carried firewood. He joined in the repairs of one of the longhouses, holding up a section of the roof while a new support beam was measured, cut, and slipped into place. There was no shortage of work, but the Remenai approached the tasks at a practical pace. 
 
    He took his shirt off at some point and caught a young Remenai mother in the midst of breastfeeding staring at him from where she sat in the shade of a tree. He met her gaze and was surprised by how inviting the smile she gave him back was.  
 
    His eyes darted down to the baby in her arms, and only then did he notice its rounded ears and chubby face. The baby was Merinian, perhaps only half, but clearly its physical resemblance leaned that way. 
 
    “Same father as Mari’s baby.” Selma’s voice surprised him enough to make him flinch a bit. He turned around, furrowing his brow as he wondered how she’d managed to sneak up on him while walking with crutches. 
 
    “That must have been a scandal,” he said. 
 
    “Hardly. Women in their childbearing years are heavily encouraged to get pregnant. We have a shortage of people, more than anything else.” 
 
    “That’s…” He shook his head, examining his feelings. “I suppose it makes sense. I’m just surprised that the Remenai are so…” 
 
    “So was I,” she said. “They have a term for it. Jovanna-jossa. It means ‘assimilation before death’, or something close to that. They would rather have us assimilate than turn us away and let us die, just as many of their kind assimilated into the Veridan’s Curve in the time before, when the situation was different.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of that.” He thought of Ria, the great lengths their aesta had gone to in assuring she grew up knowing her heritage. If Malon had been of a different mind, perhaps Ria might have gone down a different path, finding a place in a Merinian city, rather than returning to her people and rising to recognition as a clanless Rem. 
 
    His reverie was broken by a shout from across the haven, where Arston led a small group of people in repairing a gap that had formed in the fence. Grasping arms were thrust through from outside. Revenants, gathering to attack. 
 
    Damon sprinted over immediately. The fence bulged inward, wood and branches shifting in an unfortunate, unsustainable way. The horror he felt in that moment stole his breath away, thinking of Selma, with her crutches, pregnant Mari, the young Remenai mother with that tiny baby on her lap. 
 
    Arston had a spear and was making an attempt at stabbing the revenants through the open gap left by the log they’d been replacing, though it was clear he didn’t have much strength in his old arms. Damon gently took the weapon from him and waved the rest of them back. A few were gathered around a woman with a horrible gash on her shoulder, likely the source of the initial scream. 
 
    “Could you distract them, if we asked it of you?” Arston’s face was deadly serious. Damon stabbed the spear through the gap and managed to catch one of the revenants in the eye. He slowly nodded as he pulled it back. 
 
    “I’ll distract them,” he said. “Can you do something about the fence?” 
 
    “We can try.” 
 
    It was good enough for him. He felt responsible, as though the revenants outside were the same ones he’d faced up the tree, having followed him straight to the haven. They might be. They probably weren’t. It made no difference. 
 
    He scaled the fence with the spear in hand, dropping down next to a group of seven revenants on the other side. He clubbed one of them hard across the head and stabbed it through the temple. The others turned his way, drawn by the violence. He shouted wordlessly at them and took off at a carefully paced run, letting them follow, drawing them away. 
 
    It worked. Every single one of the revenants lumbered after him, which gave him a moment of relief, dampened a bit by the knowledge that he now had half a dozen revenants salivating at his scent. Bravery would only take him so far.  
 
    He waited until one of them was a few strides in front of the others before stopping and attempting to stab it through the head, as he’d done with the others earlier. The spear point struck the revenant’s skull and slid sideways instead of piercing through as intended. The weapon felt clumsy and inelegant in his hands. He missed his sword, and he missed his myrblade even more. 
 
    The other revenants were nearly upon him by the time he readied his spear for another strike. He opted to run again instead, lacking any safer options. Up ahead, he could see someone’s upper body poking up over the lip of the wall. It was the Remenai mother he’d seen earlier, though she’d swapped her baby out for a bow. 
 
    She let loose an arrow, and for once, Damon was comforted by the sound of it hissing by his head. The revenant in the lead took it in the neck, toppling instantly. It tripped one of the other monsters, and Damon had a chance to dispatch one more in the confusion. 
 
    He kept them there, running in circles through the trees. The Remenai woman was joined by two others with bows, but their efforts could only go so far as the revenants drew closer to Damon and made it hard for them to aim safely. 
 
    There were more arriving, not many, the same trickle he’d become so used to from experience. Their numbers were back up to seven, and then there were more than ten, too many for Damon without being overwhelmed. 
 
    He heard a shout. Arston was at the fence, waving a hand to him. Damon ran back over and, without much urging from the older man, began climbing back to safety. One of the revenants grabbed his ankle, but he kicked it hard in the face with the other leg, pulling free. 
 
    The haven’s few defenders were arrayed on the other side of the fence, most with spears, though a few carried bows. There were gaps in the fence through which they could attack when the monsters were up close, and the structure was stronger here, capable of holding while the gory work was performed. Damon joined in, still breathing hard with adrenaline. 
 
    Eventually, all the monsters fell to the ground. Arston was quick to lead the group back over to the compromised section of fence, which they reinforced with new logs and a freshly cut support beam. 
 
    “That was brave of you,” said Arston.  
 
    “Wasn’t much else I could do,” he said. “Do you get attacks like this often?” 
 
    Arston chuckled, and Damon realized how silly a question it was. “Yes, we do. Sometimes, we manage to dispatch them rapidly. Other times, we must simply do our best and hope that help arrives.  It is in Jad’s hands, not ours.” 
 
     He spent another few minutes helping them move the revenant bodies to a nearby disposal point, far less glamorous, but every bit as necessary. Selma and the other women were waiting for him when he got back to the longhouse, and they stood to greet him with smiles, despite his somewhat gory appearance. 
 
    “To be honest, I didn’t think you looked all that much like a fighter when you first got here,” said Selma. 
 
    “I’ve picked up a few skills over the years.” He wiped his hand off on his trousers and flexed it open, checking his palm for any spots of blood he might have missed. “I’m happy to help out, but…” 
 
    “But what?” asked Selma. 
 
    He thought about how to phrase his next question, not wanting to cause offence, and especially not wanting to prod his finger into their fractured hopes. “There are safer places than here for you all. I’ve been to Silke in recent times. It’s on the water, and even if the revenants show up in number, there’s always an open avenue of escape.” 
 
    “You might as well ask why I don’t simply go to Hearthold, or the Argenstein Empire.” Selma patted a hand down on her stump leg, and Mari let out a dark chuckle, clutching her pregnant belly. 
 
    “I just mean…” He frowned, wishing he hadn’t brought it up. “This place will only ever be as safe as people like me, people who can fight, can make it.” 
 
    “We know.” It was Elista who spoke up, looking at him with eyes that held far too much depth for her young age. “But this is where we are so… we make do.” 
 
    He felt like the young one, hearing an answer from her like that. Perhaps he was, in a sense. He’d been awake for less than a month. He still treated the revenants like monsters, enemies to fight and eliminate, while he was coming to realize that to the others, they were a force of the world, inevitable and inescapable on a long enough timeline. 
 
    Damon ate with the others around their small fire, devouring bread covered with a loose, white Rem cheese with a smooth texture and mild flavor. Selma brought him to the pond to wash up, and he changed out his wet clothing afterward for a Remenai tunic and trousers. He was starting to get used to the way Rem-styled clothes fit his frame. 
 
    Arston was waiting for him when he arrived back at the longhouse. He smiled grimly and nodded to Damon. 
 
    “We wanted to know if you would oblige the haven on patrol tonight,” said Arston. “Your presence put many minds at ease.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Damon. He heard Elista let out a tiny whoop and had to hide his smile. 
 
    Arston set a hand on his back and led him away from the others. “There were more today than we usually get.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
    “It is not good.” 
 
    Damon tilted his head sideways and ran a hand through his hair. “I can do more with a sword than I can with a spear, you know.” 
 
    “Then you will have your sword back.” 
 
    There was an edge to Arston’s voice that spoke of oncoming danger, more than he wished to explain or reveal. Damon looked around, still wondering offhandedly where the hunters who’d first found him had traveled off to.  
 
    “There must be some other haven you can reach out to or call upon?” he suggested. 
 
    “We have sent a messenger,” said Arston. “The situation is nowhere near as grave as that in the south. Perhaps even I am worrying over nothing.” 
 
    “For tonight then, you’ll have me,” said Damon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Arston brought Damon his sword, along with a bundle of dried fruit to snack on and, rather surprisingly, a small flask full of something that smelled suspiciously like liquor. He took a small sip out of curiosity and immediately felt his senses perk up as the minty liquid settled on his tongue. 
 
    He and one other Remenai man of middling years patrolled the wall, walking around the inside edge and looking out into the oncoming night. It was easy work, so easy that it would have made for a challenge out of its undeniably boring nature if not for whatever Arston had put in that silly flask. Damon’s body was abuzz with energy, and he hummed to himself as he walked, each step falling in time with a pointless rhythm of his own making. 
 
    Hours passed. The night was quiet, and Damon felt lucky to be holding vigil in the forest, rather than in the wasteland. The birds and animals were as much on watch as he was, ready to flutter or cry out in response to a disturbance. 
 
    It started raining, a slow trickle at first, only enough to get his face and hair properly wet. Most of the residents of the haven had retired for the night or were in the process of doing so. Damon was fixing his cloak to cover his shoulders and taking another small sip from his flask when a bang came from a nearby section of wall, like a fist hammering against a closed door. 
 
    Damon was ready to fling that door open and say hello. He felt strangely aligned with himself, with the world, as he drew his sword and made for the disturbance. A gurgling moan confirmed his suspicion. It was time, and he knew what to do. 
 
     He remembered to whistle, as the other man on watch had explained for him to do if he saw one of the revenants. The haven stirred to readiness behind him, but his attention was locked on the first of the monsters, a broad-shouldered bastard with long hair and a square jaw. 
 
    He hacked his sword into the revenant’s face, putting a wedge-shaped gash into the side of its head that dropped it instantly. Birds went up from the forest in the same direction. More were on the way. 
 
    Damon waited until his watch partner and a few other capable Rem were at the fence before climbing over to fight on the other side. They shouted to him in their own language, warnings or reprimands, probably. 
 
    It wasn’t the foolhardy move that it seemed, on the surface. Damon needed room to let his sword do its work. The rainy night was enough to make the revenants and people indiscernible from one another. They had been people once, lived lives filled with fears and hopes, never suspecting they’d rise again enslaved after death. 
 
    Two more burst through the trees, one crawling on all fours, the other long-armed and gangly. Damon moved first, slashing at the upright one’s neck and carrying the spin through to chop at the crawler. He missed, and the revenant sprang at him from the ground like a pouncing wolf. 
 
    The downside to the Remenai-style curved swords was their lack of a proper tip. He would have loved to stab the revenant through the head, or even stomach, but his sword simply wasn’t suited for it. He rolled instead, soaking his cloak on the wet grass. The revenant landed off balance, and Damon was there, hacking its head from its body with ruthless efficiency. 
 
    He ditched his cloak, realizing how it might slow his movements or give the revenants an extra piece of cloth to grab him with. Tossing it back over the wall, Damon sank into one of his old fighting stances, a practical but showy number from which he could lunge at any angle. 
 
    Another revenant lumbered out from the trees. He cut it down quickly, but he could see more behind it. It was hard to believe that there wasn’t an element of organization behind the attack. They’d scouted Zelkus earlier in the day and now arrived in numbers to overwhelm the vulnerable haven after nightfall, or so it seemed. 
 
    Five revenants rushed forward in near unison. A challenge, at last. Damon dropped two with a savage, doublehanded slash that severed one head entirely and skull-capped the other. The three remaining all grabbed for him at once. He dodged sideways, hurling himself in a side-flipping motion he hadn’t used since his gladiatorial days. 
 
    In a very real sense, this was everything his training as a sword performer had prepared him for. Fighting multiple opponents, dodging predictable attacks by the width of a hair. Striking hard and falling back, never stopping, never slowing, never settling down on his feet. 
 
    Damon felt a surge of energy. He was as dangerous as he’d ever been, myrblade or not. It was a matter of having unleashed himself, rather than raw capacity for destruction. He could fully accept his ability for violence against these unthinking, unfeeling puppets. No hesitation, no mercy… He was as much a monster to them as they were to him and the haven. 
 
    “Here!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Come get me, you putrid bastards!” 
 
    He stopped thinking ahead, fighting in the moment, trusting his eyes to tell him where to strike, when to dodge, how to lure them into the trap of his blade. It was raining hard, and water dripped in unending streams from his chin and the tip of his nose. The ground shifted underfoot, muddy from both water and blood. 
 
    A shout came from the haven, loud and shrill enough to split his attention. More revenants were attacking the fence in a new spot, no doubt searching for easier prey than the mad swordsman already surrounded by butchered undead. 
 
    He cut down the two revenants nearest him and spat at the group coming from the trees farther off. Falling back, he quickly scaled the fence, hurrying to join the defense at the point of the new press. His earlier confidence felt hollow as he glanced over the numbers of the mob that was currently threatening to break through the fence and storm the haven. 
 
    It didn’t matter how good he was with his sword. Too many was too many. 
 
    Still, he had to do something. He shouldered his way into the defenders, climbing to the top of the fence to strike at the revenants trying to push through. His sword wasn’t as suited for the task as the spears were, but he still managed to hack downward and cave open the skull of one monster. There were dozens more, however. Over a hundred, if he had to guess. 
 
    The sound of clapping hooves drew Damon’s attention from off in the distance to the left. Three mounted warriors surged toward the revenants, which didn’t seem anywhere near enough to make a real difference. 
 
    Lightning flashed again, and Damon caught a glimpse of the profile of the front rider. A Remenai woman with wild hair and intense focus. She leapt from her horse, flipping once through the air before landing in mid-thrust with her spear with enough force to stab through two revenants at once, skewering them like pieces of meat on a stick. 
 
    The spear… the stance… the way she moved. She thrust her free hand into the air in a fanciful, arcane movement, and Damon went from suspecting her to be Ria to knowing it was her, as surely as he knew and trusted anything. 
 
    Lightning boomed down at her command, striking a revenant in the center of the mob. It chained outward from that first point of destruction, arcing like the prongs of a trident made from white-hot power. It was less a question of how much damage her tempesting had done to the monsters, and more of just how many could still rise back to their feet in the aftermath. 
 
    She looked different, enough so that Damon had to blink and briefly question his eyes. Her hair, once black with a streak of silver, was now silver with a streak of black. She seemed calmer, mellowed almost, the mild arrogance that once bled from her posture replaced with a justified, mature confidence. 
 
    Her horse caught up with her and she leapt onto it. The other two warriors with her rode up, and the three of them passed twice through the decimated revenant cluster, stabbing down any who still seemed vigorous to pose a threat. 
 
    Damon was in the middle of scaling the fence, intent on rushing forward and getting her attention, when a natural flash of lightning illuminated the scene for the blink of an eye, long enough for him to see something that made him feel the thunder’s echoing boom in the depths of his heart. 
 
    She had black tattoos, matridai, on her face. She was married. 
 
    The bitter cut of his own disappointment and jealousy froze him in place. Ria was married. She’d found love at some point across the five years he’d missed… of course, she had. Knowing Ria, she probably grieved for him intensely and wildly, but found her footing and lifted herself back up. 
 
    Her reputation among the Remenai was more pronounced now than it had ever been. How many powerful and charismatic men… or perhaps even women… must have thrown themselves at her for a chance to stand beside her glory? Arylla and Vel had both been so careful in how they’d spoken to him about Ria, and both had discouraged him from going looking for her. They’d been trying to do him this favor without causing him the pain of saying it plain. 
 
    He looked at her again, but the lightning had just been a flash, and he couldn’t make out her face or the matridai against the encroaching darkness. Ria’s horse rose back on its hind legs, and without a pause, she and the two other riders rode off into the night. Was one of them her husband, or her wife? He bit his lower lip hard, nearly hard enough to draw blood, hating himself for having such a predictably immature reaction. 
 
    “Anders,” called Arston. “There is still work for us. We must move the bodies now.” 
 
    He nodded, but his gaze lingered on Ria as she rode off. “Where are they going?” 
 
    “They patrol several other nearby havens,” said Arston. “They are needed elsewhere.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Needed elsewhere. That’s only fair.” 
 
    He took a breath and forced himself to move on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Damon almost found disposing of the revenant bodies to be more of a task than chopping them down had been in the first place. His own traitorous mind was partially to blame, running wild with imagined scenarios of how Ria had spent the last five years. 
 
    By the time they’d finished and made it back within the haven, the ache inside Damon’s heart had dulled somewhat. Arston asked him to stay with the other Merinians overnight in the longhouse, and he’d nodded, eager for a distraction. 
 
    The women were awake and appreciative for his presence, though few words were exchanged. There was an open bed in their longhouse across which he stretched out, and even the lingering alertness effect from the drink Arston had given him wasn’t enough to keep his exhausted body from falling into a deep sleep. 
 
    He didn’t dream, which was probably a good thing. There was a commotion outside the longhouse, and he leveraged it to pull himself fully awake. One of the women gasped from just outside the curtain. Damon hurried to his feet, rushed outside, and banged his forehead painfully against… 
 
    Ria. She stared at him, dumbfounded, eyes wide and disbelieving. He stared back, just as numb and dumb, because the matridai on her face were drawn in charcoal, featuring a prominent, loopy D on both sides. That was his mark. 
 
    Ria shuddered and fell to her knees, hands pressed to the grass as though she feared she might drop even further than that. Damon joined her, hugging her shoulders tight. He was saying something but he wasn’t even listening to himself, possibly telling her that it was alright, or musing about whether he was in a dream. 
 
    Rough hands seized him by the shoulders and flung him sideways. One of Ria’s fellow Remenai horseback warriors stood over him, and Damon suddenly burst out laughing because he recognized who it was immediately and was struck by the symmetry of the moment. 
 
    “Joyell,” he muttered. “Long time no see.” 
 
    It had been years since he’d confronted Joyell, who’d been possessed by the Staff of Departure at the time and had kidnapped Ria in a jealous rage. After destroying the staff, Damon had spared the young man’s life, and they’d sat and drunk brandy together and talked of their mutual admiration for Ria. It was perhaps a little surprising to see Joyell back in her good graces, but far from unexpected. 
 
    “Get back from him!” snapped Ria. “Damon! How can this be? Jad’s grace… Tell me it’s you, in truth.” 
 
    He sat up and cupped her face in his hand, nodding slowly. “It’s me. Sorry.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I lost your throwing dagger,” he said with a small smile. “I had it. I recovered it, after Yvvestrosai, but I never got a chance to give it back before, well, everything happened.” 
 
    “You idiot,” she said. “Husband. I would lose a thousand daggers to have a minute with you.” 
 
    She hugged him tight. Damon took her hand and stood up, pulling her after him before anyone could object or start badgering them with questions. He brought her into the other longhouse, the empty one, and quickly pulled the curtain shut behind them. 
 
    They sat down on cots across from one another, still staring at each other with too much gratitude and awe to converse properly. Ria took Damon’s face in both her hands, and he could feel them trembling against his skin. 
 
    “Where were you?” she whispered. “Why did you not seek me out sooner?” 
 
    “Frozen.” He saw the blankness in her expression and couldn’t stop himself from laughing. “It sounds ridiculous, I know, but my myrblade froze me in time. I’ve only been awake again… alive again, really, for the past two weeks.” 
 
    “Frozen… in time? But where were you? Were you being held in Veridas Keep?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “The ocean, I think. I washed ashore naked and bumbled around for a while. You know me.” 
 
    Ria gave him a reluctant half-smile, clearly unsure whether he was joking. 
 
    “After that,” he continued, “I ran into Arylla, who gave me a sword and some clothes, and then headed north to Silke. I saw Vel. She’s a tailor now. I think the work suits her.” 
 
    Ria sighed, letting her hands slide down to Damon’s shoulders, which she massaged with her thumbs as though still trying to convince herself he was real. The sound of sliding cloth came from the door, followed by a surprised gasp. Elista was spying on them, but Damon couldn’t blame her. 
 
    “Vel was supposed to tell you I was on my way,” he said. “With her dreamspelling.” 
 
    “Velanor and I… have had a tense relationship these past few years.” Ria was ran her hands over him absently, now across his chest, fingers gently rising back up to his neck. “She wonders why I cannot be more like her, choosing safety, living modestly, and I question her decisions in a likewise manner.” 
 
    “She’s happy,” he said. “She deserves that, doesn’t she?” 
 
    There was another giggle at the door, this time shared between Elista and Mari. Damon waved a hand at the slices of their faces he could see peering through the curtain, trying to ward them off for at least a few minutes longer. 
 
    “Do you think she is happy with her lot now, knowing that you are alive and up to your old ways?” Ria furrowed her brow, looking wise and stern and so much like the Ria he remembered from childhood.  
 
    “Up to my old ways?” He slid closer to her, setting his hands on her knees and smirking. “Would you care to define what you mean by that, sweet wife?” 
 
    Her smile faded as though he’d crashed a wave into it, replaced by something far more vulnerable. She shook her head and closed her eyes. “No… This is too much like my dreams. I will awaken soon, I think. This… I just cannot trust this.” 
 
    “Trust me, then.” He took her hands and squeezed them. “I’m here. I’m real.” 
 
    Her eyes were wet when she reopened them. Damon leaned forward, easing into his kiss with as much tentative gentleness as he’d ever mustered with her. She shuddered, stealing a hungry follow-up and biting her lower lip as though she wanted more still. 
 
    “Your hair,” she said, touching the short and uneven mess atop his head. 
 
    “Your hair,” he countered, twining his fingers through her silver locks, which he now saw held a pale green hue. 
 
    “Are you not fond of silver, husband.” 
 
    “You pull it off well,” he said. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Her eyes lingered on his, and Damon felt a sudden press of intense sexual longing, as though his desire had simply been waiting to pounce from the weeds. The tent’s interior felt hot, thrumming with potential, and the hand he had on Ria’s shoulder was practically burning. 
 
    He couldn’t take his eyes off her, let alone stop himself from sliding closer, pulling her body into his as they kissed. She let out a breathy gasp as though he’d done much more than he had, and Damon kissed the edge of her neck, letting her know that he was about to.  
 
    He caressed the inside of her thigh and it felt as sexual and lewd as anything could. Ria tugged at the collar of his cloak, her body already starting to sway toward his in a needy, back and forth motion. 
 
    The curtain whipped open. Damon whipped his head around, ready to snap at Elista, but it was one of Ria’s guards, the man he hadn’t recognized. The guard cleared his throat and seemed to pretend as though he hadn’t just stumbled into their intimate moment. 
 
    “Vaista Aestairius,” he said, with a small bow toward Ria. His eyes, however, stayed locked on Damon as though he was about to shoot flames from them. 
 
    Ria let out an annoyed and over-loud sigh and stood up, arms pulling backward into an unintentionally alluring stretch. “It seems I am needed. Tonight?” 
 
    She flicked her eyes toward his, smiling rather than elaborating. 
 
    “Tonight,” he agreed with a small smile. He wondered if he’d manage to calm himself down between now and then or if he’d simply have to spend the rest of the day adjusting his pants. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Damon headed back to the other longhouse within Zelkus’s Merinian community, stepping inside to find that all the women were staring at him with awe, or in some cases, outright disbelief. 
 
    “How do you and, ah, the Queen of Storms know each other?” asked Selma. 
 
    “We grew up together,” said Damon. “I knew her back before she could do more than spark a hand with her tempesting. I knew her back when her hair was black.” 
 
    “What I think Selma meant to ask is how well do you know her?” asked Mari, with a teasing smile. 
 
    Damon decided to have some fun and play coy for a bit. “Well enough, I suppose. We’ve always been close.” 
 
    Mari and Selma exchanged a slightly annoyed look. Elista burst into giggles and shook Damon’s shoulder. 
 
    “Did you kiss her?” asked Elista. “You did, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Why does it matter if I kissed her or not?” he asked, reining in a smile. “How is that relevant?” 
 
    “You’re serious…” said Selma. “You and the Queen of Storms. I’m sure I’ve been privy to some strange things in my life, but this is just wild.” 
 
    “Would you do me the favor of not peeking through the curtain if we’re alone together in the longhouse later tonight?” he asked. 
 
    That very nearly did them in with astonished giggles and gasps. Mari blinked and started eyeing him as though he’d just pulled off a mask to reveal the face of a king underneath. He basked in their awe until their questions became too personal and embarrassing for him to even consider answering. 
 
    Most of his day was spent in the same routine as the previous, running around and handling chores well suited to his muscles. He kept an eye out for Ria, keeping his frustration over not being able to see her immediately carefully leashed.  
 
    She spent her day coming and going from the haven, patrolling the nearby area with her two companions. They both seemed to be vying for her attention and favor, but it was hard for Damon to summon even an ounce of the jealousy he’d felt before. She was still wearing his matridai on her face, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    He put in a hard day’s work, washed in the pond, and changed back into his other set of clothing, now clean and dry. He sat with the women while they ate dinner, only having a few bites himself. It was getting dark when a soft hand touched his shoulder. 
 
    “Come to the longhouse in twenty minutes?” whispered Ria. 
 
    He put an arm around her waist, pulling her toward where he sat. “What’s going to be in the longhouse in twenty minutes?” 
 
    She smiled at him and didn’t answer, running her fingers along his arm before pulling away. Selma and the others waited until she was out of earshot before releasing a torrent of oohs and aahs. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” said Damon, smiling beneath his hot face. 
 
    When he went to the empty longhouse a few minutes later, Joyell and Ria’s other companion stood guard outside of it. Damon sucked in a breath, containing his frustration, and moving to shoulder past them. He expected one of them, Joyell most likely, to try to stop him, but neither said a word. 
 
    Ria was inside, clad in a loose green cotton robe and lying across a thick carpet which hadn’t been there earlier in the day. Her feet were bare, and the flash of tanned cleavage peeking out from between the robe’s folds made him almost certain she was entirely naked underneath. 
 
    There was food, too, thin strips of cured sausage, slices of cheese, thin circles of bread, a bowl of blackberries and blueberries, with a bottle of wine to wash it all down. Damon was hungry for something else, however. 
 
    The feeling in the room was just as it had been before, if not even more urgent and intense. He kicked his boots off and set his cloak aside, wondering how long he could bear the tension before it took control and turned him into an animal. 
 
    “You made it,” she said. 
 
    Damon settled down next to her on the carpet, forcing himself to play it cool and keep a small gap between their bodies to start. “Did you think I wouldn’t show?” 
 
    “I knew you would come.” 
 
    She absently picked up one of the berries and pressed it between her lips, letting her robe fall slightly further open. Did she really think she needed to do this, the food and the wine and the blatant seduction? No. Ria never did anything she needed to do. She was doing it for fun. 
 
    “The food looks good,” he said, looking at her. 
 
    She shrugged, robe slipping open even further. “It was what I could gather on short notice. I think anything would taste good tonight.” 
 
    “I feel just the same way.” 
 
    She ate another berry, and Damon had some of the cheese, ignoring the massive tent in his pants. This was Ria. This was what he loved about her. She would tease him to his breaking point, and possibly tease him more, after that. It was a game to see who would give in to the tension first, one in which Damon could have wished for no better opponent. 
 
    She made a show of dropping one of the pieces of bread and leaning forward to pick it up. Her robe billowed open, giving Damon a full flash of her large, tanned breasts. It was hard to think. The blood was elsewhere from his head. Ria smirked at him, and he knew he needed to hit back. 
 
    He stretched out, letting his body face hers. His bulge was incredibly obvious, and he felt her eyes on it, sensed her impatience. She started to slide the platter of food out of the way, and it felt like a prelude to his victory. 
 
    “You’re not hungry anymore?” he asked, smirking at her. “We only just started eating.” 
 
    “My eyes are up here, husband,” she said. “You seem distracted.” 
 
    Her hand settled onto his bulge. Damon felt a demanding rush of pleasure surge through him, felt the control shift in her direction, despite his careful counter. He didn’t care, not enough to stop himself from sliding closer to her as she gently pinched his tool through his trousers and led him by it. 
 
    The curtain rustled, and Joyell poked his head in. He blinked, seeing Ria’s hand on Damon’s crotch, but managed to force out a quick question in Konokai. Ria’s answer was a sharp single syllable that sent Joyell bowing and fleeing the room. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “They are suspicious of you. They think you are dangerous.” 
 
    He shrugged with one shoulder. “Not for lack of reason.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip, rubbing his cock and sliding closer. “It is annoying, but inescapable. My safety is considered to be of interest to the Remenai as a whole.” 
 
    “Is it just your safety that your companions are interested in?” asked Damon. 
 
    Her hand stopped moving, the question sapping some of the mood from the room. She looked at him seriously, but there was no guilt or apology in those eyes. 
 
    “You knew how Joyell felt about me before, did you not?” she asked. 
 
    Damon nodded, feeling an urge to glower at the closed curtain. 
 
    “He and Matrick, my second guardian, are both in love with me, I think,” she said. “They also know that I will never reciprocate those feelings and have, in their own way, come to terms with it. I am a married woman, and even if I were not… They would wash my feet if I told them to.” 
 
    He let out a snort. “Some men like feet.” 
 
    “Is that what turns you on, husband?” 
 
    She let her thumb rub the point of his hard bulge, where a moist spot was already showing through the fabric. Damon reached over to her and slowly pulled her robe open, breathing out with wonder as her breasts came into view. The tent was hot again, and the silence lingered just long enough to send a thrumming current of desire through the air. 
 
    He kissed her and felt her sucking back hungrily. Her hands rushed to undo his belt. Damon pulled his tunic off and tossed it aside. Ria let out a needy noise as he grabbed her by the hips and spread her out beneath him.  
 
    Absently, he remembered that Ria’s guards were still right outside the longhouse, well within earshot. He could only hope their egos would survive what he was about to do to her. She slid his trousers down, and his undershorts came with them, and then he was kicking them loose from where they stubbornly clung to one ankle as he kissed Ria and shifted between her thighs and… 
 
    Bliss. Ria was as wet as he had been hard, and the first moment of contact felt brutally sharp and rewarding. He thrust again, and again, feeling her writhe underneath him. She was active, moving almost as though trying to wrestle him for control. 
 
    He realized, dumbly, that it was exactly what she was doing in the same moment that she flipped him over. Ria’s hips moved with such speed and grace that he had to warn her to slow down, a warning which came in the form of him setting his strong hands on her hips and leading her pace. 
 
    Ria gasped, and Damon let out a throaty grunt. The was another rustle at the curtain, and even before it opened, she was swearing over her shoulder in Konokai, furious at the interruption. Damon caught a glimpse of Joyell slumping away like a chastened dog, and then it was all Ria again. She leaned forward, seamlessly shifting from yelling at her guard in Konokai to whispering dirty words into his ear in the same beautiful, melodic language. 
 
    She rode him with such intensity that it would have chafed had there been any less lubrication. Damon watched her breasts bouncing, falling in and out of order, plump and surprisingly taut. He could see the way she was breathing, the inward pull and outward shift of her stomach. 
 
    He squeezed her buttocks in his hands, taking full control as he bounced her, each downward motion making a lewd, pumping clap. Ria’s moans were like music to his ears. He needed more, though. He then flipped her over, setting her up on all fours and spearing into her from behind. Fondling one of her breasts, he started to thrust into her with hard, punishing movements. 
 
    This wasn’t how their reunion was supposed to go. He’d wanted to be gentle, intimate, and sensual. They were supposed to be gazing into each other’s eyes and whispering how much they loved each other as they embraced and lavished one another with soft kisses. 
 
    “Harder!” cried Ria. 
 
    Damon had a fistful of her silver hair and was tweaking one of her nipples, smashing into her from behind hard enough to feel it through his hipbone. 
 
    “Have to make up for lost time,” he growled. “Five years since I last had you begging for it.” 
 
    Ria let out a pleasured cry, immediately following it up with another breathy phrase in Konokai—beautiful, meaningless words. Damon grabbed her hips, fingers digging in hard enough to leave marks across her pale skin. He watched her butt jiggle as he went faster, and faster, fucking her until the pleasure was an all-consuming wave, poised to relentlessly crash against the shore. 
 
    She let out such a girlish squeal as she came that he was fully expecting one of her guards to burst back in. Damon grunted, all but falling forward onto her as he found his own release. He came deep inside her, feeling each burst through his body, through his fluttering vision. 
 
    Sweaty, tired, and more than a little sticky, they cuddled together on the rug. Ria rested her head on his shoulder, and Damon gently stroked her hair. She let out a contented sigh. Damon started laughing. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “True Divine,” he muttered, shaking his head. “You’re going to have some serious explaining to do to your guards in the morning.” 
 
    She rose up, folding her forearms across his chest and setting her chin on them so she was looking at him levelly. “I think you misunderstand how much power I have over them. I have no intention of speaking a word to them about my sex life, and similarly, neither of them will think it their place to bring it up.” 
 
    “That sounds incredibly awkward.” 
 
    She grinned. “It is, but in a fun way. It feels like how I tease you sometimes, except they are too afraid of me to tease back.” 
 
    “Weird, but whatever.” 
 
    He felt sorry for them, to be honest. Maybe she had a point. 
 
    Ria grabbed her robe and pulled it over them like a blanket. They were still on the carpet, a silly place to be with so many bunks surrounding them in the longhouse, but they were together, and it didn’t really matter. 
 
    He looked at her, still on the edge of accepting the foregone fact that so much time had been stolen from him. Aside from her silver hair, Ria hardly looked any older, but he knew she’d lived those five years in their entirety. A full decade of experience separated them now, and he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she was the one who saw him differently. 
 
    “Ria,” he said, voice deep and quiet. “What happened to you across these last five years?” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away, but the question rippled through her like a breath of overly humid air. Her arms pulled tight around him, as though she needed the reminder of how he was alive in the now to let herself think of back then. 
 
    “I saw it in the sky, on the night when it all began,” she whispered. “First Veridas Keep, and then… Well, I still have little understanding of what it was. Like a nighttime sun, red and orange across the sky.” 
 
    “That was me.” Damon chuckled, saw her blinking at him uncertainly, and slowly nodded. “Lascivious called it her worldfire. I decided it was better to freeze it, and apparently myself, than let it touch down to the ground, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    “You are so much more than you realize, husband,” she whispered. “I watched it with Arylla and few other of my people. I knew, somehow, that you were there and involved. It was a feeling of such impotence, to be so far away and incapable of doing anything…” 
 
    “It’s in the past,” he said. 
 
    “When I next spoke to Vel, she told me of what happened to Malon.” Ria’s arms tightened, lithe muscles flexing with tension and anger. “She was uncertain of whether Malon could truly have been involved, but I knew. I had always known. She is one of the Venmalani. It was only… a matter of time. But to think that she had killed you. Oh, the anger and frustration I felt, young Damon, I cannot put it into words.” 
 
    “That’s not what happened, as you can see,” he said. “She made a deal with Lascivious to save us, Ria, on top of her crest contract. Vel, you, and me.” 
 
    “What a deal it must have been to have us all think you dead these past years,” she said bitterly. “No. I trust her no more now, knowing this, than I did before. She is one of the Venmalani, no more than Lascivious’s pawn of death.” 
 
    There was such conviction in her voice, five years of it, no less. Damon felt differently, but he wondered if he might understand her perspective better if he’d spent that time mourning her and thinking their aesta responsible.  
 
    “Have you seen her since that night?” he asked. 
 
    She was silent for a few telling seconds. Damon gently rubbed his hand up her side, as though he could coax an answer out of her. 
 
    “I have,” she said. “I do not wish to speak of it.” 
 
    As much as he wanted to press her for details, he knew how it would come across. It could wait until they weren’t naked and cuddling and so unbelievably cozy together on the carpet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    They eventually shifted onto one of the cots to get more comfortable, with mixed success. It was a small bed, a comfortable fit for one person of any size, but a squeeze for two. 
 
    “Move over,” muttered Damon. 
 
    “I am over,” hissed Ria. “Shift the other way.” 
 
    He shifted forward against her, his naked crotch pressing into her bare butt. He was still most of the way hard, had been since they’d first had sex. He felt his cock stiffening rapidly as Ria began to wriggle to get more comfortable. 
 
    “Mmm,” she sighed. “That is not helpful, husband.” 
 
    “You’re the one basically giving me a brothel lap service right now.” 
 
    “Are my ears working correctly?” asked Ria. “Did you just accuse me of being a—” 
 
    “You know I didn’t,” he said. “Now move over so we can both get some sleep.” 
 
    He grabbed her hips, ostensibly to shift her into a more comfortable position. His manhood had its own ideas. Ria bucked backward against him with a cute, breathy grunt. 
 
    “You are the one… mmm… who needs to move.” Her butt ran up the full length of his tool, doing nearly the opposite of what might have helped them fit comfortable. 
 
    Damon let one of his hands settle on her breast, suddenly far more horny than he was tired. “Lift this leg up a little higher, maybe… And shift your butt over like this.” 
 
    She let out an amused but interested sigh. “Oh? You think… this will help.” 
 
    Damon flexed his hips upward, feeling his cock press into her womanhood. It bowed for an instant as it met the resistance at the gates, but he slowly eased it inside, delighting in the shudder he felt run through Ria. 
 
    “There,” he whispered. “Now let’s both just try to sleep.” 
 
    “You have not changed at all, husband,” she said. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    They had slow, sleepy sex… at first. Damon took his time with each thrust, nestling his cock into her womanhood as though he really was trying to fit it in there for the rest of the night. Ria’s lips found his after the first minute, and across the span of a kiss, their motions intensified. 
 
    He shifted her down underneath him and delved in. Ria let out soft little moans, and the cot seemed perfectly sized for sex, if not cohabiting. The vine webbing shifted and strained audibly. Ria shifted, breathing and moaning audibly.  
 
    She rubbed his back and shoulders, urging him on as he increased his pace. It was so gentle and perfect, different from the rawness of their earlier encounter, easy and intimate. They kissed again, tongues dancing. Ria let out a high-pitched, breathy noise as Damon ground his hips forward, letting his tool rub and tease, rather than thrusting hard. 
 
    She came before he did, and hearing her sleepy, satisfied sigh only made him crave his own release that much more. He took his time, pumping into her with slow, indulgent strokes that felt like self-torture until the pleasure took him over the line. Damon squeezed her tight against him as he came, as though it had been all about filling her up with his seed from the beginning and not a thing of late-night banter and hormones. 
 
    “There,” he whispered. “Comfortable?”  
 
    “I am, husband.” She stroked his hair. “I have my pillow right here.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon was alone on the cot when he woke up, which stirred a moment of anxiety over whether Ria had left without saying goodbye. A fresh quilt had been set over his shoulders, though, and it served as a reminder of how much she cared for him. No, she would be no more able to leave without saying goodbye than he. 
 
    He was in the middle of getting dressed when he heard the longhouse’s curtain flutter open. He turned, still shirtless, expecting Ria, possibly with breakfast. Instead, Joyell stood in the doorway, favoring him with a simmering glare. 
 
    “Merinian bastard,” said Joyell. “You have taken that which is not yours to take.” 
 
    He came at Damon suddenly, pulling a fist back to strike. Damon ducked under it, considered an aggressive counter, but decided it would only make trouble for Ria. He pushed Joyell hard enough to make him stumble and fall onto one of the cots, grabbed his shirt, and left the longhouse. 
 
    Joyell followed, roaring in rage. Damon would have been annoyed if the man weren’t so predictable. He’d all but known this, or something like it, was going to happen. Ria had placed far too much confidence in the emotional durability of her companions. The things Damon had done with her, only barely hidden behind the longhouse’s thin curtain door. The noises he’d had her making… 
 
    “Bastard!” shouted Joyell. 
 
    Damon ducked another punch and once more retaliated with a simple push. He heard Ria let out a shout, saw her sprinting toward them across the grass. She reached Joyell before he had a chance to do anything more, kicking him hard in the groin.  
 
    She shouted at him, shifting back and forth between languages. “Chanalla! Idiot! You foolish oaf!” 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Damon. “I think the two of us should have a little chat. Man to man.” 
 
    Ria gritted her teeth, but she took a step back from Joyell, who was still collapsed on the ground. Slowly, he rose to his feet, still glaring at Damon, though his expression was now undercut by the lingering pain of Ria’s kick. 
 
    “You have no right,” muttered Joyell. “Do you even realize how she mourned you? The pain you caused her these past years. To come back now… She was happy!” 
 
    “You have no right to speak of my happiness, Joyell,” said Ria. 
 
    “Let him speak,” said Damon. 
 
    “I cared for her,” said Joyell. “I watched over her. For you to just… take her away.” 
 
    He balled his hands into fists. Damon could guess what he was going through, if not the extent of it. He was in a place past logic and reason, so deep in his emotions, love and hate, that there were no words that could talk him down. 
 
    “Pick up a sword, then,” said Damon. “If you think Ria is worse off now, with me back in her life, pick up a sword and do something about it.” 
 
    “Damon!” snapped Ria. “Quit with such nonsense!” 
 
    “I will fight you for her!” hissed Joyell. 
 
    “She is not an object, Joyell,” he replied. “I’m offering you a chance to vent your emotions. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Why must all men be such complete and utter fools?” said Ria with a sigh. “Are you both addled in the mind? You had this fight once already! More than once!” 
 
    “He loves you,” said Damon. He looked at her, seeing the sequence of her reaction. Surprise, annoyance, eventually sympathy with an edge of guilt, as she no doubt thought of the previous night from Joyell’s perspective. 
 
    There were plenty of practice swords used by the children of Zelkus scattered about the central field they played in. Damon found two and tossed one to Joyell. A small crowd gathered to watch, mostly composed of younger Remenai too shameless to resist the drama, along with Selma, Mari, and Elista. 
 
    Damon stared across at Joyell, feeling a distinct sense of familiarity in the situation. Joyell was a few inches taller than him, buoyed by his slender Remenai build. To anyone watching who didn’t know better, it seemed as though he would have the advantage. 
 
    The fight was over in three hits delivered across perhaps five or six seconds. Damon dodged Joyell’s initial lunge, cracked him once across the shins with his practice sword, once in the side of the elbow of his good arm, and once on the head, just hard enough to leave a lump. 
 
    Joyell went down, clutching at the new injuries. He still looked satisfied, somehow, despite having lost. Damon wondered if his anger was less to do with losing Ria, and more about losing her without a fight. 
 
    “There,” said Ria, folding her arms and frowning. “Are you both happy?” 
 
    Damon put an arm around her shoulders and tried to kiss her, getting her cheek in place of her lips. Joyell rose to his feet and came over to them, offering a small bow. He exchanged a few words with Ria in Konokai that Damon could only wonder about before walking away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Damon rode beside Ria on horseback, weaving through the sparse trees in the area surrounding Zelkus. After spending the morning tending to various chores within the haven, they’d set out.  
 
    Ria had spoken with Matrick, her second guard, about lending his horse to Damon, and he’d obliged. Damon thought the choice of asking him, rather than Joyell, had been prudent, given the bruises he’d delivered to Joyell’s body and ego over the past day. 
 
    The sky was its usual dour, overcast gray, but the weather was calm, with only a soft breeze to account for. Ria wore a green cloak and had her hood up, her silver hair tucked into the neckline, but still seeming to glitter in the light. 
 
    “Up the hill,” she said, gesturing ahead of them. 
 
    Damon pulled his horse alongside hers, making the climb up a noticeably worn path that ran back and forth up the slope of a nearby hill. They came to a halt at the top, the rise giving them a perfect view of the nearby area. 
 
    “Do you see that?” She pointed something out to him within the trees in the distance, but it only looked like a small, circular patch of forest amidst more forest. 
 
    “Another haven?” he guessed. 
 
    She nodded. “There are two within half a day’s ride of Zelkus. Four others are farther distant, not including the rebuilding of Yvvestrosai.” 
 
    “Well, the land here is fertile,” said Damon. “I can see how it makes sense for your people to dig their roots in, despite the danger of the revenants.” 
 
    “Farther east, the weather is cold,” she said. “Too cold. The land out that way has always been mountainous, but I suspect what Lascivious did to the Crimson Wastes created a permanent change in the climate. The warm sea air no longer circulates as it once did.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” asked Damon.  
 
    “This is it.” She gestured all around with her arms. “If the Malagantyan falls, all of Veridan’s Curve and the Rem lands will be as barren as the Crimson Wastes. Some among my people claim us to be the guardians of the seeds of the future.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s close to the truth,” said Damon. “Heavy burden to bear.” 
 
    He wasn’t talking about the burden of the Remenai people in general, and they both knew it. Ria, the Queen of Storms, Vaista Aestairius, was their champion. She could defend the havens and give the Remenai time to rebuild that they desperately needed. Damon wondered about Joyell’s anger, if perhaps some portion of it had more to do with what he feared might happen if Damon lured Ria away from her duties. 
 
    “You may no longer have your myrblade, Damon, but you are still a capable warrior,” she said. “You could help with this. Here. With me.” 
 
    He slowly exhaled. He’d known this question was coming, just as he’d known Vel would ask him to stay in Silke. Both had been simple, reasonable options. He could see himself being happy here with Ria, living an honorable life full of laughter and meaning.  
 
    He didn’t answer her, and the silence hurt them both. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They made it back to Zelkus shortly before sunset. Arston was hosting a feast, no doubt in Ria’s honor, though Damon didn’t see the point in asking her if that was the case. A large central fire crackled in the center of the haven, flames flickering and reacting to the wind, which had finally picked up. 
 
    There was a group of young men who were playing a drumbeat, though every few minutes the rhythm shifted into incoherence as they experimented with their instruments to each other’s great amusement.  
 
    The line between Remenai and Merinian had seemingly evaporated in good cheer, and Damon caught sight of Kess, the old Merinian woman, sitting on a blanket next to a striking silver-haired older Rem man. Mari and Selma sat with a group of Rem women, every one of them with a full wine glass in hand. 
 
    Damon found his way to one of the main courses, a giant boar that a hunter had speared earlier that morning. The serving woman passed him a thick slice of smooth flat bread, upon which she placed strips of haunch meat, roasted peppers, and a showering of green herbal garnish. It was convenient enough to eat and full of wild, gamey flavor. He’d missed this taste, the bounty of the forest. 
 
    He was having a good time, but it was hard to get properly into the moment with so much on his mind. He’d found Vel. He’d found Ria. He felt as though he was close to something, not just continuing his search to the obvious conclusion and tracking down his aesta, but something more. It was like a word on the tip of his tongue, an idea just past his mind’s horizon. 
 
    He turned around absently and almost ran straight into Joyell. The tall Remenai man’s expression was surprisingly muted. He clapped Damon on the shoulder and nodded as though he were an old friend before stalking off elsewhere into the night. 
 
    “Husband.” Ria’s voice from the other direction had him spinning in a full circle. “May we walk together?” 
 
    “I’d like for nothing more, my sweet wife.” 
 
    He clasped hands with her, fingers entwining together as though their hands were making a promise. Neither of them led, but their legs carried them to the northern section of the haven, where more of the forest’s natural trees had been left to grow. The sky had cleared somewhat, enough for the ghost moon to imbue the night with its pale green glow. 
 
    “Matrick, Joyell, and I ride for Jeejah in the morning,” she said. “It is the haven farthest south out of the clump of three. There have been numerous revenant sightings in the area.” 
 
    He felt only a small reaction in his heart to that, a pang not of loss, but reluctant farewell. He wondered if thinking he’d lost her, first for good in Yvvestrosai, and then to the passage of time had hardened him to such things. 
 
    “Travel safe,” he said. “I suppose I should be moving on, as well.” 
 
    “You should be moving on with us,” said Ria. “I have a horse for you, Damon. You could ride with us. There would be no objection from my companions or anyone else.” 
 
    “I can’t.”  
 
    He closed his eyes and squeezed her hand. When he opened them, there was a hint of red among the green filtering down through the trees, from the sky above. He looked up to see Veridas Keep, cloaked in crimson, passing leisurely through the clouds, far overhead. 
 
    “That’s your answer, then?” she asked, voice thick with emotion. 
 
    “I’d ask you to come with me.” He met her eyes. “I know what you’d say… so I didn’t ask. I have to find her, Ria. Just as I found you and Vel.” 
 
    “Velanor and I are not servants of the Venmalese!” snapped Ria. “Velanor and I have no obligation to attack and kill you on sight!” 
 
    “Aesta won’t kill me,” he said, still watching Veridas Keep. 
 
    “Damon,” pleaded Ria. “Husband. You have such a good heart, such valiant intentions. But there is no turning back time, no undoing what has been done.” 
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that?” he snapped, letting go of her hand. “I know it better than anyone. Five years, Ria. Five years, and I come back only to find that the sacrifice I made didn’t even make a difference. I tried to save the world… I tried to save aesta… And I failed.” 
 
    He felt hot all over as anger simmered in his chest. He’d done his best to wave away the time, to not think about how much he could have done with five years to spend with his family, had his encounter with Lascivious in Veridas Keep gone differently. He gritted his teeth, feeling cheated and robbed and so horribly behind in his life. 
 
    Damon turned and slammed his fist into one of the nearby trees. He felt his knuckles land hard against the bark, the pain and the freezing cold flooding through his fingers and dominating his sense of the world. 
 
    He stared, blinking in awe and confusion, breathing out visible condensation. The tree trunk was completely frozen, an impossibly intricate statue of pale, partially translucent white-blue. He turned his gaze upward slowly. The branches were ice, as was every leaf and exposed root poking up from the ground below. A panicked and chirping bird flapped off, lucky to be spared. 
 
    His hand went to his broken myrblade, which he’d grown so used to wearing in his belt that he no longer even thought about it. It resonated with the cold that still lingered in his hand, and for the first time since he’d found it on the beach after waking up, he was certain that the weapon was anything but dormant. 
 
    “You…” Ria shook her head. “Did you mean to do that?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” he said. He started laughing and touched the tree with his hands again, but it was painfully cold. His cold resistance hadn’t returned, and as he touched the broken myrblade, he felt relatively certain that freezing a tree wasn’t a feat he could perform on command. 
 
    Not yet at least. 
 
    “Ria.” He seized the moment, turning to hold her hands in his and speak from the heart. “I have to find aesta. I have to confront Lascivious. This is as much a sign as anything could be. It’s no different with you and these havens you’re protecting. There are some things in life which are bigger… things worthy of our sacrifice.” 
 
    Ria drew closer to him. She cupped his cheek and stared into his eyes, brimming with intensity. “I will never forgive you if you sacrifice your life simply because you find it too hard to raise a hand to defend yourself against her. I spent five years thinking she had killed you, husband. Please… Do not force me to spend the rest of my life thinking that again.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he said. “I promise.” 
 
    He kissed her and held her and wished the moment could last forever. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Damon packed away the rest of his supplies. Selma and Mari had helped him gather everything he needed once he explained he’d be leaving. Neither was surprised, though there’d been no hiding their disappointment.  
 
    The morning was calm, though there were a few darker patches amongst the overcast sky that hinted at later rain. Damon shouldered his pack, double checked his waterskins, and headed toward where he could see Ria and her companions preparing to set off on their own quest. 
 
    She pulled into a hug as soon as she saw him, and he squeezed her back. A glance at her face was enough to tell him that she was only barely containing another appeal for him to come with them instead of heading off on his own. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he said preemptively. 
 
    She sighed. “I think you will be, too. Somehow, that does little to alleviate my worries.” 
 
    Damon smoothed a lock of silver back from her forehead and then ran his thumb over her lips. “My plan was to simply head east, in the direction we saw Veridas Keep heading last night.” 
 
    “There is some sense in that,” said Ria. “When I last saw Malon, it was by the old farmstead, perhaps half a mile outside of the clearing. I would veer in that direction first.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He ran his hands over her shoulders and dusted a loose leaf off her tunic. “You be careful, too. No taking any stupid risks. You can only pull off miracles when it’s raining, remember.” 
 
    She gave him a coy half-smile. “So you think. I will be careful, though. I promise.” 
 
    Damon nodded. He glanced toward Joyell and Matrick, both waiting atop their horses with stoic expressions. “Make sure she stays safe, yeah?” 
 
    Joyell nodded. Matrick replied in a few syllables of Konokai that Damon didn’t understand, but sensed the meaning of. He gave Ria a long kiss, leaned his forehead against hers for an eternal moment, kissed her again, and headed for the haven’s gate. 
 
    Traveling through the forest felt different after spending a few days within it. It was less a sense of increased confidence and more a general expanding of his awareness. He knew the sounds and the smells, the presence of the Malagantyan. 
 
    It was familiar to him, more like rediscovering an old, useful memory, rather than pulling from new knowledge. The forest smelled of pollen, with a faint hint of ash that, for once, seemed healthy, rather than stifling. 
 
    The chirping of the birds was a constant back and forth in every direction, warnings, questions, and answers, meaningless to him, but still useful for getting a sense of his surroundings. A thick layer of leaves and pine needles coated the ground, and he could see trails left through it in places, from animals, from revenants, from other things which he couldn’t identify. 
 
    He felt calm, though not at ease. The Malagantyan was more dangerous now than it ever had been during his childhood. At any moment, he could be attacked, surrounded, forced to the fight to his limits. 
 
    He gently touched the hilt of his broken myrblade, considering his limits, along with what had happened the previous night when he’d frozen the tree. If he could find a way to consistently tap into his myrblade again, a vast number of new possibilities would open. He would seek out Malon first, but after that, reuniting with Myr would be his focus. 
 
    “Last night was proof that you’re still in there,” he whispered. “I miss you. I hope you know that.” 
 
    He didn’t need an answer. It was enough just to have hope again. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Damon traveled slowly, checking his direction often. It wasn’t overly far from Zelkus to the old clearing that had once held the farmstead and the tower, no more than two days’ travel. He took his time, aware of the threat the revenants posed to him as a solo traveler. 
 
    He set up camp for the night just before sunset, with the shadow of the trees bringing night on prematurely. His chosen campsite was an open patch of grass in the midst of a thicket of brambleberry bushes, each one nearly as high as he was tall. 
 
    They would do nothing to stop the revenants if they came on in a press of numbers, but if it were just one or two, it would slow them down enough to give him ample time to dispatch them. He didn’t have room to set up his tent, but the sky wasn’t hinting at rain, and he would still be warm enough with just his quilt and a small fire. 
 
    Dinner was simple, dried black beans and the faintly purple-hued rice he’d taken to resupply his food stores from Zelkus. He poured a small amount of water, judging that he’d still have more than enough to carry him the rest of the way home, and waited for it to boil. 
 
    Home. It was strange that he still thought of the farmstead that way, given there was nothing for him to go back to. He wondered if he’d find it scorched, like many sections of the Malagantyan and nearly all of Veridan’s Curve, or if it would simply be overgrown and given back to nature.  
 
    The Blacksoul Band had destroyed the tower itself more than five years ago… True Divine, even by his own shortened passage of time, it still seemed like an eternity ago. He shifted his pot over the water, watching the first few bubbles trickle upward at the demand of the heat. 
 
    He’d finished cooking and was in the middle of eating when an unfamiliar noise rustled at the edge of the brambleberry bushes. He reached for his sword before recognizing the approaching silhouette in the darkness and realizing it was unnecessary. 
 
    “I was wondering when you’d show up,” he said. 
 
    Lilian crossed the thorn bushes with a casually elegant leap, landing across from Damon in front of his fire. She lowered herself to the ground, sitting and holding her hands out and acting like any other traveler might upon arriving at a friendly camp. 
 
    “I saw how you were taken to the Remenai village,” she said. “I was… concerned, to say the least. It seemed as though you were there by choice after the first day, however.” 
 
    “I was.” Damon smiled. “They were rather hospitable toward me.” 
 
    Lilian looked as though she was doing well, or at least, well enough. She still wore the tunic and leggings Damon had given her. If anything, they looked a little cleaner. No doubt she’d found the time and place to bathe since he’d last seen her. 
 
    “Hungry?” he asked. 
 
    Her eyes flicked toward the pot, and she shook her head. “Not especially.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” Damon set the pot down and took his cloak off. Lilian looked away, as though just the sight of his neck was too much for her to calmly abide. 
 
    “Damon…” she said. “This isn’t fair to you.” 
 
    “What would you have done if Arston and the other Rem had treated me poorly?” he asked. “If they’d held me captive, or tortured me, or forced me into slavery?” 
 
    “I would have helped you get out of there.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. “Now shut up and get over here. I’m looking out for you, just as you were looking out for me.” 
 
    She still hesitated, sulking in her shame. Damon’s patience reached his limit. 
 
    “Lilian, get your ass over here!” he snapped. “Now!” 
 
    A smile flickered across her mouth that reminded him all too much of the old days, when she’d still been Kastet’s lady-in-waiting turned spy. She came around the fire and started to sit down next to him. Damon grabbed her by the hips and plopped her down in his lap. 
 
    “You’re kind of sexy when you act bossy,” she said. 
 
    “Save that thought for later,” he said. “Here.” 
 
    He turned his head, offering his neck. She leaned her head forward, inhaling slowly. Damon shuddered, feeling her breath as she exhaled, and then her lips as they brushed across sensitive skin. 
 
    To call the pleasure of her bite intense was an understatement. Damon made an inelegant grunting noise as he felt her fangs sink in, losing himself in the ecstasy of the moment. Despite the fact that she was in his lap, he slumped forward onto her, only staying upright and steady because of the arm she slid behind his back. 
 
    This was nourishment for her, but something far more base and perverse for him. She might have a point, or at least a valid perspective, behind her reluctance. He justified it to himself as though he was doing her a favor, but this deluge of tingling, tickling bliss, the way it made his eyes flutter and his cock hard… He was a willing participant, by any standard. 
 
    He passed out after the first sip. That didn’t usually happen, but he didn’t panic. Rather, he closed his eyes and accepted the embrace of something more akin to a guilty midday nap, rather than true sleep.  
 
    He awoke from said guilty midday nap to find Lilian’s face between his legs, with her strange, long tongue wrapped around his stiff cock. He stared, mouth agape from the pleasure, as she slid in closer and planted a tiny, sucking kiss on the tip. 
 
    “I thought you deserved a proper thanks, and I saw a certain place in which you were in need,” she whispered. 
 
    Damon nodded, still half asleep, submerged in pleasure beyond his waking comprehension. He mumbled something that even he couldn’t make out, felt various muscles twitching on reflex from the intensity of the experience.  
 
    Lilian bobbed her head forward, and the motion of her mouth and neck became the fulcrum on which Damon’s world balanced. He reached an arm out, urging her on greedily, bucking his hips to sink deeper in with more urgency than coordination. 
 
    It didn’t take long. He groaned, feeling the world pulse red through his closed eyes as he released into her mouth. The pleasure was like a gong being struck over and over again. Lilian was patient, sucking and swallowing down every drop as though his seed was as essential to her existence as his blood. 
 
    “You…” managed Damon. “That was… nice.” 
 
    She pulled his trousers back up for him and slid closer. Damon managed, through extreme force of will, to sit up. Lilian had a self-satisfied smile on her face. She reached a hand out and dabbed his chin, wiping away a small line of drool. 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” she said. “It was good for me, too.” 
 
    “You don’t have to give me something in return you know,” he said. 
 
    “I know. I wanted to.” She looked toward the fire, her dark eyes reflecting the orange of the flames. “You try so hard, Damon, for the people you care about.”  
 
    He put an arm around her. She had such powerful shoulders, but they were slender and defined, rather than brawny. He let out a sigh, feeling her lean her head against him and gently rub his chest with one hand. 
 
    “Did you find Ria?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah.” He smiled at her, and she smiled back. “She’s doing well. She’s protecting the Remenai havens. There are some Merinians there, too, but I suppose it’s all the same.” 
 
    Lilian nodded and let out a small sigh.  
 
    “You should go back to Silke,” Damon told her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You deserve better than this, Lilian,” he said. “You shouldn’t have to live in the wild. This exile of yours is self-imposed.” 
 
    “Kastet and Vel have moved on,” she whispered. “It’s not as though they would just… accept me back.” 
 
    “It’s exactly like they would,” he said. “They’re your friends. More than that. They’re family to you. I know you have your ways of sneaking past doors and walls. You could do it.” 
 
    Lilian did seem to consider the idea for a moment, but she eventually shook her head. “I’d be leaving you out here on your own.” 
 
    “Come back afterward, then,” he suggested. “It’s not as though you have trouble finding me. Lilian, I think you need people in your life as much as anyone else. It’s alright to want more. You have to want more for yourself to truly start to heal and develop.” 
 
    She didn’t reply, even as Damon spread his bedroll out and they both stretched across it together. Damon slept soundly, cuddling her from behind, and when he awoke and found she wasn’t there in the morning, he was happy for once. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28  
 
      
 
    The terrain became familiar across the first half of next day. It was a faint feeling at first, a boulder in the distance, or a stretch of hills that stirred his recognition. It was beautiful, at least by the standards of the ruined world, with the gray cloud cover spurious enough to let the sun peak through for short spans of time throughout the morning and afternoon. 
 
    He traveled slowly, still imbued with the sense that the latest leg of his journey had been too easy and straightforward. It was irrational, but Damon hadn’t encountered any revenants since leaving Zelkus, and part of him expected all of the monsters he’d apparently avoided to show up at once. 
 
    They never did, and as he made his way down a slope that he knew from his childhood, he stopped and centered himself. The clearing was just beyond the next stretch of trees. He could set up his tent there for the night, perhaps next to the lake, if it still existed. 
 
    He abandoned the idea as he pushed forward and finally caught sight of his destination. Dumbfounded, Damon stared at the tower, his childhood home, standing tall where it had always been. It was impossible, and he shook his head, blinking as though expecting it to disappear at any moment. 
 
    The Blacksoul Band had destroyed the tower. He’d watched it fall into a pile of rubble and flames while running for his life alongside his family and Kastet. Someone had rebuilt it in the time since, and it didn’t take much guesswork for Damon to have a reasonable idea as to whom. 
 
    Stone for stone, it was an exact replica, at least as far as he could tell. Some of the old wear and tear had been repaired, like the cracks in the wall around the windows, and the old, stone dome cover which had once enclosed the rooftop balcony. It was undeniably the same tower, however, even with a door made from the same wood, with the same style of handle, as the original. 
 
    He forced himself to stay where he was and observe the structure from a distance, despite the intense, tragic pull it held over him. Truth be told, he wanted to rush inside and sit down in the common room and just… take it all in. Let the nostalgia and emotions wash over him, and stop thinking so much about what he needed to do or who he needed to save. 
 
    He wanted to go home, and it was right there in front of him. 
 
    Damon walked a slow circle around the clearing. The lake was unchanged from how he remembered it. Perhaps the water level was slightly different, but that had always fluctuated with the seasons.  
 
    There was no shed anymore, where they’d once kept the horses. The Blacksoul Band had burned that to the ground, too, along with their animals, and the band had eventually died for it at Damon’s hand. He poked his tongue at the back of one of his teeth as he thought about the memory, remembering his cold fury. He’d been kind of unstable back then, which was odd to consider, in retrospect. 
 
    Once he arrived back at the point where he entered the clearing, he saw no real way around approaching the tower. He cursed Ria for not elaborating on the state of the farmstead when she’d brought up seeing Malon here, but perhaps she’d done that thinking it might be a surprise for him. It was possible the tower had only been rebuilt recently, or maybe Ria hadn’t entered the clearing and seen it for herself. It didn’t matter. 
 
    He came up to the door and was presented with the fairly bizarre question of whether he needed to knock. This was his home… wasn’t it? Did it matter that it had been rebuilt in the time since, and that its owner no doubt still thought him dead? Maybe, but not enough for him to care. It was still his home. It had to be, just as Malon was still his aesta. 
 
     He found the door unlocked but couldn’t bring himself to be disconcerted by that fact. The interior was dim, but Damon knew the common room well enough that it could have been pitch black and he still would have recognized everything within. He felt a rocky lump in his throat as he looked at the hearth and the kitchen in the back, and the doors leading to each of their rooms. 
 
    “Aesta?” he called.  
 
    No answer came. His relief at finding himself alone left him feeling a little guilty, a betrayal of the love he held for the old tower and his family. He shook the thought away and slowly entered the common room, taking his boots off by the door as he would have as a child. 
 
    The space felt used, if perhaps not lived-in full-time. The common room table, a match for their old one, ignoring the extra polish and lack of stains, was free of dust. The hearth was full of ash, with a pile of firewood nearby that couldn’t have been that old.  
 
    The kitchen was silent and empty, but there was a wash bucket next to the counter with a small amount of moisture left in the bottom. Damon checked the pantry and found a fair amount of food, nonperishable stuff, grains and beans and dried fruit. There were bottles of brandy, one with a third missing from it, which he took with him. 
 
    He checked the other rooms. The one which Ria and Vel had shared was plain and empty, holding only their beds, which no doubt had never, and would never, be used. The thought stung him for some reason. 
 
    He entered his own bedchamber and found it in a similar state. He couldn’t stop his mind from overlaying what he remembered onto what he was seeing now, trying to resolve the room’s bare décor against the shadow of the past. He sat down on the bed, which felt more or less as it had. 
 
    He was possessed by an urge to pull a few things out of his pack and busy up the space. He threw his dirty clothes on the floor, where they inevitably would have ended up back when he still resided at home. He put his broken myrblade on the bedside table and then changed his mind, opting to keep it in his belt, where it belonged. 
 
    The memories started hitting him hard and fast as he reentered the common room. He remembered when his father had first brought him to the clearing, how he’d seen the tower and been unnecessarily terrified by its looming profile.  
 
    He thought of when he’d been eleven, and one of the wildfires had trapped them all in the tower. Malon had read to them by candlelight for hours, distracting them from the smoke that had been slowly seeping in through the windows, every bit as much of a threat to their lives as the flames. They’d survived, but it was only Malon’s calm demeanor that had kept Damon or Vel or Ria from realizing the danger they’d been in until much later. 
 
    He thought of how strange and excited he’d felt when he’d first arrived back to the farmstead as an adult. Malon had seemed so different, so much more compelling and attractive to him as a grown man. Vel had shown up the next day, prissy and suspicious with her secrets and her mask. Ria had been her usual wild self, with a new aspect of flirtation and spontaneity. 
 
    Damon took a breath. It was all too much at once. It felt like confronting what Ria had warned him about earlier, all the loss and change. There was no undoing what had been done. Time moved in only one direction. 
 
    “Dinner, then,” he muttered. “Does anyone object to an early dinner?” 
 
    He looked around as though he might find someone to answer. He touched his myrblade, jiggled it a bit, flicked it on the hilt.  
 
    “No objections,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Damon built a fire in the hearth without any struggle. It was such a familiar task that he could have done it with his eyes closed. He split the wood, arranged a bit of birchbark as tinder, and set it all alight, feeling the heat of his memories as much as the heat of the burgeoning flame. 
 
    He found a pot in the kitchen which he filled with water from the lake. He cut up some cured sausage, which he added to the pot with rice and beans, making a slightly meatier, slightly soupier version of the same dinner he’d eaten the previous night. 
 
    He felt safe from the revenants for a few reasons, some of which made more sense than others. For one, the tower was incredibly sturdy and easily defensible. If they attacked, and if they managed to get in through the door, he could simply go to one of the higher floors and defend from there. 
 
    But he didn’t think the revenants were going to attack. He was home. Home was safe. It didn’t make sense, but he somehow felt a strange certainty that they wouldn’t be able to reach the tower, not intentionally, and not by chance. 
 
    For that reason, Damon decided he was secure enough to risk getting drunk. He poured himself a large glass of brandy, set his feet up atop a second chair in front of the fire, and waited for the stew to cook. The brandy was actually quite good, and he felt a surge of warmth through his chest and face after taking a few sips. 
 
    He sat like that for several long minutes. A noise came from outside, one he’d all but expected and been waiting for. Someone else, coming home. 
 
    The door to the tower swung open, and a woman with glowing red eyes, a neat red braid, and a heartbreakingly familiar face strode into the room. Damon stared at Malon without the slightest guess or expectation as to what she might say or do. 
 
    She was every bit the Red Sorceress now, so much so that he began to doubt the wisdom of his conviction to seek her out. She looked ready for violence, one hand poised to summon a fireball with the air above it already wavering with a shimmer of heat.  
 
    Her clothing was expensive and tailored to fit every full curve of her body, far finer than anything his aesta would have worn in the time before. A black bodice with gold trim, and ties pulled tight across her pale chest displayed her cleavage in a generous fashion. She wore a short skirt over skintight gray leggings, with a pair of black boots that rose all the way to her knees and a short cloak covering her neck and shoulders finishing the outfit off. 
 
     Damon stared at her, but that would have happened regardless of what she wore, if she’d arrived naked or shown up covered by a shroud. His heart pounded in his chest, but he could hardly feel it or anything else. He stared into her glowing eyes, her cold expression, her seductive clothing, none of it making any sense in the way it should have. 
 
    “Aesta…” he said, voice barely audible even in the near silence. 
 
    Slowly, like in a dream, Malon dropped her arms to her sides. She blinked, and her glowing eyes were replaced with familiar green ones. She shook her head, her mouth forming soundless syllables. Damon stood up from his chair so fast he knocked it over in his haste to run to her and pull her into a tight hug. 
 
    “Solas,” she said, sobbing it as much as speaking. “Oh… oh… solas!” 
 
    She hugged him back tightly, her leather-clad body so soft against his. She felt so familiar, but so different, so dangerous. It made such a contrast against his memories of her that he almost wanted to hold her at arm’s length and look again to confirm, but then he inhaled her scent, with that distinct crimmor bark edge, as sharp and sweet as anything could be. It was her, it was definitely her, but True Divine… so much else had changed. 
 
    He kissed her hair and squeezed her in his arms again. She’d caught her breath, but she wasn’t letting go, even though the hug had gone on for what felt like minutes. She hugged him as though she feared she’d wake up if she let go, find that it was all just a dream, and Damon understood that fear all too well. 
 
    It was as though they were holding on for dear life within the eye of the storm, safe from the chaos of the world within the center of each other’s arms. But eventually, they pulled back, just a few inches at first, enough to see each other’s faces. Malon wasn’t crying, but she looked within reach of it.  
 
    She stared at him, her hands touching his still uneven hair, and then his face. She touched his hand, brought it to her mouth, and kissed his knuckles. Her eyes flitted toward the pot over the fire, and she gave him a familiar smile. 
 
    “I see you’ve made yourself right at home,” she said, walking over to his simmering dinner. “You put too much water in, it looks like. It’ll boil over.” 
 
    Damon shut the door, letting his fingers linger on the handle as he turned to look at her, half bent over in front of the hearth, stirring the pot with the ladle. 
 
    “I thought I’d just toss it on and let it heat up.” He moved to stand behind her, a foot or so removed, but close enough to feel aware of her presence. “See what happens.” 
 
    She set the ladle down and smiled, stepping closer to him in a way that made it hard to focus. “That’s you, end up with a mess.” 
 
    He wanted to hold her again, to kiss her… to do so much more than that. But it wasn’t that simple. His emotions weren’t that simple. In some ways, seeing her look at him like that made him feel like a boy and a man all at once, layer upon layer of memories, the contrast of two different kinds of love. Her eyes threatened to pull him in any direction, every direction, all at once. 
 
    “You would know,” he said. “You are the expert on messes, aesta.” 
 
    There was a bitter edge to his voice, unexpected and uninvited. Justified. He felt it then, the sudden deluge of hurt he’d suppressed in that moment, five years earlier, when he’d realized that she’d become Lascivious’s pawn. 
 
    She’d had no choice in hurting him… but it still hurt. It fucking smoldered. 
 
    “There are no words to properly express how sorry I am,” she whispered. “I hope you know that I never intended… never imagined… that she would…” Malon stopped and shook her head. “I was trying to pick the least bad decision from the ones I still had.” 
 
    “The least bad decision?” Damon chuckled darkly and shook his head. “I trusted you! I still had faith when I went to face Lascivious that somehow, some way, there’d be an answer. That we’d come up with one… together. But it seems you already had.” 
 
    “Solas, I—” 
 
    “Five years!” he shouted, anger coming to the surface that he hadn’t acknowledged before. “I lost five years, aesta, frozen in the ice, all because I tried to stop Lascivious… and you. Because I tried to do what was right. And what do I find when I come back? The people I love, scattered and alone and suffering. The world, destroyed… my effort and sacrifice having amounted to less than nothing.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I deserve your ire, truly, and I accept responsibility for it. But I made the choice that I had to back then.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” he snapped. “Look at what’s happened!” 
 
    “I do, every day,” she whispered. “I look at Vel, and Ria, both still alive and well. I love them beyond words even if they hate me, and the fact I was able to save them from Lascivious is what I’m most thankful of all for. Well, it’s what I was most thankful for… until I opened the door and saw you.” 
 
    He stared at her, unsure of what to say, unsure of whether he understood her perspective and actions as well as he’d thought he did. There was so much love in her expression that he could have pulled that face from a memory. It helped that she was still timelessly beautiful, and if anything, she appeared younger than she once had, at least relative to the aging Damon saw in everyone else. 
 
    “Aesta…” he finally managed, shaking his head more in conflict than dismissal. 
 
    “You can yell at me.” She smiled as she said it, taking his hands into hers so the tips of his fingers settled within her palms. “You can hate me. If this is real, this… perfect moment, then it will still be one of the most wonderful days of my life, regardless. It’s enough to have you here, solas, no matter why you came or what you think of me.” 
 
    Her hands tightened, and there was obvious moisture in her eyes as she flashed another disbelieving smile. A hiss came from the fire. The pot had boiled over. 
 
    “I told you,” she said, in a soft voice. 
 
    “I suppose you did.” 
 
    He laughed and pulled her into a tight hug, which she reciprocated for a few seconds before tapping him on the back and trying to wriggle away to deal with the mess that was their dinner.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Malon disappeared into the kitchen with the dripping pot. Damon took a seat at the common room table, feeling the surrealness of the moment like a waking dream. She came back out, still eyeing the stew and adding salt and various herbs to it for flavor, and then returned it to the hook over the fire. 
 
    She was dressed like the Red Sorceress, clothes all black and skimpy and dangerous, but she moved like she always had, graceful and deliberate. She stirred the pot with a long ladle, glancing his way every couple of seconds as though she feared he might disappear from the edge of her periphery. 
 
    “You said you were… frozen in ice?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said.  “I was. Strange experience, that.” 
 
    “Were you…?” 
 
    “Awake?” He shook his head. “No. I thought days, maybe weeks, had passed when I came to. That first day back in Veridan’s Curve was interesting, to say the least.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well…” He felt a slight heat on his neck as he remembered it. “I was naked, for starters.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair, watching her reaction. She looked at him, brow slightly furrowed, smiling like she couldn’t quite tell whether he was serious. Her eyes ran across his chest, down his body, and back up. He realized she’d just pictured him naked, and it was as though the weight of her gaze lingered, teasing him even after she looked away. 
 
    “That must have been quite a lot to swallow, all at once,” she said. “I mean… To suddenly be thrust into that. How did you even manage?” 
 
    He continued from there, explaining how he encountered Arylla and her party, his travels north from there to Silke. It was so much easier telling her it all, for reasons that went beyond her being a good listener and genuinely caring about what he’d been through. 
 
    It made him feel he was home, more than the rebuilt tower, or the sight of her stirring the cookpot over the fire. It was that feeling of coming back to something, someone, that made sense, a feeling of unconditional love so powerful that it still burned blindingly bright in the face of everything they’d been through. 
 
    “I saw Vel,” he said. “She’s doing well. She’s apprenticed to a tailor in Silke.” 
 
    “I know.” Malon let out a sigh, smiling sadly. “I’m glad the two of you were able to share a reunion.” 
 
    There was more there, but Damon could sense the rawness of her feelings. He wondered if perhaps his own relationship with Malon might have taken similar damage, had he been around for the entirety of the past five years. 
 
    “I tried to convince her to come with me, but she seemed content, if not happy,” he said. 
 
    Malon took the stew off the fire, still talking to him over one shoulder as she carried it into the kitchen. “I think that may have been for the best. She’s still young. She still has a chance to live a full life without carrying the burdens of the past if she so chooses. She should have that chance.” 
 
    “Yeah, my thinking was… similar.” He leaned back in his chair, missing Vel, despite his words. To have her and Ria back at the tower, all of them sharing in this reunion together… 
 
    He shook the idea from his head, knowing it for the fantasy it was. Just to have his aesta here, even if only for tonight, was something he needed to be grateful for. 
 
    “I traveled to see Ria, as well,” he said. 
 
    Malon set a bowl of stew down in front of him as she sat down across the table. She was silent as she stirred her spoon through her own bowl, as though taking care to let him speak what he was feeling before she shared her own perspective. 
 
    “Her hair is silver now,” continued Damon. “Like a pale silverish green. It looks good. She’s well respected among her people.” 
 
    “The Vaista Aestairius,” said Malon. 
 
    “She said she’d encountered you once,” he said. “It was only through her telling me that I knew to come here.” 
 
    He took a bite of the stew. It was piping hot and spicy, scorching his tongue in the most delicious way. 
 
    “It would be correct to call it… an encounter.” Malon closed her eyes, lowering her head slightly. “You know how she is. She has always blamed me for what happened to you. Which is to say, I also blamed myself, but telling her as much did nothing for our fractured relationship.” 
 
    “She might listen now,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Perhaps.” She smiled, letting the moment pass. “How’s the stew?” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” 
 
    He had so much more to say and so much more to ask, but he couldn’t bring himself to voice any of it. The state of the ruined world, Lascivious’s intentions, the future… It was all too weighty, too sharp around the edges.  
 
    It wasn’t as though he couldn’t handle her answers, whatever they might be. He just wanted the moment to last a few minutes, a few hours longer. He needed this, and it was so, so fragile. 
 
    “I see you found one of my bottles of brandy,” said Malon. 
 
    Damon snapped back to the present. He flashed a cocky smile and tilted his glass before taking a sip, forgetting again how thin his tolerance for alcohol had become. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d mind if I helped myself,” he said, with a small cough. 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” She grinned and quickly got herself a cup, which she poured half full. “I don’t drink much, these days. Only on special occasions.” 
 
    “I think this qualifies.” He pushed his leg forward under the table, letting his foot kick gently against hers. She let out a small, girlish laugh and kicked him back, running her toes up the side of his leg afterward. 
 
    He grabbed her foot and pulled, forcing her chair forward, wooden legs dragging across the stone. Malon let out an exaggerated squeal, followed by a smiling sigh as he began to gently massage her foot through the thin stockings she wore. Her foot was right on his lap now, and even just that small amount of contact felt so significant, so dangerous. 
 
    A creaking noise came from the door as the wind shifted. Damon tensed, his eyes flitting around the room, checking the windows, though he could see little through the reflection of the firelight against the night. 
 
    “You’re safe here,” said Malon. “Regardless of what happens. I promise you, solas. You’ll always be safe, both in this tower, and with me.” 
 
    “Aesta…” He felt an odd mixture of rebellious love, appreciating the sentiment while chafing at the implication like a teenager. “I’ve managed well enough on my own. I’m a grown man now… as you well know.” 
 
    The side of her mouth twitched, along with her foot in his lap. She pressed it down against his thigh as though she could hold him in place if she so chose. 
 
    “All grown up,” she said. “I see your confidence hasn’t waned in the slightest.” 
 
    “It’s burgeoned, if anything.” He held her gaze, still teasing her foot with his fingers.  
 
    Malon stared back, still looking as though the act of not smiling under the tension was taking some serious effort. She cleared her throat, pulled her foot back, and stood up. 
 
    “I should clear the table while the mess is still fresh,” she said. 
 
    He watched her as she slid his bowl across the table, leaning forward, breasts straining against the fabric of her top, which was doing an admirable job of squeezing them together. Slowly, Damon stood up. He drew close to her, and she set the dishes she was holding down, not turning to face him, but clearly shifting her attention his way. 
 
    “Here.” He made as though to reach past her to help her with one of the bowls. The motion put his body against hers, while still providing him with a certain amount of plausible deniability. 
 
    “So helpful,” she said. “So very helpful.” 
 
    He let his body press into hers, playing that old game they’d both enjoyed far too much. An aesta and solas, bursting with love for one another. Too much love, of both the right and wrong sorts. Damon set his hands on her hips, slowly running them up her body, crotch flexing forward with blatantly lewd motions. 
 
    The way her breathing shifted was so wickedly erotic, rising and quickening and rewarding him for his efforts. His heart pounded in his chest. Truth be told, he had no idea how things had changed between them or how she would react. 
 
    Five years was a long time, and he knew those years had been filled with no small amount of guilt on her side. She’d said it felt like a dream, to have him back. Would having him back as his old, horny, self, unwilling to respect the ultimate boundary, turn that dream into a nightmare? 
 
    He slid his hands higher. His cock was hard, and there was no way she didn’t feel it nestled there against her butt, like a stray piece of firewood. He inhaled, breathing the intoxication of her scent, and brought his lips near her neck. 
 
    Malon cleared her throat. “Solas. Would you be so kind as to pour me another glass of brandy?” 
 
    Her voice was musical, playful, certainly not hiding a reprimand. Damon lingered a moment before pulling back, mesmerized by how dark and erotic she looked in her sorceress outfit. 
 
    “I would love to, aesta,” he said, finally breaking contact. “Just tell me when.” 
 
    He poured, and she watched without saying a word, smiling and teasing him back with those brilliant green eyes. They sat down again, drinking mostly in silence, the tension as high as it had ever been between them. Damon’s eyes kept falling down to his aesta’s cleavage, and he knew she noticed each time. 
 
    “You should wash up before bed,” said Malon. “I’m sure you’ve been traveling hard these past few days.” 
 
    “Non-stop,” said Damon. “You know how I am when I get going.” 
 
    “Better than anyone.” She bit her lower lip. The room felt so small, and she was right there, so close he could reach out and just… take her. “I’ll get you a towel cloth!” 
 
    Malon stood up from the table and hurried to the closet. She set the towel down on the table and finally shifted back into her familiar routine, carrying the dirty dishes off into the kitchen. Damon waited for a minute before taking the towel and heading to the door, as much to let himself calm down as anything. 
 
    The lake was much as he remembered. He stripped down and slowly sank into the cool water, taking a few shallow breaths before dunking his head. He took his time, shamelessly hoping that Malon would come out and join him.  
 
    The thought brought to mind the memory of his first day back at the tower as an adult, when the teasing had been new and strange to both of them. It was still new and strange, though in different ways, colored by time and expectations.  
 
    He finished bathing and climbed out of the lake. He didn’t bother to put his clothes back on, ostensibly because they needed a wash, too, but in truth, he wanted to walk back into the tower in just a towel. He wanted to see his aesta’s eyes, her reaction, the way her face would flush and take on that playful but authoritative smile. 
 
    Disappointingly, she wasn’t in the common room when he got back, and the door to her room was shut. Damon waited for a moment, but he had no real reason to linger, still dripping wet and undressed. He made his way into his room, which felt familiar and surreal in equal measure, and dried himself off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Damon briefly considered heading back out to knock on Malon’s door, or even sneak into her room, before deciding it would be far too brazen for his first day back. So much had happened. So much had changed. He didn’t want to ruin it, not over something as pointless and secondary as his own burgeoning lust. 
 
    Besides, he could always just take care of himself. He spread out across the bed, enjoying the sensation of the clean quilt, and took hold of his cock. His thoughts immediately jumped back to Malon, the way she’d looked in her tight-fitting sorceress outfit, the way she’d smiled at him with those roving eyes. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Damon barely had time to pull the quilt over his erection before it opened. Malon hesitated with it half open, poking her head through while averting her gaze in a manner that suggested she’d already gotten an eyeful. 
 
    “Solas?” she said. “Are you, um, still awake?” 
 
    Damon took a breath, the blood pounding through his head and elsewhere. “I’m still awake.” 
 
    She came into the room, feet quiet and bare against the floor. She’d changed into a nightgown, more comfortable than her other clothing if a touch less interesting. Damon blinked as his eyes resolved to the dark and realized it was a pink nightgown, almost a perfect match for the one he’d once bought her that had long since been lost to the ages. 
 
    “I wanted to wish you goodnight.” Her eyes stayed on his face, focused and deliberate, not darting down to the obvious bulge under the quilt. “And I wanted to offer you a massage if you wanted one. All the traveling must have been rough on your shoulders and back.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s been rough alright.” He shifted, lifting one of his legs, stopping just short of posing for her.  
 
    A flush came over Malon’s cheeks, and she glanced away, a smile stealing upward at the edge of her mouth. 
 
    What was she doing? It was altogether possible that he was reading too deeply into her words, her sincere love for him, and misinterpreting her meaning. It was also possible that this was her attempt at seduction, made slightly clumsy by years out of practice and the fact that he was usually the aggressive one. 
 
    He wanted to simply stand up, grab her, and throw her down on the bed. He could do that… but in so many ways, he couldn’t. His hands were tied, bound by his own love for her. He needed her as she was, as his aesta, more than he needed a hole to sink his cock into.  
 
    Perversely, the thought only made his erection that much harder, and then she was walking toward the bed and he was suddenly left debating whether to roll over or simply pull the quilt off and flash her. 
 
    “Well,” said Malon. “As long as you don’t mind your aesta’s hands rubbing you down…” 
 
    “I’ll take your hands any day, aesta,” he said. 
 
    As it happened, he did both, pulling the quilt down slowly and feeling a sick, horny thrill as his thick tool was briefly out in the open. He knew she was looking at it. He also knew, or at least suspected, that if he pushed his luck past what she was comfortable with, she’d simply say goodnight and leave the room. He flipped over. 
 
    Malon’s familiar weight settled down on the bed next to him. She started rubbing his back, her impossibly soft hands massaging with small circles that broadened outward from the center of his back. Her thumbs pressed inward, loosening stubborn knots. 
 
    “You have so much tension in your muscles,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m counting on you to get it all out.” 
 
    She made a soft, amused noise, hands shifting upward. “I’ve always loved your shoulders. So broad and powerful.” 
 
    She leaned forward, working a different kind of magic into his neck, down to his shoulder blades, and then along his arm. Damon felt her breath against his bare neck. He couldn’t see her, but could feel how she was positioned, mouth close enough to kiss him if she wanted to. 
 
    She shifted, rubbing harder, getting into it with small noises of effort as she dug into his lower back. Damon would have been content with this, a basic massage, the feeling of her hands and the closeness of her presence, if it weren’t for how turned on he’d been when she entered the room. It felt like a particularly cruel sort of torture to be so aroused and have her touching him so carefully. 
 
    “Solas,” whispered Malon. “I could… do your front, as well. If you wanted me to.” 
 
    It was as though she could read his mind. There was hesitation in her tone, enough to tell him that she knew exactly what he expected, and what she was offering. 
 
    “Aesta, that would be perfect,” he said. 
 
    She laughed and gently slapped his shoulder. “You’re so eager. I thought you’d say yes, but it’s almost as though…” 
 
    She trailed off as he turned onto his back, letting his erection pull into view like the raised standard of a particularly aggressive army. He set his hand on one of her thighs, staring into her face. She glanced away and then back, watching him carefully. 
 
    “Is this alright?” he asked, all but gesturing to his cock. He was smirking, he realized. It was hard to keep from enjoying this, the back and forth with the subtle teasing, the intense undercurrent of love they truly felt for one another. 
 
    “I was… curious if all the years away might have cooled your desire,” she said.  
 
    “If they did, seeing you in that tight outfit brought my lust back in full force,” he said. “All I could think about when I saw you was grabbing and—” 
 
    “Solas.” She narrowed her eyes, though her smile betrayed her. “Mind your language.” 
 
    He ran his hand up the side of her body, content to hold his tongue if she’d let him do other things. His fingers teased at the edge of her nightgown. She was staring at his cock, seemingly transfixed by it. Would she stop him now if he tried? It was risky, but maybe… maybe she wanted it just as badly as he did. 
 
    “I did a lot of thinking over these past few years,” she said. “About how I was with you. About… how far off the path we went.” 
 
    “I don’t regret it,” he whispered. “I love you, aesta. I wouldn’t take any of it back.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I understand your love, solas. Which is why…” 
 
    She set a hand on his chest and slowly began sliding it down toward his stomach. The effect it had on him stole his breath away. He was suddenly concerned that it might only take a brush of her fingers to have him bursting and could all but imagine how amused she’d be, how she’d tease him for his eagerness. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered, breathing against his ear as her fingers came within an inch of his throbbing cock.  
 
    He turned and kissed her on the mouth, delighting in how eagerly her lips and tongue met his. He felt her fingers make the first touch, as hot and pleasurable as anything could be, and then her soft palm embraced his manhood. 
 
    Damon was glad he couldn’t see his own lustful face as she slowly, lovingly, began stroking him off. He kissed Malon fiercely, horny energy stirring his aggressiveness. As he moved to take her, to shift her underneath him and show her just how much he truly loved her, he felt her flex her control. 
 
    It was a small thing, a tightening of her grip on his cock combined with a flicker of crimson in her eyes, but it was enough to press him back flat into the bed. He both loved and hated the way she’d always done this, giving him room to push her as far as her lust would allow before remembering her decency and shutting him down. 
 
    Except, she hadn’t shut him down, she’d merely enforced her own terms. She was still slowly beating her hand up and down his manhood, still kissing him and letting out soft noises of arousal.  
 
    He could barely think, the pleasure twisting and shifting his mind toward dark places. He’d let her be in control… for now. She’d let her guard down eventually, and then he’d take her as completely as he ever had in the years before, take her and make her his, and make her moan. 
 
    “That’s right, solas,” whispered Malon. “Let me know how good it feels.” 
 
    He tensed his jaw and groaned from the pleasure, sensing how much she was savoring the moment, too. True Divine, she had him good, and he loved it as much as he hated it. Far more than he hated it. Had he ever truly had the power in their relationship, or was it just a story of what his sensual, lustful aesta had decided to let him get away with each time? 
 
    She kissed him deeply, her hand pumping faster and faster until Damon’s head was spinning and he couldn’t see through the throbbing of his own pleasure. Malon clamped her nightgown down over his manhood as he came, collecting the mess while reaching a hand under to fondle and caress with lewd, loving motions. 
 
    “Feel better?” she whispered. 
 
    “So much better.” He smiled and shook his head, not even knowing how to express what he felt. “Aesta… I missed home.” 
 
    She slid back up beside him, entirely unconcerned by her nightgown being soiled by his seed. She cupped his face, caressing him and staring into his eyes. “I’m still hardly able to believe that this is anything more than a lingering dream. I’ve missed you so much, solas.” 
 
    Her voice wavered, hinting at years of pain and guilt and loss. Damon placed his hand over hers. 
 
    “I’m right here,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    It was true, too, though he knew not what it might mean in practice. They’d been so careful in what they talked about, avoiding any topic of conversation that might have led to disagreement. He could see from her eyes that she was thinking the same thing. 
 
    “We will have to speak at length, tomorrow,” she whispered. “I hope more than anything that you’ll listen and place your trust in me, and avoid jumping to early conclusions.” 
 
    “I will. I hope you didn’t think that you needed to use this massage to get that from me.” 
 
    She let out a sigh. “Well, I suppose that was a small part of it. I just… Solas, I still can’t believe you’re here. I fear that as soon as I do let myself believe it, I’ll immediately shift to worrying you’ll leave again.” 
 
    “I told you, I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    She gently ran her hand over his chest. “No, I suppose you aren’t. At least not yet.” 
 
    He hugged her to him, pulling the quilt up to cover them both. She stayed with him, but as his breathing began to even out and he felt himself drifting off, she planted a gentle kiss on his lips and made her way to the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Damon woke up in his old bed, in his old room, and felt amazing. He dressed, smiling to himself as he walked out into the common room. He didn’t see Malon and felt anxious for a moment that she might have left, but she emerged from the kitchen, and her smile made everything right again. 
 
    “Good morning, solas,” she said. She’d filled the cookpot with what looked like porridge and moved to hang it over the fire. 
 
    “Good morning, aesta.” 
 
    He walked over and wrapped her into a tight hug. He was still aroused from sleep, and she let out a soft, good-natured laugh and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “Someone’s feeling frisky,” she said. 
 
    “Very frisky,” he said. “Why don’t we spend some time together after breakfast?” 
 
    Casually propositioning his aesta for sex as they sat down at the common room table. Damon marveled at how far he’d come in life. Malon never stopped smiling and staring at him, however, delighted by his presence, delighted by the attention. 
 
    “There are still chores to tend to here, if fewer than there were before,” she pointed out. “I was hoping you could help with gathering some firewood.” 
 
    He nodded, but a question came to mind as he glanced at the dwindling firewood pile and thought of the state of the tower when he’d arrived. “You weren’t staying here before, were you?” 
 
    “Not actively, no,” said Malon. “I use this as my home while I’m on the surface, but most of my time is spent within Veridas Keep with Seffi.” 
 
    He had more questions but he held back from giving them voice. She would explain more in her own time, and the only thing waiting cost him was more time with her, ahead of whatever complications awaited them. It was simpler… safer… to be patient. 
 
    He knew it was a mirage, the two of them pretending like this. A part of him needed it, the part that still struggled to make sense of the fact that five years of his life was gone, that the world he’d known and understood was gone. If Malon wanted this, needed this, too, then what was the harm of pretending for a while longer? 
 
    They ate porridge across from one another. It was warm and sweet and filling, and it wasn’t hard for Damon to fall into the rhythm of reminiscing over old memories from a time when the world had made more sense. He was smiling by the end of it, and he gave Malon a tight hug before grabbing the axe and setting off to gather firewood. 
 
    The weather was as fair as it could be, with a warm breeze offsetting the overcast sky. The forest around the clearing was just familiar enough to surprise him whenever he noticed the absence of an older tree he remembered, or the new existence of a patch of younger ones. 
 
    There was plenty of deadwood to collect. He found a dead oak tree of just the right thickness, pushed it over easily, and set about chopping it into manageable pieces. He worked up a sweat, took a few breaks to snack on some blackberries from a bush he’d spotted, and slowly began dragging it all back. 
 
    He had set off again, completing a wider circle around the clearing and finding that, despite the changes to the landscape, it was hard to walk a hundred feet without seeing something that triggered an old memory. His emotions rippled in response to seeing a tree that Ria had convinced him to climb and almost pushed him out of, or the gap between two boulders where Vel had outsmarted him when they’d played the seeking game. 
 
    He found a fallen tree that was too thick to be practical for his axe, but laden with branches that would burn suitably. A rustle came from the forest behind him while he was busily snapping them off. He turned, expecting Malon watching him afar or come to ask a question. 
 
    A revenant that had once been a tall, girthy man stumbled forward, moaning absently, eyes rolling about unfocused in each socket. Damon took a step back, gripping his axe tightly in both hands and glancing around to make sure he’d have the room he’d need to use it. 
 
    The revenant stumbled over a tree root, which would have been the perfect opening had Damon not already been midway into an attack. The head of his axe missed the monster’s neck, only clipping off a few strands of brittle, blood-matted hair. 
 
    He jumped backward as quickly as he could, bringing his weapon back up to bear. Another snap in the trees to his left announced the arrival of a second revenant. Three more approached from the right. He’d stumbled into a mob of them without realizing it, and he didn’t even have his sword on his belt. 
 
    Damon retreated deeper into the trees, trying to orient himself so all of the shambling monsters were coming at him in the same direction. He fought his own rising panic as much as the revenants, suddenly so annoyed at himself for not taking more precautions before hiking out on his own. 
 
    He took one down with a heavy chop from the axe, splitting its skull into two mutilated halves. The weapon was unfamiliar to him and not suited for the type of defense he needed, and he was still pulling it free as the other revenants closed the distance and grabbed at him. 
 
    He let out a shout, fighting with his elbows and the butt of the axe to push them back. He swung again, missed, reversed with the blunt end of the axe’s head, scoring a hit but nothing fatal. The press of the revenants was too much for him to fight, and it was all he could do to desperately shift and dodge away from their snapping teeth. 
 
    There was a sudden whoosh like the sound of a forge fire primed by the bellows. Every single one of the revenants collapsed in a burst of ash and flames. Damon gasped in surprise, sucking in smoke and unpleasant tasting grit. The back of his right hand and his wrist blistered with pain, but he was otherwise unharmed. 
 
    Malon stood amidst the trees in the direction of the tower, her eyes blazing with crimson, power shimmering and creating tiny distortions around her. One arm was extended, but her stance was comfortable, as though for her to wield that much power was basic and natural. 
 
    Sweaty and still reeling from fear and adrenaline, Damon felt his reverie break, punctured by the sight of the revenants and his aesta. The encounter had once again forced him to see the world as it was, rather than as he wanted it to be. A sudden, unexpected anger roiled through his chest, too justified for him to deny. 
 
    “I almost managed it, at least for a while,” he said. “I almost had myself thinking I was back home and that everything still made sense.” 
 
    “They don’t usually come this close to the clearing.” Malon lowered her arm, eyes turning back to their usual green. “I’ll search the area, see if I can cull any that have gathered around—” 
 
    “Do you really think that would change anything?” Damon shook his head, smiling bitterly. “Coming here… was a mistake. You aren’t blind, aesta, and neither am I. I woke up in this world, and I see it as it is now. Do you expect me to just sit in the tower? To just pretend that all of this destruction and defilement isn’t because of your master?” 
 
    Malon flinched and looked away from him. She closed her eyes, as though she’d been expecting this sort of outburst from him and yet still wasn’t quite ready for it. 
 
    “It isn’t that simple, solas,” she finally said. “Seffi has made mistakes. Massive, world-altering mistakes. But they’re in the past. She isn’t contributing to the strife.” 
 
    “Look around!” he shouted. “How can you say that?” 
 
    Damon gestured at the semi-circle of ash around him, still littered with chunks of bone and bits of metal, buttons from clothing or belts. 
 
     “All of the revenants that exist now stem from the few she created on the day we faced down Avarice,” said Malon.  
 
    “How is that possible? There couldn’t have been this many back then.” 
 
    “They create more through exposure.” Malon walked over to him, her face knotted with complicated emotions. “They can raise the dead if they gather around a grave in enough numbers. It may be… hard for you to believe, solas, but the situation was far worse a year or two ago.” 
 
    “Your point being?” he snapped. 
 
    “The people in the remaining havens and cities have learned to cremate their dead, or intern them in crypts where the revenants could never reach them,” said Malon. “They are still a plague onto the land, but they’re dying out, slowly and steadily.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to absolve her of guilt? I’ve seen the coast. She burned everything, aesta.” 
 
    “She did.” Malon nodded slowly. “I was there. I saw how volatile she was, at the time. She acted much like what she was… a teenage girl coming to terms with an unfortunate amount of trauma.” 
 
    “How can you make excuses for her? None of it changes anything. She did this to the world!” 
 
    “She was thirteen, solas,” said Malon. “What choices did you make when you were thirteen? Did you consider the impact of them? Did you grow and mature in the time that followed?” 
 
    He wanted to shout at her, to throw something at the unfairness of the comparison. He’d run off to become a gladiator; he hadn’t murdered thousands of people in a hissy fit. He felt more self-righteous than annoyed, as though she was attempting to steal his sense of good and evil, black and white. 
 
    He wondered if Lascivious had somehow forced her to believe what she was saying, or somehow tricked her into aligning with her evil cause. The thought felt like a betrayal of his aesta, a corruption of the trust he had for her. He took a breath, trying to keep calm and rational, if nothing else. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “Can we just go back to the tower? I’ll make dinner, and we can… please, solas. Just for one more day, can we be here… together?” 
 
    She walked up and took his hands into hers, and he let out a tired sigh. The truth was, he wanted it too, another a day of love and intimacy and peace. He wanted it so badly that it made his heart feel exposed. 
 
    “What did you… have in mind for dinner?” he asked. 
 
    She smiled at him, blinking her eyes, and summoning her composure. “Whatever you want. Whatever you’re in the mood for, I can make.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Damon spent the rest of the afternoon falling into and out of sulking, though he was well aware of how childish it was as a reaction. He stayed in his room, lying across his old bed, trying to make sense of the world that had gotten ahead of him. 
 
    On the other hand, Malon went about her chores at the tower as though nothing significant had happened. She set down the fine traveling clothes Kastet had given him back in Silke on his night table, washed and dried and folded. Damon sat up to thank her, but she was already off to whatever needed tending to next. 
 
    He let out a long sigh. She was still his aesta, but she was also Lascivious’s crest sorceress. It didn’t seem tenable, but it had been, for so long. There’d been a long period before Seffi had grown old enough to affect the passage of events in which Malon’s crest had just been a novelty, the source of her magic, rather than a mark of unflinching obedience. 
 
    He wanted to believe that her circumstances had shifted back to that balance, where she had the freedom to do what she wanted, to be who Damon remembered and loved, rather than Lascivious’s enforcer. He thought of Austine and how hard it had been for him to balance his loyalty to Avarice against their friendship. 
 
      He hoped Austine was still alive. Five years… He’d lost more than just the time. 
 
    Damon eventually mastered his morose mood for long enough to decide to sharpen his sword. He took the Remenai blade and carried it underhand, passing by Malon in the common room. They didn’t say anything to one another. He was trying, he really was. He hoped she knew that. 
 
    He also took his broken myrblade, though there was little point in setting it to the whetstone. Still, he set it down nearby as he began to sharpen the longsword, as though the noise of the act might stir Myr from her slumber. 
 
    It didn’t help his mood to think of how much he missed her, so instead he tried to remember everything about the moment back in Zelkus when he’d punched the tree and somehow pulled from the weapon’s enchantment. Ria’s stunned face was easy to bring to mind. The feeling in his knuckles, his fist, as if he’d seized the cold within his grip. 
 
    He really wished he could simply ask Myr for her opinion. It was that aspect of their relationship that felt like the greater loss, her honest advice and earnest companionship. She wasn’t gone for good, however. That frozen tree was proof of her existence, as far as he was concerned. He just needed to find a way to reach her. 
 
    Malon came out of the tower as the sun began to set. She came up behind him, gently setting her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “Dinner is ready,” she said. 
 
    Damon set his sword back into its sheath. “Alright. I could eat.” 
 
    She’d cooked baked potatoes, roasted and cut open and garnished with butter and chives, along with whole sausages and small, fluffy rolls. Damon found his appetite and dug in with enthusiasm, though he still felt his black mood lingering on the edges. 
 
    Neither of them said much. It would have been awkward with nearly anyone else, but every time Damon’s gaze shifted toward his aesta, she smiled and it seemed to make the moment feel comfortable and right.  
 
    “The potato is really good,” he said. 
 
    “I used a lot of butter,” said Malon. “It’s almost like cheating.” 
 
    “Where do you even get butter from out here?” he asked. “I can’t imagine that Morotai’s market is still around to barter at.” 
 
    He saw Malon and realized how accusatory his words must have sounded. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” she said. “I… came back to this area a few days after Seffi unleashed her fire. The town was empty.” 
 
    Damon winced. “I’m sure Jonna and Bart and all of the others made it somewhere safe.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure of that, not even close, but the only thing admitting that would do was feed into the righteous anger he’d felt before. He thought of Jonna and her family. He thought of Bylia, living with her sister up north in West Copperton. He thought of Keiza, who’d gone from being so suspicious of him to someone she’d genuinely trusted. 
 
    Most likely, some, if not all of them, were dead. He wasn’t naïve enough to think otherwise. He shook his head, looking back down at his plate. No, he wasn’t naïve… but here he was, playing pretend with his aesta, acting like nothing was wrong and nothing had changed. 
 
    “Solas…” She reached her hand across the table, looking at him as though his thoughts were on full display.  
 
    Damon let his fingers settle into hers and gave a loving squeeze. He didn’t have to pretend at loving her, at least. 
 
    Malon suddenly tensed, her eyes moving to the window. The last vestiges of sunlight spilled into the clearing from the west, illuminating the silhouette of a misshapen man making his way toward the tower.  
 
    “I’ll handle it,” she said. “This won’t take long.” 
 
    She stood up, and Damon didn’t stop her as she hurried to the door. He looked at the window again, noticing the odd gait of the figure, along with the shape of his shoulder. This was no revenant, but he recognized the threat, regardless. 
 
    “Old Thinker,” he muttered. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Lilian’s words came back to him, the revelation that the Old Thinker was a monster of Famine’s creation. Damon cursed under his breath. Even after the world had ended, the petty conflicts and power struggles between the Forsaken continued on without missing a beat. 
 
    He didn’t care about Lascivious or Famine, or even Wrath, wherever she was now. He did care about Malon, and the fact that she’d gone to face this freak alone unsettled him. Damon grabbed his sword and hurried to the door. 
 
    He caught up with her just as she’d begun channeling a spell, a fireball the size of a skull which she held over the palm of one outstretched hand. The orange glow of the flames brought out the red of her hair, which lent her an ominous ambience when combined with the crimson blazing in her eyes. 
 
    “Aesta!” he shouted. “Be careful! This is—” 
 
    “Don’t think so…” rumbled the Old Thinker. “No… I don’t… think.” 
 
    Malon let her spell fly, the fireball crossing the distance so quickly that it seemed elongated by the trail of its light. She’d aimed it at the deformed monster’s chest, but it curved at the last instant, veering toward its gaping shoulder mouth instead. 
 
    Damon thought it was intentional on her part until he glanced over and saw the surprise in her expression. The Old Thinker made a slurping noise as it ate her spell, in a literal sense, swallowing the flames and essence like a stray bite of food. 
 
    “What… is this?” muttered Malon. 
 
    “I’ve encountered it before,” said Damon. “Lilian was with me. She said it’s one of Famine’s creations.” 
 
    Malon’s eyes widened, and she reached her arm out, holding it in front of him protectively. “Get inside, solas. This monster is far more dangerous than I first realized.” 
 
    He drew his sword instead, not about to run and leave her to fight alone. “Can you hold it with your magic?” 
 
    “I can…” Malon shot him an irritated scowl but sighed. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Trust me, I will.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Damon took point, rushing forward to get the Old Thinker’s attention. The monster shifted from foot to foot, never standing completely still. The mouth on its shoulder seemed to pull away from the core, leaning and angling itself with a mind of its own. 
 
    “Don’t think… Don’t… No, no…” 
 
    “Now!” shouted Damon. 
 
    Malon’s spell was a crimson binding around the monster’s ankles, chest, and neck. Damon lunged forward, swinging his sword with both arms, putting his strength into what he hoped would be a killing strike. 
 
    The blade bit deep into the monster’s flesh, cutting through its cloak and leaving a gaping wound in its wake. As quickly as the damage had been done, however, it began to heal, with tendrils of new flesh knitting together like little, writhing worms. 
 
    The Old Thinker made a groaning noise, and the shoulder mouth began sucking, drinking Malon’s binding spell this time, like a child might slurp their soup. Damon gripped his sword tighter, trying to think of a new approach. He looked toward Malon, and she was bringing her hands together, already preparing another spell. 
 
    “I’m putting more power into this one,” she said. “Stand back!” 
 
    He nodded, though more because he couldn’t think of a better idea. He watched as Malon conjured a fireball too large and bright for him to look at directly. He placed his trust in her aim and took a few steps back, sword still held at the ready. 
 
    The air rippled with heat as she released her blast. There was an earsplitting crack as the flames collided with the monster, fire shooting upward in a pillar that reminded Damon altogether too much of Lascivious’s worldfire. He shielded his eyes, trying to see what, if anything, was left of the Old Thinker in the spell’s aftermath. 
 
    Smoke rose from the monster’s body in curling snakes, but as far as Damon could tell, any damage done had been superficial. It seemed larger than it had before, even, a suspicion confirmed as it took a lurching step forward. It was a head and a half taller than him now, somehow fed by Malon’s spell in the same way it had devoured the revenants. 
 
    Damon was at a loss for what to do next, and from Malon’s posture, so was she. They both slowly retreated as the monster started forward. The Old Thinker fell to all fours, scampering in a manner that put its shoulder mouth at a more natural orientation. 
 
    “My magic isn’t affecting it,” said Malon. “Solas, I—” 
 
    She let out a sudden gasp as the Old Thinker made a strange, throaty noise. A tongue longer and thicker than most ropes lashed outward, wrapping around Malon’s ankle and neatly tripping her. Her hands went up to cast a spell, only to immediately slap downward as the tongue began to travel up her body, binding her legs together. 
 
    “Aesta!” Damon was in motion, charging toward her, shoulders already turning to angle a strike against the slithering appendage. 
 
    He brought his sword down near the base of the tongue, further up from where it held Malon. The tongue dodged by the width of a hair, curling to avoid his slash and then pulling abruptly upward. Malon gasped as she was lifted straight into the air, held aloft by the tongue’s unreal strength. 
 
    Damon was dimly aware that he had fought a version of this monster before. Long ago, longer than it even seemed from his perspective, he and Ria had encountered a mouth monster within the kestian, in Famine’s chamber. He searched his recollection, trying to remember if they’d done anything special to defeat it. The one they’d fought back then hadn’t regenerated at such a terrifying speed, which made a wild difference in its effectiveness. 
 
    “Solas!” screamed Malon. She was panicking, trying to pull the tongue loose as it slid into compromising positions around her body. Part of it was wedged between her legs, and higher up it cut diagonally between her breasts, tightening and slackening with a disgusting, throbbing rhythm. 
 
    Damon cut at it again, this time managing to connect with the edge of his sword. Dark blood oozed out, but the tongue merely shifted away from his sword, the partially severed ends drawing back together and healing as though made of clay. 
 
    He shifted tactics, ignoring the monstrous mouth and attacking the old man it was attached to, who seemed confused and a little grumpy and entirely uninvolved in the fight. Damon stabbed him in the stomach, burying half the length of his sword into what would have been a killing blow against any mortal opponent. 
 
    “Don’t think so…” muttered the old man. “No… Nope.” 
 
    The shoulder mouth writhed sideways, hissing a spray of saliva and fluid Damon’s way. He dodged faster than he ever had in his life, not interested in discovering what that was all about. Malon screamed louder now. They were running out of time. 
 
    He’d reached a point of desperation deep enough to make pulling out his broken myrblade feel reasonable. The reach of the jagged sword end was pathetic, and he didn’t feel any power within the weapon in the way he once could. There was no well of potential, no essence of endless cold. It was just a broken nub of a sword. 
 
    The old man swung an arm at him with surprising speed, catching Damon in the chest. He flew backward, tumbling head over heels, with each passing glimpse revealing the monster reeling his aesta in by the tongue. He couldn’t watch this, but he seemingly couldn’t do anything to stop it, either. 
 
    A voice in the back of his head called him an idiot, which he couldn’t deny, but it was the tone of it which caught him off guard. He blinked, seeing a face like an after-image, like something in between a memory and a daydream. Pale blue skin, dark blue lips, ice blue eyes. 
 
    “You idiot!” screamed Myr. “Where do you think the other half of your sword went?” 
 
    “What…?” mumbled Damon. “The other half of my…” 
 
    It had been inside him. He sat up, staring at his hands. He’d absorbed his myrblade before facing Lascivious, so if it had broken while he’d been trying to stop the worldfire, most of it would have still been suffused into his body. 
 
    He groaned, lumbering to his feet, and charged at the Old Thinker, bare handed and furious. Malon was nearly at the point of entrance of the mouth, mere feet away from its razor-sharp teeth. Damon leapt as soon as he came within reach, landing on the monster’s back. 
 
    He dug his fingers in, letting his fingernails punch little divots into the disgusting flesh and getting the best grip he possibly could. He turned inward, trying to feel the presence he so often had used to command his myrblade onto himself.  
 
    He breathed out and saw a puff of frozen white. 
 
    The Old Thinker suddenly went stiff as Damon’s ice magic surged into it, all at once. He had to fling his hands backward almost as soon as he’d begun, realizing he was in danger of freezing far more than he’d intended. Malon and the tower, the lake in the clearing… another second or even a half second of applying his newfound power and they all would have been statues of ice. 
 
    The monster shattered into dark-colored shards of crystal as it fell forward onto the grass. Malon was breathing heavily and pulling at the tongue, now frozen, which was still binding and groping her. Damon hurried over and began snapping loose wherever he could find leverage. 
 
    “What did you do?” she whispered. “Your myrblade… was that it, or was that you?” 
 
    “Both,” he said. He set a hand on his heart and tried to listen for Myr’s voice again. Knowing that she was still with him was, in some ways, more comforting than having access to the weapon’s enchantment. He’d missed her so, so very much. 
 
    He helped Malon to her feet, and she pulled him into a tight hug. Damon brushed hair back from her face, feeling himself grinning as he stared into her eyes. They kissed, and he felt his heart shift from pounding with adrenaline to pounding for other, more interesting reasons. 
 
    A slow clap began from just beyond the tree line. Damon stiffened, immediately reaching for his sword, but he’d set it down across the grass when he’d committed to his bare-handed charge. He held Malon instead, who set a reassuring hand on his chest. 
 
    “Nicely done!” called a feminine voice. “I was worried I might have to step in, for a moment.” 
 
    A pulse of crimson light revealed a woman’s silhouette, and Damon knew who he was dealing with even before she’d strode out into the open. 
 
    Lascivious had finally made her appearance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    “Solas…” whispered Malon. Her voice was as much a plea as a warning, and she still had her hand on his chest, as though ready to hold him back if she had to. 
 
    It was justified. Damon knew himself well enough to half-expect that same reaction, anger and frustration and a self-righteous need to finish what he’d started. Except, as Lascivious strode forward and came more clearly into view, he realized just what it was that his aesta had meant. 
 
    Lascivious, Seffi, was five years older than she’d been when he last saw her, and those five years had brought about a significant change in her appearance. She was, without a doubt, the most alluring woman Damon had ever seen in person. 
 
    She wore a tight black gown with a long red cape, the cut low enough to expose much of her chest, the waist tight enough to emphasize the fullness of her hips. Her face was beautiful, with brilliant eyes that seemed a natural red in color, and faint flecks of glitter, gemdust, across her cheeks. Her hair was braided, just like Malon’s, dark brown in the place of red. 
 
    And yet, she still looked like Seffi, like that shy little girl who hadn’t even registered as a possible candidate for Lascivious when Damon had first met her. Her posture was ever so slightly reduced and sunken, as though she was trying to hide in plain sight for reasons unknown. She seemed flustered as she met his gaze, as though she was trying to power through the awkwardness of it and failing. 
 
    She didn’t radiate danger. She did remind him slightly of Wrath, but focused differently. Whereas Wrath’s essence lay in her physical power, Lascivious’s was… more in her chest and hips. 
 
    Perhaps she did radiate danger, though of a very different sort. 
 
    Damon realized absently that he was gawking at her, mouth open and possibly drooling slightly. The strangest thing was how she seemed subdued under his gaze, as though she was twice as aware and affected by his presence as he was by hers. 
 
    “Lascivious,” he said. “Seffi. Hello.” 
 
    He wasn’t about to let his guard down completely. With that said, as he watched Lascivious—the most powerful of the Forsaken, herald of desolation across Veridan’s Curve—attempt to stammer out a greeting, it was hard to feel all that intimidated.  
 
    “D… Damon Al-Kendras,” she finally managed. “You’re alive.” 
 
    “Alive and well,” he said. “No thanks to you.” 
 
    There was more anger in his voice than he’d expected, with a touch of contempt sneaking into the fore. No, he wasn’t completely sold on this face of Lascivious. He remembered how she’d been in Veridas Keep, her fury and arrogance. She could simply be acting. 
 
    “We should sit down,” said Malon, stepping forward to hold a hand out to them both. “We can talk within the tower. I’ll make us some tea.” 
 
    “It’s a tempting offer, but I don’t trust that easily,” he said. “Why are you acting like this? I’ve seen what you’re capable of. I all but died to stop you!” 
 
    He fell into a fighting stance, reaching within himself for Myr’s power. If he could hit her hard, if he could freeze her before she reacted, maybe… 
 
    Lascivious stared at the ground, her face flushed red with embarrassment, or perhaps shame. 
 
    “It isn’t that simple, solas,” said Malon. “Please! Look at her. She isn’t the same as she was on that night.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” he snapped. “It’s been five years. She’s probably regained even more of herself, since then.” 
 
    “It’s not…” Seffi stuttered and swore under her breath. “It isn’t… I mean… Not everything I remember makes me… better.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It isn’t an additive process,” explained Malon. “Do all of your memories serve a practical purpose? Do some of them hinder, more than help, or cause you to doubt yourself, in some cases justifiably? Extend that out across a hundred, a thousand lifetimes.” 
 
    Lascivious glared at him, but the expression still didn’t radiate violence. It was emotional, angry, but also vulnerable in that wrong, ugly sort of way. He remembered seeing that look once before.  
 
    It was the look Clara had given him that night outside Kastet’s chamber when she’d spoken of her memory of being raped. Her lack of memory, more accurately, the fear she had ahead of eventually remembering that terrible experience, her inability to run from or ever escape her past. 
 
    Damon felt a pang of sympathy for Lascivious, Seffi. But it passed, as he thought more of Clara, remembering the horrible, gaping wound Lascivious had inflicted upon her, and how she’d begged him to kill her with his own hands. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. “Whatever excuses you have don’t change a thing about what you did… Or what you might do now.” 
 
    He surged forward, rushing at her, not even thinking about how he’d attack in his fury and haste. There was a flash of crimson. Malon, not Lascivious. Damon felt a tug against his ankles and was suddenly flat on his face on the grass, ankles bound by a spell. 
 
    “I told you he wouldn’t listen!” cried Lascivious. “Aesta, I… There’s no other choice!” 
 
    “Seta!” snapped Malon.  
 
    Damon heard the sound of a slap, coupled with a surprised, feminine gasp. He rolled onto his side, taking it all in. The red mark on Lascivious’s face. Malon’s refusal to let him attack her. Seta, and aesta, and so much more he’d missed in those five stolen years. 
 
    He didn’t move as Malon sat down next to him. She gingerly lifted his head and pulled it into her lap, stroking his forehead with that tenderness he’d always found so soothing. 
 
    “Solas,” she whispered. “What you’re feeling is warranted, but it isn’t helpful right now. Look at the world. Does this sort of world truly need another fight? Please… I just got you back! I can’t lose you now. I simply can’t.” 
 
    Lascivious had sat down too, but she faced away from them, hand still rubbing the sore spot on her face. Damon looked up into Malon’s face, feeling her thighs underneath his head, sensing the truth in her words. 
 
    “You have a good heart,” she whispered. “I know you’re sincere in your actions. I love you so much for that, and I know how anticlimactic and wrong this must feel to you. But you must hear me and believe me when I tell you that she’s doing her best… That I’ve done my best… with what we ended up with.” 
 
    “Who are you trying to convince?” he asked. “Would Ria believe any of this? What about Vel?” 
 
    “I’m speaking with you, not Ria, not Vel,” she said. “I’m speaking with you, solas… and it strains my heart that you won’t listen.” 
 
    She leaned her head forward, her braid pulling loose and tickling Damon’s neck and shoulder. He heard footsteps, Lascivious standing and drawing closer. He sat up and tried to ready himself for a fight, if needed. 
 
    “Aesta,” said Lascivious. “Should I… go?” 
 
    “We’ll both go,” said Malon. “I think… it might be best for solas to have some time to rest and think on his own.” 
 
    Damon was in too stubborn a mood to summon an objection. He rose to his feet, folding his arms and not looking at Malon or Lascivious. He was supposed to be fighting, saving her from her crest contract and the world from evil. Good and evil, black and white. Why did it have to be more complicated than that? 
 
    “I’ll be back tomorrow, in the evening.” Malon pulled him into a hug from behind, nestling her face against his shoulder. “Promise me you’ll stay until then?” 
 
    He took a breath and slowly nodded his head. “I promise.” 
 
    She squeezed him tight, rose on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek, and slowly pulled away. 
 
    “I love you, solas,” she said. 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    He watched Malon and Lascivious float up into the sky in a bubble of crimson. Beyond them, he could see Veridas Keep, radiating light like a red star against the night. It seemed so much lesser than it had mere minutes earlier, almost benign.  
 
    “You did the right thing, even if it doesn’t feel that way,” whispered Myr. 
 
    Her voice seemed to come from just behind him, soft words against his neck and ear. 
 
    “Myr,” he said. “Is that really you, or have I just lost my mind?” 
 
    “Hey!” she said. “That’s mean.” 
 
    He laughed, having his answer. He pulled his arms tighter across his body, picturing Myr and feeling so relieved to have her back, even if it was just as a voice in his head. 
 
    “I know why you’re so frustrated,” she said. 
 
    “You do? Why’s that?” 
 
    “It isn’t fair,” she replied. “You’ve lost so much… suffered so much… and you can’t even strike back at the one responsible, because in some ways, it’s not even her fault.” 
 
    “I still blame her, but…” He shrugged. “It’s simply the nature of the Forsaken. Lascivious is bound to her fate, her memories, her volatile power, in the same way that aesta is bound to her crest contract. The same way I’m bound to you now, I suppose.” 
 
    “Exactly!” said Myr. “That’s why you need my help.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I remembered something that changes everything,” she whispered. 
 
    He shook his head, blinking and listening intently. “What are you saying? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Damon,” whispered Myr. “Would you bring me to the edge of the world if I asked you to?” 
 
    He felt a smile creep onto his face as he slowly nodded.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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CHAPTER 1




 



Vel liked to think that once, long ago, she’d enjoyed being within forests. It wasn’t true, of course, but she’d certainly hated them in the time before the end of the world for different reasons. The mosquitos, the mud, the branches and brambles tearing at her dresses… they’d all seemed like such pressing impositions.



Her fingers tightened around the handle of her lantern as she pushed through a curtain of vines and leaves. It was the middle of the night, and the wavering glow given off by her light felt woefully inadequate for its intended purpose. Every snap of twig in the distance set her to squinting into the darkness. Every flutter of wind made the forest move with apparent hostility, branches swaying toward her like grasping arms.



“Lilian,” she whispered. “I’ve told you before that I can hardly see in sections like this.”



There was no reply, and Vel felt a surge of annoyance that bordered on pettiness toward her friend. It was more a product of the situation than a fact. No one had forced her to leave Silke and journey across the ruined countryside. She’d chosen this for herself.



“Lilian!” she hissed, stomping her foot against the dirt.



A hand clamped down on her shoulder and she spun around, nearly smashing her lantern against a tree in surprise. She took a breath, recognizing Lilian’s dark eyes and letting go of a portion of her tension.



“Someone’s feeling antsy.” Lilian flashed a wide smile, nearly baring her fangs, and gently massaged her fingers into Vel’s shoulder. “Do you want to stop for a bit? Recollect ourselves?”



“I don’t need to stop,” said Vel, prickling with frustration. “I just… You go so far ahead. I can’t navigate this terrain as easily as you can. This lantern barely gives off any light!”



“That’s the point,” said Lilian. “The last thing we’d wish to do out here is… well,
 you know
 . Give ourselves away.”



The threat of the revenants never went away completely, regardless of where they were or how they traveled. They traveled by night, for Lilian’s sake. She did the scouting, assessing potential paths forward before coming back to lead Vel, a workable, if slightly condescending arrangement.



“How far are we?” whispered Vel.



Lilian glanced around the surrounding trees. “You would know better than I. We’re in the Malagantyan. Assuming we don’t encounter any surprises, I would think we’d arrive tonight or possibly tomorrow.”



Vel pursed her lips, taking a closer look at the trees, what little of them she could see by the light of her meager lantern. The area could have looked familiar, she supposed, but it had been years since she’d been back to the farmstead. Would she recognize it by daylight, let alone by dark?



“What happens if we’re too late?” whispered Vel. “What if my aesta already—”



A branch snapped in the forest to their left. One of Vel’s least favorite sounds in the world, immediately followed by another as a low, hungry moan gurgled out from the darkness. There was a sudden flood of noise and movement, and it felt as though the night itself was closing in on them, with its desecrated servants of death and evil.



“Get behind me!” hissed Lilian. “Remember what we talked about.”



“I’m ready!” Vel hefted the crossbow loose from her shoulder and began cranking back a bolt.



She’d gotten a fair bit of new practice with the weapon throughout their journey, but it wasn’t a skill that she took pride in. She couldn’t help but see the faces of the revenants she killed, regardless of how ruined they were. She saw their eyes, the space which their souls had once filled, the lives of the people they’d once been.



Lilian guided her to an open space within the trees before moving a few steps to her side. They’d had a few scares with Vel misidentifying targets in the dark, though, thankfully, none had led to injury. Now, they always fought either side by side, within view of one another, or back-to-back.



She locked her eyes on a lumbering shape as one of the revenants crashed forward through a thorny bush. The crossbow bucked against her shoulder as she released the first bolt. Her aim was true, and the revenant sank to the ground with a good few inches of hardwood poking out from its forehead.



She had to place her trust in Lilian to cover her as she sank down and hurriedly began cranking another bolt into place. Lilian was as much a monster to the revenants as the revenants were to her. Vel barely saw how she worked her violence in the dark, moving with unreal speed, crushing skulls with punishing kicks and outright severing heads with ruthless claw strikes.



“Look out!” Lilian shouted and threw herself into Vel. They fell in a tangle of limbs.



Vel took care to keep the crossbow pointed at the ground in case it went off in the fray.



One of the revenants had attacked from an unexpected angle. As often seemed to be the case, that one surprising interruption left the other monsters with an opening. Vel sat up and readied her weapon, overtaken by a sinking sense of dread as she realized there were now more targets to choose from than she would have liked.



“Leandra’s bush!” hissed Lilian. “We’re running. We can’t take this fight!”



She tried to push Vel into motion, but one of the revenants tackled her. Lilian went down, wrestling the monster back and baring her fangs in a hideous expression of her own. If the revenants had a sense of fear, it might have counted for something. Vel felt as though she was terrified enough for everyone present, alive or dead.



It happened so quickly that even if she’d been readying her aim, her bolt wouldn’t have traveled fast enough to make a difference. A spurt of blood came gushing out from the revenant’s neck as its head fell sideways from its body, dangling by a mere flap of skin.



A swordsman stood over Vel and Lilian, features shadowed in the dark, but his weapon unique enough to be clearly recognizable. The sword’s edge was made of ice, a small, eccentric detail which brought Vel so much relief that she nearly burst into tears.



 



***



 



Damon stared at the faces of Vel and Lilian, the former terrified, the latter bloody and snarling, and almost couldn’t believe it. The
 almost
 came from the presence of the revenants, which made it hard to indulge in his own sense of surprise.



He’d taken to treating his broken myrblade like the weapon he wanted it to be, rather than the weapon it was. The upper two-thirds of the blade was pure ice, harder and sharper than it would be if frozen naturally, but still prone to snapping at unfortunate times.



He stabbed another revenant, slamming the open palm of his free hand into its chest to clear it from the weapon afterward. Three more were bearing down on Vel and Lilian, and he felt his heart pounding out a crescendo of emotion as he glanced by them again. He slashed with his myrblade, felt the blade slice clean through the neck of the first before shattering against the skull of the second, and switched tactics.



Myr, along with her enchantment, were a part of him now. He could do things with his hands that he’d only ever dreamed of doing with the sword itself. The remaining revenant let out an aggressive hiss and tried to snap its jaws at him. Damon dodged, set a hand on its shoulder, and with a directed force of will, froze the monster solid.



He exhaled through his nose, the twin trails of ice-cold smoke tickling his upper lip. For a few seconds, the only sound on the air was of Vel and Lilian catching their breath, both brimming with fear and adrenaline.



He couldn’t keep himself from chuckling with relief.



“It’s not funny!” said Vel. “Why would you laugh at finding us in danger?”



“Because I’ve missed you,” he said, still grinning as he pulled her into a tight hug. “And I spent a good half hour tonight plotting about how to convince you to do what you apparently had a mind to do yourself.”



He held her by the shoulders, staring into her face. Her blonde hair was a frame around the edges, and he could see the light from her lantern reflected in her deep green eyes. She wore a green and black tunic, with a gray cloak that clasped around her neck with an emerald brooch.



He kissed her on the lips, stealing the moment for himself. He felt Vel press into him, free and uncaring, so different from how she would have once reacted to his affection in the open, in front of Lilian. He even snuck a bit of tongue, but she was still Vel, and gently pressed a hand to his chest before he could do anything too over the line.



“Well, it would seem as though you’re back to playing the role of the hero,” said Lilian. She leaned as she spoke, whispering the words into his ear, standing closer than she needed.



“With so many defenseless damsels wandering aimlessly through my backyard, it’s hard not to be,” he said. “The Malagantyan has grown more dangerous over the past few years.”



“Your backyard?” asked Vel. “You’re camped nearby, then?”



“In a manner of speaking.” He was still holding her hand, and he took Lilian’s as well, leading them both along. “Come on. I’ve got something to show you.”










CHAPTER 2




 



The first-floor windows of the tower glowed with a healthy orange light. Damon hadn’t bothered to put out the fire in the hearth when he’d heard the disturbance in the forest. He stopped as they stepped into the clearing, savoring Vel’s reaction as she stared at their rebuilt home in disbelief.



“…What?” Vel shook her head, gaping and pointing at the looming structure as though she was the only one who could see it. “Am I dreaming, or is that…?”



“You’re awake,” said Damon. “Come on. Let’s—”



Vel took off toward the tower at a sprint. Damon shot a glance at Lilian, who seemed to share in his amusement.



“She told me a fair bit about the farmstead, and the tower,” said Lilian. “I was under the impression that it was destroyed.”



“It was,” said Damon. “Destroyed, and then meticulously rebuilt.”



He wondered if Vel’s elation would wane once he explained just who it was who’d gone through the effort, and how she’d no doubt be returning sometime within the next few days. That was a conversation for later, however.



“Is it safe here?” asked Lilian. “We went through the gauntlet on our journey. I was beginning to doubt whether we’d make it much farther, let alone track you down.”



“It’s safe.” He put an arm around her waist, and they started walking to catch up with Vel. “What possessed the two of you to set out into the wild?”



“You’re the one who told me to seek out Vel and Kastet in Silke, remember?” said Lilian. “It just so happens that once I did, Vel had been dreamspelling to Ria, who’d expressed some concerns about how you might be putting yourself into harm’s way. We didn’t know that you’d regained your sword’s enchantment.”



“We’ll talk about that later,” he said. “I think the two of you are overdue for some relaxation.”



He squeezed her against him, finding it hard to keep from staring at her dark eyes and pale violet face. She still had blood on her, bits of dried red along her neck and nestled within the full cleavage visible between the folds of her tunic. On anyone else it would have been ghastly, but somehow it suited her just fine.



Vel was running through the tower when Damon and Lilian reached it, throwing open doors, alternating between gasping and giggling. Damon had only seen her like this once before, back when they’d been children and Malon had surprised her with a pair of new dresses in her size.



“I appreciate your enthusiasm, Vel, but maybe sit down and take a breath or two?” he suggested.



“My old room!” cried Vel. “My old bed!”



She threw herself onto her mattress and started rolling from side to side. She’d already ditched her crossbow and traveling pack, leaving a trail of tiny messes in her wake that was so predictably Vel that it made Damon nostalgic.



“Is she having some kind of seizure?” asked Lilian.



“Throw a pillow at her,” suggested Damon. “Might snap her out of it.”



Lilian took his advice in earnest, grabbing a pillow and hopping on the bed next to Vel to swat her with it. Damon was about to join in and see if he could wrestle one or both into submission when they finally returned to the moment, catching their breath and moving to the common room.



“I can’t believe it,” whispered Vel. “How is this here?”



“It’s a long story,” he said. “Why don’t we all sit down and talk for a bit? I have just as many questions for the two of you. Dinner is over the fire, as well. I already ate, but there’s plenty to spare.”



He grabbed the pot he’d left warming against the edge of the hearth and brought it over. Nothing special, beef stew with some of the ingredients his aesta had left in the pantry supplemented by fresh herbs he’d gathered earlier that morning.



The last time he’d seen Malon had been just after his encounter with Lascivious earlier in the week. She’d returned the day after, though it had just been a passing visit to drop off a few essentials — food and wine, mostly.



“That smells incredible!” said Vel. “Oh, Damon. I don’t know if you understand how warm of a welcome this represents after being in the wilderness for so long.”



“Oh, trust me, I understand,” he said, ladling her a bowl. “What possessed you to undertake this journey in the first place? I seem to recall trying to convince you to come along with me back in Silke, to no avail.”



Vel and Lilian exchanged a glance.



“Lil went looking for me,” said Vel. “I was surprised, to say the least, but beyond happy to have her back. We went to Kastet after she arrived in the city, and… well, she was welcoming, in her own subdued sort of way. I suppose we did manage to put a lot of our old issues behind us, but…”



“Kastet could only do so much,” said Lilian, with a sigh. “It was clear enough that I couldn’t stay in Silke, not as I am.”



Damon nodded slowly. He reached a hand across the table, letting his fingers rest intimately on Lilian’s knuckles.



“I was also dreamspelling to Ria at the time,” said Vel. “This was after you and she had your reunion. She was worried about your plan to seek out aesta, but she was also overloaded with her own responsibilities. I told Lilian, and she resolved to set off looking for you. I just felt like… it was unfair to let her go alone.”



“She was worried I’d steal you for myself,” said Lilian with a smile.



“Lilian!”



“I’m joking, Vel,” she replied. “Mostly.”



“So, the two of you set out on your own,” said Damon. “Traveling… mostly just at night, I’m assuming?”



He shook his head, frowning as he imagined how dangerous their travels must have been.



“We were careful,” said Vel. “Well, as careful as we could be.”



“I tried to talk her out of it, but you know how stubborn she can be,” said Lilian.



“All too well.” Damon helped himself to another bowl of the leftover stew. He eyed Lilian, proffering the ladle in her direction, but she gave a small shake of her head. He wanted to ask her if she might perhaps be hungry for something else, but that question seemed better suited for after dinner.



“Your turn,” said Vel. “You saved us with your myrblade. How did you restore its power?”



He smiled and leaned back in his chair. “I didn’t restore it. Half of it is still stuck in my body, and it seems as though it’s the half with the enchantment.”



“Can you do everything that you once could?” Lilian’s dark eyes locked onto him with interest, and he understood why. Damon had once reached a level of power with his myrblade that bordered on matching some of the Forsaken.



“Not everything,” he said. “I’d say I’m about half as strong as I was at my peak. I’m not sure if it’s due to a loss of skill on my part, a loss of raw power from the breaking of the sword, or simply just the fact that it’s not winter anymore.”



“A bit of both, if I had to guess,” whispered Myr.



Damon grinned and let his thumb ply across the pommel of his myrblade. Having Myr back had been an indescribable buoy to his mood, especially across the past few days when he’d been otherwise alone at the tower. Her voice was as disassociated and ethereal as ever, though it seemed to sound more from over one shoulder now, rather than emanating from the sword itself.



“There hasn’t been a winter for years now,” muttered Vel.



“Well, it’s not as though I planned on waiting around for it to start snowing, anyway,” he said.



He saw the way both Lilian and Vel perked up at his phrasing. It was too soon to tell them everything just yet. He and Myr had been deep in discussion over the past few days about what their next move would be, about how to save the world from itself, no less. He hadn’t shared the contents of those discussions with Malon, not yet, not until he could present them in a manner that sounding more convincing than insane.



“We have wine,” he said, shifting the conversation forward. “There’s also some extra clean clothing of aesta’s in the closet if the two of you want to freshen up a bit.”



He hurried to the kitchen, grabbing a bottle and cups and pouring them each a glass. Vel and Lilian took enthusiastic sips, each letting out a matching sigh of contentment.



“True Divine, it’s good to be home,” muttered Vel.



“It’s good to be indoors,” said Lilian. “It’s good to know that I can go to sleep tonight without having to dig a hole to hide from the sun in.”



Damon blinked. “Do you… actually dig holes to hide in when the sun comes out?”



“No!” She glared and took another sip. “Well… not often. I can usually find caves or set up my tent in the shadow of a tree, or… a cliff.”



It was hard to tell against the surreal color of her skin, but Damon suspected that Lilian was blushing.



 “It was a hard journey for both of us,” offered Vel. “It just feels so comforting to have solid walls and soft beds on our side again. Not to mention wine… Where did you get this, anyway?”



Damon met her gaze for a moment before giving her the honest answer. “From aesta. She brought it on her last visit.”



Both Vel and Lilian had a sharp reaction to his words. They glanced at each other, as though he’d just displayed or proven some unspoken point. In essence, he understood where they were coming from. Malon was still the Red Sorceress in their minds. They hadn’t seen her or spoken to her the way he had. They didn’t trust her.



“I’m not surprised to hear that you’ve met with her,” said Vel. “I hope you aren’t surprised to know that it worries me, Damon.”



She looked around the tower of which she’d so recently been singing the praises, apparently seeing it in a new light.



“Things aren’t as simple as they seem,” he said. “In the same way that I was once an outlaw to the masses, aesta has been painted to be someone she’s not. Lascivious too, at least to a certain extent.”



“Lascivious… destroyed the world,” said Lilian. “You can’t hand wave that fact away.”



“I’m not hand waving anything away,” said Damon. “I spoke with her. She’s not unstable, not like she was back then. She bears a responsibility for what she did which she can never atone for. I don’t deny any of that, it’s just…”



It was so hard to explain to them the conclusion to which he’d come, especially because it was so closely tied to what needed to happen next. The problem wasn’t Lascivious now any more than it had been Avarice five years ago, or Wrath during The Great War against Merinia.



The problem was what lay behind their power.










CHAPTER 3




 



Damon didn’t push the conversation further than it needed to go, sensing it might be best for Vel and Lilian to form their own opinion on Malon. In truth, he wasn’t entirely sure himself of how he felt, not just toward his aesta, but Lascivious. It was so easy to see how his own judgment might be compromised, how he could be drawing conclusions based on what his heart wanted, distorted through the silkscreen of loyalty and love.



He found a bag of dried cherries that Malon had dropped off along with the other foodstuffs and held them up like a purse of gold coins as he came back into the common room. Vel made a face he hadn’t seen in at least five years, all pouty lips and begging eyes.



“Damon,” she said, in almost a whimper. “Have I ever told you how much I love those?”



He almost admitted that Malon might have brought them for that very reason, but they were past talking about their aesta, for now.



“Here,” he said. “I don’t mind sharing.”



He pinched a big one between two fingers. Vel stuck out her hand, but he shook his head.



“Open your mouth,” he said. “I have good aim.”



She grinned, and in a shocking display of trust, opened her mouth wide and stuck out her tongue. Damon flicked the cherry at the rather inviting target. It bounced off one of her eyelids and she almost fell out of her chair in her rush to catch it, much to everyone’s amusement.



“My turn,” said Lilian.



She assumed the same posture, though her tongue was long and exotic in a manner that made her open mouth look far more sexual than cute. Damon took careful aim, rolling the cherry between his fingertips to gauge the weight, and took his throw.



The dried fruit soared across the common room in a valiant arc, falling just short of Lilian’s face and instead landing neatly in her cleavage. Damon burst out in laughter and waved a hand at her as she went to pick it out.



“Allow me.” He grabbed her by the shoulders and prepared to recover it by burying his face into her wonderful mounds.



Vel was suddenly pushing him in the arm, ostensibly to steal the bag of candied fruit, but she was also wise to his ways.



At some point in the fray, she ended up on his lap in one of the common room chairs, having successfully captured her prize, but now at the mercy of his pinches and tickles. She stuffed a handful of the cherries into her mouth, cheeks bulging out childishly like a chipmunk.



“Those are more sugar than they are fruit,” said Damon. “You’re going to end up as chubby as Kastet if you eat so many.”



“I, mmm, haven’t eaten that, mmm…”



Damon flittered his fingers under her arm pits, and Vel squealed out her nose, only keeping her mouth shut by force of will. She wriggled in his crotch and leaned her head back, flooding Damon’s experience with her scent. Still sweaty and musky from traveling, but in that awesome, feminine way.



“Well then,” said Lilian. “I suppose I’ll leave the two of you to your… affections. Safe to assume that the lake is suitable for bathing, Damon?”



He saw Lilian’s smile and realized he had the entirety of one of Vel’s breasts cupped in his hand. The mental image of Lilian stripping naked and lowering herself into the water made it hard to remember what he’d been about.



“Yeah,” he said. “I can show you, uh, the path down there, if you’d like.”



Lilian had been on the road for just as long as Vel had, and with different needs. No doubt she was tired, in need of a bath, in need of, perhaps, some blood. Damon felt himself getting hard as he remembered the pleasure of her bite, a fact which was encouraged by the continued presence of Vel’s soft butt in his lap.



“I’ll go down with her,” said Vel. “I need to clean up just as much as she does. You can wait for us here, Damon.”



He swallowed his disappointment, trying and failing to think of a reasonable objection that might get him into the lake with one or both of them. Vel was already grabbing towel cloths and lighting a lantern, and within a minute, Damon was watching them walk side by side, hips swaying in that subtle, wonderful way.



“Someone should guard the lake and, um, watch for revenants,” he said, long after they were already out of earshot. It was a stretch. The revenants, for whatever reason, seemed allergic to the clearing around the farmstead. The monsters hadn’t veered past the trees in all Damon’s time back at the tower.



He waited under the press of a surge of aimless energy. He cleared the table and cleaned Vel and Lilian’s bowls. He changed into a more comfortable pair of slacks and a soft night shirt. He poured more wine for himself, sitting and trying not to get too excited as he considered what else the night would hold.



It brought back memories, and not just of his time at the tower. During his days as a gladiator, he’d once kissed a young woman before a performance and had her waiting for him to bring her to his room at a nearby inn immediately after. He’d been so turned on by the simple anticipation of the moment that he’d almost shamed himself with the visibility of his arousal on stage.



He took a long sip of the wine, sitting with his legs wide open and angled toward the door, cocky twice over. Vel and Lilian were both wearing no more than their towel cloths when they finally came back, loudly and drunkenly teasing one another as they came into the common room.



“You didn’t dry off enough, Lil!” said Vel. “You’re dripping water on the floor.”



“Hmm,” said Lilian. “You might be right.”



She undid the fold of her towel and slowly pulled it open, facing away from Damon, but watching over her shoulder in an obvious, teasing manner. The curve of her butt was full and taut, leading into thick, muscular thighs. Damon leaned back in his chair, feeling his cock straining against the confines of his pants.



“Lilian,” he said. “I think the two of us should talk in my room.”



She spun around, making a half-hearted attempt at covering her breasts with the towel. One dark nipple poked out obviously, the full breast it was attached to stubbornly refusing to stay within the cloth.



“Oh?” said Lilian, with a smile. “I was feeling a tad peckish. Do you mind, Damon?”



The question wasn’t really for him, even though it was directed his way. Damon looked at Vel, who was already pouting like the odd one out.



“I think Velanor should join the discussion,” he said.



He saw her blush and immediately bring a hand to her neck. Lilian had doubtless been feeding off her throughout their journey across the Crimson Wastes. If nothing else, the two of them had become close friends, the type of friends who perhaps shared freely amongst each other.



“I don’t know…” said Vel. “I mean, I’m not sure if I’d be… comfortable.”



“Vel.” Lilian took her hand, lacing their fingers together. “Think about it, at least. It might be fun to see Damon do his very best to handle us both.”



“I think it would be more than just fun,” said Damon.



He felt an incredible sense of triumph as a smile crept across Vel’s face and she gave a slow nod.



“I suppose it would be rude of me to leave the two of you to, um, have your
 discussion
 alone,” she said. “Let’s see where things lead.”



Damon stood up, snatching the half full bottle of wine and waving to them both to follow. Still holding hands, Vel and Lilian walked behind him into his room. He shut the door, aware of the outside possibility of Malon showing up unexpectedly. The thought only fed into his excitement, and he took a sip of the wine to steady his pounding heart.










CHAPTER 4




 



There was a silent moment within Damon’s bedchamber as the tension approached its bursting point. He could sense how nervous Vel was, and Lilian, too. He could sense the collective maelstrom of emotions, the sensitivities exposed by two close friends suddenly being thrust into a situation where they were sharing both the man they loved and each other’s intimacy.



“Come here.” He took Vel’s hand and pulled her to him.



She was blinking a lot, looking as though she wanted to say something,
 do
 something, but couldn’t decide what. He kissed her twice, a soft peck followed by a more passionate locking of lips.



“I fed off Vel the night before last,” said Lilian, clearing her throat. “So, if you don’t mind, Damon…”



“Not at all.” He held out his other arm, pulling Lilian into a matching embrace on the other side. “Let’s do it on the bed.”



Vel kissed him again, greedy for his attention. Damon slid his hand down to grope her butt, turning to make out with Lilian for a few hot seconds before taking small steps back toward his bed. He was still exploring the moment and felt as though he was treating them like wild animals, liable to be scared off by the quick or the unexpected.



He sat down on the bed, pulling them both to stretch out along with him. His bed wasn’t so huge, and the sensation of Vel and Lilian inching over to get comfortable on either side of him, pressing their bodies against his atop the quilt, was incredible.



They were both still only wearing their towels, a problem easily solved. Damon took hold of Vel’s, watching as she blushed and rolled her eyes as though she wasn’t as eager for what came next as he was. Lilian pulled at his clothing as he turned his attention toward her, getting his shirt up and over his head.



“Should we take his pants off, too, Vel?” she asked.



“It seems as though it would only be fair.” Vel ran her finger along Damon’s bulge. “We’re both already naked.”



“Naked and incredibly sexy,” said Damon. “True Divine. I’m so glad I found you both tonight.”



“You didn’t just find us,” whispered Lilian. “You found us and saved us.”



“And got us drunk,” said Vel, giggling.



“And fed us.” Lilian nuzzled her lips against his neck.



Damon gripped the inside of her thigh. Vel pulled his pants down, and he felt her soft hand close around his cock as it came loose.



He nodded to Lilian, letting her begin the process of licking him and lining up her fangs. He looked at Vel, feeling oddly self-conscious as she played with his tool and watched his expression shift into the depths of pleasure.



Lilian’s fangs sank in. Damon’s eyes fluttered, and his toes curled. Vel kissed him on the cheek and the side of the mouth, letting her hand pump faster. Dangerously fast. He tapped a hand on her wrist, urging her to slow down. He didn’t doubt he could muster the stamina for multiple performances that night, but it felt like a waste of his seed to come so early.



Lilian let out a soft mewling noise, still licking up the last few drops of Damon’s blood. The edge of his vision pulsed and pounded with pleasure. He slid his hand further up Lilian’s thigh, intent on going on the attack. She let out a small moan as he pushed a finger into her sticky womanhood.



Vel started nibbling on his earlobe in a fashion that reminded him of how a little girl might flick a similar spot with her finger to get someone’s attention. He found her with his other hand and soon enough, he was a knuckle deep in each of their tight channels.



“Oh…” moaned Vel.



“Ah… ah…” Lilian’s noises were low and rhythmic.



Damon curled his fingers, marveling at how their hips seemed to flex upward in unison. He went slow, patiently heating them both up and ignoring his own needs for the moment. Lilian and Vel were both rubbing his stomach, hands occasionally slipping lower to briefly caress his manhood.



He was curious as to which of them would come first. The answer surprised him, though perhaps shouldn’t have. Lilian’s breathing went wild, and she dug the tips of her claws into Damon’s thigh, whimpering as the pleasure overwhelmed her, still primed by the high of his blood.



“Lil?” whispered Vel, in a strangely surprised voice. “Did you just…?”



Damon cut her off with a series of kisses, rolling to give her his complete focus while Lilian was still recovering. Her blonde hair was spread out across the quilt, either sweaty or still damp from her earlier bath. Her breasts were as petite as her body, but perfectly kissable, perfectly suckable. He lavished attention on one of them with his mouth as he spread her thighs and began to take her completely.



“What was it the two of you were saying about me struggling to handle you both?” he whispered.



“Don’t get cocky,” she replied. “You’re only halfway toward handling… Oh!”



She let out a sudden gasp as Damon began thrusting hard enough to make the bed rattle beneath them. Vel thrust her legs outward, holding them open at odd angles as though she wasn’t quite sure what to do with them in the crowded bed. It felt like plundering sweets from one plate while eyeing another. Lilian, sweaty and breathing hard, bit her lower lip and met his gaze.



“Damon,” she whispered. “Lord Damon.”



She leaned closer in, whispering the same words over, so absurdly hot in the moment. She kissed him on the cheek and carefully slid in next to Vel, kissing her too.



“Your face looks so hot right now, Vel,” whispered Lilian.



“Oh!” cried Vel. “Lil!”



Damon slowed for a thrust as Vel and Lilian shared a passionate kiss, tongues dancing together. He shifted, kissing Lilian and feeling her tugging on his shoulders. She was so lusty, and tunnel vision took over as he took in the fullness of her breasts and her thick hips.



“Vel, I, uh…” He pulled out of Vel and plunged into Lilian, feeling the comparatively cold air briefly kissing his manhood before he stuffed it into a new home.



Lilian gasped. Vel let out a slightly annoyed huff, but he caressed her cheek, letting his eyes linger on her even as he began pumping into another woman.



It went on like that for a while, like a continuous, swapping dance, the sounds of their bodies and moans forming the melody of the music. Vel and Lilian kissed and fondled one another, but in a measured, somewhat limited capacity. Damon didn’t mind, as it left his cock at the center of the action.



He had to pace himself, and he felt the moment the shift came, like seeing the finish of a race in the distance. He’d already gotten Vel and Lilian off multiple times, and it now seemed as though they were conspiring, scheming, to make him come.



“Right here,” whispered Lilian. She planted a kiss on Damon’s cock and gestured to Vel. “Both of us. Let’s show Damon how much we appreciate him.”



Vel grinned and fell into place on the other side. She flicked her eyes up to Damon, seeming to delight in the obvious pleasure etched into his expression. She stuck her tongue out, licking the tip of his member and then sucking, and then kissing Lilian, whose lips were mere inches away.



He reached down, cupping the left side of Vel’s face and the right side of Lilian’s, watching them do incredible things with their tongues and wondering if they had any idea how lewd they looked. He felt a flutter of premonition and pulled them both in closer. Lilian was quicker with her mouth, locking her lips down over the tip of his cock just as he began to burst.



It was a full body orgasm, legs kicking, shoulders bunching, head thrown back in ecstasy. He heard Vel giggling and whispering something to Lilian, and then felt a new mouth takeover for the cleanup.



Lilian slid forward, resting her head on Damon’s chest. He ran his hand through her hair, watching as Vel slowly finished her own licking and sucking and moved into a spot that mirrored Lilian’s on the other side.



“How was that?” whispered Vel.



“Not bad, for round one,” he said. He reached his hand down, hearing her sigh softly with pleasure as he began teasing her womanhood.










CHAPTER 5




 



Damon woke up feeling like a god. Vel and Lilian were both still asleep, naked bodies curled against his, all of them huddled blissfully together under the quilt. He didn’t get up right away, rather simply staying where he was, listening to their breathing and luxuriating in the collective warmth.



Eventually, he slipped away, driven in no small part by the knowledge that he’d wake one or both of them up with grabby hands if he remained in bed much longer. He pulled on his undershorts and strode into the common room, and it was there that the smile faded from his face. They had made a surprising amount of mess the night before, despite him remembering how he’d been actively cleaning up after people.



Cups with varying amounts of leftover wine in them sat on the table. Dirty clothing and muddy boots arrayed the floor, tossed aimlessly to the ground wherever had been convenient in the moment. Damon himself had made the mistake of leaving the stew pot to warm over the fire, and all the moisture had evaporated, leaving a thick layer of food glue cemented to the bottom.



He handled as many of the easy tasks as he could, grumbling and lumbering as he always did in the morning. He took the pot out to the lake after noticing that that washbasin was nearly empty. The weather outside was comfortable, still perpetually overcast, but warm enough to be inviting.



He didn’t stop to think to grab his sword or even put on pants, but he didn’t take either of those facts for granted. It felt good to be back, to have Myr’s enchantment on his side once more. Even though he often used the broken myrblade as a channel for it out of habit, the power came from within him now, and he was just as formidable bare handed.



“I think you take too much pleasure in walking around mostly naked,” whispered Myr.



“Are you reading my thoughts now?”



“Nope. I just know you.”



He chuckled and shrugged, stooping to dip the pot into the lake. The burnt stew came out easily with a rock and some heavy scrubbing, and he rinsed it well before heading back toward the tower.



A flash of movement just beyond the trees stole Damon’s attention. He stared, eventually deciding that any threat that necessitated him putting clothes on would also be one that would benefit from him pursuing immediately. He took off into the forest, his target resolving into view as he pushed through the bushes and branches.



It wasn’t a revenant, which was no small relief. A Remenai rider on horseback was slowly navigating through the woods. Damon recognized him as their eyes met and even offered a wave.



“Joyell,” he called.
 “Hello.”



He spoke the greeting in the Remenai tongue out of politeness, though he knew the other man spoke Merinian as well. Damon and Joyell’s tumultuous history had, at least in Damon’s opinion, been put to rest.



He still knew how much Joyell cared for Ria, but in a world where Ria was putting herself in harm’s way to defend innocent people, he figured she could use one more person watching her back. Joyell returned the wave as he drew his horse to a stop and climbed off.



“Damon,” he said. “I am reassured to see that you are alive.”



Joyell’s flat tone of voice, in context, almost completely undercut the meaning of words, and Damon couldn’t help letting out a sour laugh.



“I’m sure you are,” he replied. “Is Ria nearby?”



Joyell shook his head. “She is to the south, perhaps a day, day and a half’s ride. She sent me to… ah, alleviate her concerns.”



“You’ve fulfilled your quest, then,” said Damon. “I’m alive and comfortable. Can you take a message back to her?”



Joyell gave a small nod.



“Tell Ria that she needs to come back to the tower as soon as she can,” said Damon.



If Joyell was put off by carrying the message, he didn’t let it show. He simply nodded again and mounted his horse without another word. Damon watched him ride off, lifting a bare foot to pull a small nettle from between his toes.



Lilian was making breakfast when he arrived back at the tower. She’d coaxed the fire back to life and was setting several slices of buttered bread into place over the griddle. She wore only a shirt, one of Damon’s, in fact, which wasn’t long enough to preserve her modesty completely, the bottom edges of her full buttocks peeking out from the hem.



“Good morning.” Damon pulled her into a hug from behind in front of the fire, feeling more than just the heat from the hearth.



“Good morning.” She leaned back into him, attention shifting off breakfast and toward something more interesting. “An early riser, I see.”



“I like to start my day off right. Get all the hard tasks out of the way first.”



Lilian let out a soft moan of agreement, body undulating back into his. He ran his hands up her front, fingers counting the buttons up the front of the shirt and treating each nipple like a curious addition.



“Good morning!” called Vel, in a singsong voice. She skipped into the room and added herself to the hug, holding Damon tight from behind and swaying from leg to leg until all three of them were off balance and amused.



He gave them each a kiss, Vel first, since she was Vel, and then Lilian. Vel was clad in her girlshorts and a threadbare half-shirt that must have been an ancient resident of her wardrobe. Truth be told, the sight of both of them was intriguing enough to make him want to suggest they all go back to bed, and from the way their eyes kept drawing toward his bare chest and barely covered lower half, odds were good they’d be just as eager.



The smell of the toast combined with Lilian returning from the pantry with a big jar of raspberry jam was enough to supplant one need for another. They ate a hearty breakfast, sitting around the common room table and basking in one another’s company.



“So,” said Vel. “Lilian and I came here to find you. I suppose we didn’t really stop to think about what would happen if you were alive and well and safe. We’ve basically accomplished our goal.”



“So you have,” said Damon. “Though at this point, I think it would be a tremendous waste for you to turn around and head straight back for Silke.”



“I’m staying here,” said Lilian. “The tower is comfortable and not without interesting company.” She flashed Damon a smile that brought back thoughts of an early morning romp in bed. “Not to mention that it’s far easier for me to be active during the day within a tower than while outdoors.”



“I spoke with one of Ria’s guards earlier,” said Damon.



Vel furrowed her brow. “Today?”



“I was outside before you woke up.”



She glanced under the table. “Without any clothes on other than your underwear?”



“Does it matter? My point is that I told him to let Ria know she should come back this way. She’ll be here soon, and I suspect aesta will, as well.”



The conflict on Vel’s face was obvious. She would doubtless welcome a reunion with Ria, but after everything that had happened, it was still complicated between her and their aesta. Damon continued on before she could sink too deeply into her own thoughts.



“There’s a reason that I want you all here beyond mere sentiment,” he said. “We might have a chance to… change things.”



“That’s awfully vague,” said Lilian.



“I’ve no intention of presenting my full case until everyone is here,” said Damon. “I’m going to need a lot of trust. From both of you. From Ria. From aesta, most of all.”



Vel let the knife she’d been using to spread jam with clatter noisily to the table, folding her arms and pouting. He didn’t push her. There would be time to do the heavy lifting and convincing once the rest of his family had arrived, and maybe even a chance to repair some broken relationships, though he was careful about hoping for that.



“Anyway,” he said. “In the meantime, we should make ourselves comfortable. There are still chores that need tending, if the two of you don’t mind helping out.”



“I’m always willing,” purred Lilian. “Though, obviously I’m only suited to indoor jobs.”



“If you could just do some cleaning up around the house, that would be more than enough,” said Damon.



“I’ll help her,” said Vel.



“You’ll do the laundry,” said Damon.



“What?” She narrowed her eyes. “I’m a tailor by trade, not a washwoman.”



“Your other option is to chop and carry firewood.”



Vel bit off another complaint. “Laundry it is.”



“Be sure to, ah… wash my sheets while you’re at it?”



He glanced down at his breakfast, aware of the fact that he wasn’t the only one with a guilty smile on his face.



“Also, let me know when you’re done,” he added. “I plan on using the lake for my training later today, and I want to make sure you’re out of range.”



“I’m sure the lake is big enough for the both of us, Damon,” said Vel.



“I’m sure it’s not.” He grinned, noticing the curious glance Vel and Lilian exchanged. “Not for what I have in mind.”










CHAPTER 6




 



There was a rhythm to handling the chores around the tower that Damon had once hated and now loved. He remembered complaining about chopping firewood as a teenager, sulking over the way it made him sweat, never appreciating the results. Each piece of firewood he brought back to the tower would prime the hearth. Each piece would help keep him and his family warm. Each piece would—



“Fuck!” He brought his hand to his mouth, sucking on where a broken stub of a branch had left a gnarly scratch along the back of it.



“I was wondering if you were paying attention,” whispered Myr. “Isn’t that fresh blackwood you’re cutting?”



He frowned at the small pile of wood he’d assembled. “You’re right. Dammit. Alright. Let’s try this again.”



Undaunted, he found another tree of standing deadwood and began his task anew. With each thunk of his axe against the slender trunk, he made progress, reaching out toward greater goals through the limited chore. With each tree he pushed over and brought down, he laid the groundwork for a greater future. With each…



“Shit.” Damon wiggled his axe from side to side, noticing a new problem.



“The axe head is loose,” whispered Myr.



“You think?”



“Hey! Don’t be grumpy.”



He sighed and tried to see if he could still knock over the tree into which he’d been working a notch. It took a fair amount of ungainly wrestling, but eventually, the tree came down, and Damon set to dragging it back to his clearing, swearing under his breath and feeling as though he was thirteen again and loathing every aspect of his chores.



He stopped to rest once he had the log near the tower and examined the axe handle. Once, it had been such a simple thing to replace a broken tool, a simple trip to the marketplace in Morotai. Damon wasn’t even sure how many days he’d have to travel to find someone capable of trading for a new one now.



He pulled the axe head loose from the wonky handle and tried the obvious thing, simply flipping it around to set onto the other side. It was a bit too thick, which left him with no option but to spend the next hour whittling it down into shape.



The idea of creating an axe from ice was obvious enough that he stopped midway through his task to try it. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a workable solution. The recoil from even a modest axe strike shattered his creation within two swings.



Eventually, Damon got the handle fixed and finished chopping the firewood. He set it into a neat pile next to the tower’s entrance. Lilian was wiping down the table in the common room, still barely dressed, and he enjoyed the view through a slit in the window’s curtain for a few minutes before continuing with his agenda for the day.



He’d been experimenting with Myr’s enchantment ever since he’d relearned to control it, figuring out his relative power level and limitations. The most challenging aspect of the process was determining where the gap in his abilities came from and what caused it.



As he’d speculated before, he was sure that the season had a certain amount of influence over his power level. It was midspring, and according to what Vel had told him, winters along Veridan’s Curve and within the Malagantyan were mild compared to how they’d once been.



There was also the aspect of his abilities as a wielder. From what he understood, his aptitude in using enchanted weapons and artifacts should theoretically still apply to his myrblade, since it still existed, though it was now permanently inside of him. It was still a factor to keep in mind, however, one to consider if he ruled everything else out.



The one aspect of his ability he suspected he might be able to control was the relative temperature of his close environment. For that, he needed the lake. Vel was just finishing up as he made his way over, carrying the last few freshly washed garments to the drying line hanging from the tower.



He felt her eyes on him as he bent low and let his fingers brush the surface of the lake’s water. She ran back over after hanging up the laundry, standing behind him and leaning forward against his shoulders.



“What are you up to, anyway?” she asked. “Is this like the water stepping, or the pillars, that you used to play around with?”



“Sort of,” he said. “But… on a more intricate scale. Make sure you stand back, alright?”



He looked over his shoulder, holding her gaze so she knew he was serious. Vel nodded slowly and backed away, fascination and anticipation written all over her face.



Damon exhaled and sank his hand into the water. He closed his eyes, picturing what he intended, and then opened them again and tried to overlay his mental creation onto the lake.



A crust of ice began to form, sinking downward and freezing a section of water into a specific shape. He created a staircase of ice, carefully shielded from the rest of the lake on either side by walls of ice thick enough to hold sturdy against the shifting water.



Step by step, he expanded the staircase downward, following the bowl-shaped curve of the lake’s basin. He began walking down it even as it continued to resolve from the water ahead of him, keeping one hand on the ice and all of his concentration on the task.



The cold was unreal, and the fact that he couldn’t shrug it off like he’d once been able to was one of the most obvious ways in which his power level had declined. He ignored his hands as they passed beyond prickling from the temperature of the ice into outright numbness, continuing to walk down the ice stairs as he shifted into the second phase of his idea.



He created a ceiling of ice ahead of him, connecting to the walls on either side and forming into a small room entirely submerged underneath the lake. He heard Vel whistle appreciatively from behind him, but he was too focused on what he was doing to glance back.



“Can I come down, too?” she called.



“Uh…” It was hard to even think enough to answer her question. “That wouldn’t be a good…”



She was already hurrying down the ice steps toward him. Damon took a breath through his nose, staying right where he was and trying to commit as much of the process of maintaining his little underwater ice hideout into the background of his thoughts. It was like trying to remember a series of names or numbers, except with the height of walls, and the shape of a curved ceiling, the points where they both connected.



“Damon,” said Vel. “This is incredible! How long could you keep this here, do you think?”



He cleared his throat, speaking in a rasping voice. “We’re probably going to find out soon.”



Vel blinked, and he wasn’t sure if she took his full meaning. His original purpose in creating a room of ice was to see if the reduced temperature would allow him access to some of his lost abilities. Turning himself to ice, healing from the ice, summoning ice elementals, they were all powers he’d first experimented with during winter, when temperatures had been near freezing or below.



Unfortunately, he could already sense that his experiment was at least a partial failure. Those kinds of powers were still beyond his reach, but he certainly had proven that he could manipulate static ice with as much fine control as ever… for limited amounts of time.



“Do you want to go for a swim?” asked Damon.



Vel had been staring at the water above the ceiling with a wide-eyed expression. She glanced at him, frowning a bit. “What?”



“You should probably start back up those stairs if you don’t.”



She did, but not quickly enough. Damon’s concentration lapsed as the effort became too much. The ice dissolved, and the water rushed into the underwater room with tremendous force, spinning him around and soaking him through.



He kicked his legs, swimming back to the surface, and sucked in a breath. Vel emerged next to him an instant later, blonde hair hanging limp and wet across her face. Despite that, he got the sense she was a little annoyed with him.



“I did warn you,” he said.



“You did,” she admitted, still pouting.



They swam to shore together, both sagging under the weight of their soaked clothing.










CHAPTER 7




 



Damon stripped down to his undershorts as he came into the common room, grabbing a towel from the closet before he could drip too much. He stood in front of the hearth as he dried off, letting the heat of the mostly burned down fire dance over his bare skin.



“Move over.” Vel pushed her hips into his, making room for herself alongside him.



“There’s plenty of room for both of us.” Damon took his towel and curled it around her like a lasso, pulling her in closer.



He saw a flutter of her excitement in her expression as he leaned in and kissed her. She’d taken her clothes off, too. Lilian was upstairs somewhere. The moment felt primed and inviting.



There was an aspect to the way she looked at him that he’d forgotten about, an aspect he’d missed. She was looking up to him again, not in a physical sense, but as though he was someone she could lean on and let herself be supported by.



When he’d first shown up in Silke, gaunt faced and tattered haired, she’d just been floored by the fact that he was still alive. He’d become more of a miracle to her than a brother, but now the pendulum was swinging back the other way. She loved him and she trusted him, but more than that, she was willing to depend on him again.



“Vel…” He set his hands on her hips, kissing her again.



She took a fluttering breath, pressing forward. Damon ran his fingers over her wet body, cupping her thighs and buttocks roughly, and lifted her to sit on the common room table.



She smiled and glanced toward the stairs. Damon grinned back at her. It wasn’t as though he’d actually bed her there, on the table. They’d make it to his room, at least. He let his erection press against her, wondering just how true that would end up being.



There was a sound from across the common room. The front door had opened, and it was still too early in the afternoon for Lilian to be outside. Damon turned to look and saw Malon, watching both with a forlorn, fragile expression.



She looked different than when Damon had last seen her. She’d only stopped by on that second day, but she’d still been dressed in her dark sorceress leathers. Now, she wore a dress that might have been straight from her wardrobe once upon a time, a light blue spring shift with an impossibly girlish blue bow tied around the waist.



Her red hair was braided, and she had on a pair of white slippers that were too clean to have walked through much ash. She and Lascivious had their own means of flying which Damon still didn’t completely understand. He drew in a breath and glanced past her, fearing that the Forsaken might be with her and not completely relaxing even when he confirmed that she was currently alone.



“Aesta,” he said. Two different emotions warred inside him, with a third just out of view. Embarrassment, to be caught like this, naked and halfway to taking Vel on the common room table. Anxious, to suddenly be thrust into a reunion between these two women, whose relationship was fraught and complicated in its own way.



But most of all, he was also hopeful. Because simply having Malon and Vel standing where they were, within this tower that they’d once called home, was monumental.



Vel suddenly kneed him in the stomach in her rush to get away and off the table. She ran to her room, slamming the door behind her with enough force to give Damon flashes of her pre-teen years. He rubbed where she’d hit him, wincing as he considered how the scene must have looked to their aesta.



“We fell into the lake, and we were drying off, and…” He shrugged guiltily.



“Well,” said Malon. “It’s good to see the two of you are getting along, at least.”



She smiled, eyes flitting down to his incredibly obvious erection which was actively straining against the wet fabric of his undershorts. He was so happy to see her that it seemed pointless to pretend at modesty.



He walked over and pulled her into a tight hug. If she cared about how damp his body still was, she didn’t let it show, settling her head against his shoulder and letting their intimacy claim the moment.



“Lilian’s here, too,” he said. “She’s upstairs, I think.”



“Downstairs, now.” Lilian’s voice came from the stairs, and she politely averted her gaze from their hug as though it were a private thing. “It’s good to see you again, Lady Malon.”



“You as well, Lilian.” Malon smiled at the other woman, fingers reaching down to play with the end of her braid. “I’m happy to see you’re in good health.”



“I have Damon and Vel to thank for that,” said Lilian.



Damon squeezed Malon’s shoulder and stepped away, his attention turning back toward Vel. It wasn’t an easy thing to have to confront so many long held and powerful emotions at once. He grabbed a clean shirt and pants to throw on from his room before heading for hers.



He didn’t knock before slipping in through the door. Vel sat on the far side of her bed, still clad only in her small clothes, shoulders trembling with anger.



Not anger, Damon realized, as he came around. She was sobbing, the tears all but gushing from her eyes, fingers digging into her mattress as though she needed something, anything, to hold onto.



“Hey,” he said, sitting down next to her.



“I can’t,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I just can’t.”



“You don’t have to.” He put an arm around her shoulder. “Just breathe. And cry, if you need to.”



“Into your shoulder?” she asked, sniffling. “You just put on a clean shirt.”



“I’ve been told my shoulder is one of the most accommodating places on which to cry.”



She sniffled again and pulled back a little, wiping at her face. “I didn’t think I’d react like this. It hurts so much, Damon. I felt so alone these past few years. I felt so betrayed. Now she’s here and it’s like… I’m not ready. To stop blaming her. To
 start
 loving her. It feels so unfair.”



“I wasn’t ready either,” he said. “I suppose it was different for me. I skipped all that time. It felt as though it had only been a month, less, even, since she truly became Lascivious’s crest sorceress.”



She blinked, staring at him, and perhaps considering his conflict in place of her own. “I suppose that must have been hard in its own way.”



“It was, but that doesn’t invalidate your feelings.” He looked at her seriously, knowing that for all the strength of her reaction, she still needed to hear his truth. “Vel… I want this so bad. Does that make me selfish? To want us all to just… be a family again.”



“Maybe, but…” She teared up again and looked away from him. “It’s also why I love you so much, Damon. It’s just…”



He gently thumbed away a couple of the teardrops on her cheeks. “I’m listening.”



“It might take some time for me,” she said. “To get there, you know?”



“I know,” he said, putting an arm around her. “You don’t have to say anything, if you don’t want to. She won’t press you, and neither will Lilian or I. You can just sit at the table and eat dinner. I’ll do all the talking, and I’ll make sure that you’re comfortable. You can even stay in here for a while, take a nap, maybe?”



“No, I’m fine,” she said. “Just give me a minute to get dressed, and I’ll come out.”



He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I love you, Vel.”



“I love you, Damon. If you hadn’t come back…”



He waited for her to finish, but she didn’t, and he was actually glad for it. He had come back, and he liked to think that he had changed enough in coming back to make the question pointless.










CHAPTER 8




 



Damon returned to the common room, sighing and trying to keep his doubts off his expression as he shut the door behind him. Malon and Lilian were sitting at the table, making small talk in that safe way that people who don’t know each other well tend to. They both looked relieved to see him, and he did his best to smile and step into carrying the conversation.



“I see you brought a bag with you, aesta,” he said.



She nodded. “I did. Food and wine and a few other supplies. I, ah, bought you a new shirt.”



“You shouldn’t have,” he said.



“I wanted to,” said Malon. “If I’d known seta was going to be here, I… well, I would have also gotten her something.”



“You mentioned food,” he said, not wanting to linger on that subject. “Did you have a plan for dinner tonight?”



“In fact, I did.” Malon took an apron down from the wall next to the kitchen and tied it on. “I have a whole pork roast, along with some vegetables that I thought I’d cook in a sauce.”



“That sounds wonderful,” said Lilian.



“I should get started on the roast, as it’s going to take some time to cook through,” said Malon. “Solas, could you try the shirt on before I get started?”



Damon did just that. He didn’t bother to leave the room to disrobe, given that both Malon and Lilian had seen him naked more times than he could count. He noticed the way they glanced at him once he was shirtless, and then toward each other, and then back toward him.



“It’s a little tight,” he said, pushing the last button through the eye.



“It’s meant to be,” said Malon. “The fabric is made to stretch with your movements. It should serve you well in the summer.”



“It looks good on you,” said Lilian. “That color of blue suits your personality.”



Lilian stood up and helped adjust the sleeves for him. Damon was just about to change out of it when the door to Vel’s room opened, and she stepped out.



The earlier tension came back in full force. It suddenly felt to Damon as though all of them were waiting for something terrible to happen, a dramatic argument or a tragic teardown. Vel’s eyes were still puffy, though it was clear she’d gone to great lengths to try to erase the evidence of her earlier tears.



She slowly strode across the room, coming to stand a few strides from Malon, who if anything, looked even more emotionally vulnerable. The two women stared at one another, perhaps not knowing where to begin, perhaps simply not wanting to be the one to have to begin.



“Seta…” whispered Malon, after an endless moment. “I’ve missed you. So very, very much.”



“Well, I haven’t missed you at all!” Vel’s voice was petulant, but it was her only defense. “If you expect me to just forgive you and, and…”



“I don’t,” said Malon softly.



“Why?” hissed Vel. “Aesta… Just tell me why? I don’t understand.”



To Malon’s credit, she seemed to give her answer serious thought, glancing toward nothing in particular and weighing her answer. She’d always been a woman aware of the power held within words.



“Because I made a shortsighted decision when I was younger,” she said. “Because there was a time when all I cared about was helping people like you, and solas… and Seffi. Because I didn’t realize early enough that I’m not perfect.”



Vel shook her head, glaring at her, though the expression was undercut by her puffy eyes. Damon walked over to where the two of them stood, drawing near Vel to set a hand on her shoulder.



“She doesn’t bear all of the blame, Vel, as hard as it is to accept,” he said. “You remember Austine, and how it was between him and me, right? It’s not as though she can refuse Lascivious’s will, and from what she’s told me, she has done her part in calming Seffi down in the time since.”



“That’s not good enough for me!” snapped Vel. “What was it you used to say about responsibility, aesta?
 Intention is meaningless in the face of results.
 So, even if you didn’t mean for any of this to happen… it still happened. You still broke everything and left us alone.”



“I did.” Malon lowered her gaze and folded her hands demurely. “I have to live with what I’ve done, just as you do. I am truly sorry, for what it’s worth. If there was a way to undo it all, or to bring change to the future, if not the past, I would commit myself to it in full.”



Damon’s ears perked up at those words, but it was far from the right time to present her with his and Myr’s idea. Vel was still silently fuming, probably more annoyed at not getting the argument she’d no doubt practiced in her head than by Malon’s words. Lilian sat at the table, a thoughtful look on her face as she gazed edgewise at the setting sun through the window.



“How about we all sit down, have a glass of wine, and ready ourselves for dinner?” Damon suggested. “Weren’t you about to put the roast onto the fire, aesta?”



He felt like a negotiator presenting a compromise to the generals of two hostile armies. Vel turned around and took a seat at the table. Malon gave Damon a nod and a forced smile and headed for the kitchen.



He took one of the new bottles of wine Malon had brought and filled a glass for everyone. He told Lilian about his earlier experiment with his ice magic, more to fill the air with words than for meaningful conversation or feedback. Vel drank her wine quicker than anyone else, pouring herself a second glass that Damon hoped wouldn’t prove to be unwise.



“You don’t mind if I bathe before we eat, do you?” asked Lilian. “I have to time cleaning myself up around the rising and setting of the sun. The water is at its warmest right at the start of night.”



“Of course,” said Damon. “The roast has to cook for a while, anyway. It’s the perfect time.”



“I’ll go along with you,” said Vel.



“I brought some soap.” Malon poked her head out from the kitchen, brow furrowed with uncertainty. “If the two of you felt as though you wanted to use it.”



Lilian smiled. “I would love to have some—”



“What kind of soap?” snapped Vel.



“Rosehip,” said Malon. “Your favorite. Or… it was, last time I checked. I also have lavender and crimmor, though the scent of the latter is a tad overpowering.”



Damon couldn’t have thought of a better peace offering to win Vel over if he’d tried nonstop for a week.



“Ooh,” said Lilian. “I would gladly take some soap. You have no idea how much I appreciate being clean after living in the wild for as long as I did.”



Vel gave a sulky shrug. “I… suppose my hair could use some added fragrance.”



“Use as much as you’d like,” said Malon, setting it out on the table. “I can always get more.”



Damon waited for them to take the soap and start off toward the lake before turning and grinning at Malon. “You’re a genius, aesta.”



“In truth, I brought those for you, solas,” she said. “I didn’t expect you to appreciate them all that much, but soap isn’t always just a gift to the one using it.”



Damon blinked. “Did you just imply that I smell bad?”



She chuckled and came around to stand behind where he sat, setting her hands on his shoulders. “Not bad. Like a man. It’s a powerful scent… distracting even, at times.”



She leaned her face in and inhaled with her nose near the curve between his neck and shoulder, letting out an appreciative sigh. Damon turned to face her, letting the moment linger for a pulsing instant before going for a kiss. She grinned and pulled back evasively, fluffing his hair as she turned away.



“I should get that roast onto the fire,” she said. “Someone around here has to do the cooking, after all.”










CHAPTER 9




 



Damon spent the next few minutes carrying firewood into the house to refill the pile next to the hearth. He kept Malon company as she cooked, drinking a liberal amount of wine and letting himself relax.



“One of Ria’s companions came by the farmstead this morning,” he told her.



Malon looked over her shoulder, splitting her attention between the conversation and a cutting board strewn with carrots, turnips, and red potatoes. “Is that so?”



“I told him to give her a message,” he said. “She’ll be arriving tomorrow, most likely.”



Malon’s knife chopped down against the cutting board with rhythmic taps. She looked caught between two reactions, an eagerness to see Ria, her seta, and the foreboding knowledge of how that reunion might go.



“I may have to leave early, if that’s the case,” she said with a sigh.



“I won’t hear of it,” said Damon. “In fact, I’ll stop you if you try.”



He said it playfully, and she gave him a teasing smirk, but in his heart, he meant it. They needed to see each other, to face each other, if only to get it over with. Damon felt selfish again as he considered how desperately he wanted to see them on good terms once more. Their relationship had always been rocky, and after everything that’d happened, it felt like wishing on a star.



“Sometimes you simply have to accept the way that things are,” said Malon. “There is a freedom of a form, in that.”



“Sometimes, but not all the time.” Damon leaned sideways on his chair, watching her carefully. “If I told you that there was a way to make a change for the better… to the world, and to your crest contract, would you help me pursue it?”



She stopped chopping the vegetables and looked at him seriously, not answering right away. “Have you uncovered something?”



“I need your answer, first.”



She slowly nodded. “I would. In an instant.”



“Even if it meant keeping secrets from Lascivious?”



Malon blinked, aware now of what he was truly asking. Before she could reply, laughter came from the door. Vel and Lilian reentered the common room, freshly scrubbed, hair swaddled in towels, both smelling of lavender and rosehip.



“That was refreshing,” said Lilian. “Thanks again for the soap, Lady Malon.”



She shot a sidelong look at Vel, elbowing her in the ribs.



“…Thank you for the soap, aesta,” grumbled Vel.



“You’re both very welcome,” said Malon, grinning from ear to ear. “Why don’t you get changed? The food should be ready in just a few minutes. Solas, could you bring in some more firewood?”



She’d never given him an answer, Damon noticed, and now with Vel and Lilian back within the tower, the flow of their conversation was completely broken. It stung a bit to think that she might be unwilling to agree to that aspect of helping him, which everything else so obviously hinged on.



He went and collected more firewood from the pile, taking his time as he brought it in. He started toward his room, thinking he might rest for a bit before dinner. Malon caught his hand as he was turning away from the kitchen, reeling him by the arm into a warm hug.



“Yes,” she whispered. “If you were certain of what you said before, and could explain more, and it made sense to me,
 and
 if it were not too dangerous or outlandish… I would go along with it even if it meant lying to Seffi.”



He felt a grin sneak onto his face. “I’ll explain everything soon. I’ve just been waiting for… well…”



“For Ria,” said Malon, nodding. “I understand. And I love you. So very much.”



She gave him a slow kiss. Her lips were dry against his, and their foreheads briefly touched as it ended. She smelled so much like the aesta he remembered, perhaps with an extra kick of crimmor.



“Have you always used scented soaps?” he asked.



 



***



 



Dinner was ready shortly after. Vel and Lilian had both changed into comfortable nightgowns and sat down on either side of Damon. Malon brought the food over and set to work serving each of them.



The pork roast was cooked to perfection. Damon’s mouth watered as he stared at his thick slice, tender but cooked through, with a thin ribbon of fat running along the edge. The vegetables were sweet, but faintly so, like the type of food one might expect from a lord’s table.



“I used plenty of garlic and pepper on the pork,” said Malon. “I initially thought of cooking everything together, but that seemed a bit too easy for such a nice cut of meat.”



“Since when did ease of cooking have anything to do with taste?” asked Vel.



“Try it, and you’ll see what I mean,” said Malon. “There’s also plenty of wine, if anyone…”



Damon, Vel, and Lilian each stuck their cups in her direction before she’d even finished. Malon poured his first, and Damon took a deep sip as he leaned back in his chair and stared at the veritable feast on his plate. Again, he felt so lucky and appreciative to be where he was, surrounded by so many people he loved.



The pork was incredible, rich with flavor and still piping hot. He found himself eyeing the rest of the roast, wondering who he might have to fight for the leftovers. He could take Vel, no doubt, but Lilian would be more of a challenge.



The vegetables were similarly cooked to perfection, tender without being mushy, sweet without being overpowering. Damon wolfed them down in between sips of wine. He wasn’t the only one entranced by the food. The table seemed to get in the way of conversations, with everyone so focused on eating that there simply wasn’t room or need for words, at first.



“Delicious,” he finally said. “Everything is exquisite, aesta.”



“Agreed,” said Lilian. “This is also coming from someone who has a rather limited appetite, as of late.”



“It’s fine, I guess.” Vel shrugged, though her indifference was undercut by the focus she put into cutting her next bite of pork.



“If you’re not a fan, I’d be more than happy to finish your plate for you.” Damon kicked her shin softly under the table, earning him a slightly exaggerated glare from Vel in response.



“There will be plenty of leftovers, solas,” said Malon. “No need to worry. Truthfully, I often feel an urge to outdo myself when I’m cooking here at the tower. The old hearth is so familiar to me, I could almost do an entire meal without even needing to think about it.”



“If you don’t mind me asking, Lady Malon, just how did you rebuild your tower to begin with?” Lilian leaned forward as she issued the question, her dark eyes gleaming with curiosity. “I can only assume your magic played a role, given the quality of the craftsmanship.”



Malon chuckled and nodded. “A starring role, as it happens. With help. The form of the tower was set within my will, using as much of the original rem stone and mortar as I could salvage, supplemented by new material. I borrowed some of Seffi’s power for the actual construction spell, but in truth, the hardest aspect was delving into my own memories to recreate every specific detail.”



Her good humor faded a bit with that last sentence. Damon reached across the table to touch her hand.



“I can see how that would have been hard,” he said. “Even good memories can have an edge when set into… a new context.”



For Malon, his aesta, to think about the tower and the life they’d shared as a family within it after seemingly watching him die and losing Vel and Ria’s trust. Damon supposed it spoke to the depth of her love that she was able to push beyond that and reclaim a piece of the past, regardless.



“I’m curious if you could build other structures through this same means?” asked Lilian. “Could you build an entire town, for instance?”



“I think it unlikely, unless I spent some time studying a specific town in question,” said Malon. “I am far from an architect. Just an old sorceress with too much nostalgia.”



“You’re far from old, aesta,” said Damon.



Vel shot a glare that he didn’t feel was justified. Malon cleared her throat, smiling, but continuing on to dispel the tension.



“Did the two of you see Kastet while you were in Silke?” she asked.



Vel and Lilian glanced at each other, both beaming a little as though they shared in some bit of humorous knowledge.



“She’s still Kastet,” said Lilian.



“Definitely still Kastet,” agreed Vel. “I went to Redpane Tower before I left and was informed that her secretary would set up a meeting for us within the next few days. For obvious reasons, we didn’t bother to wait.”



“She might have intended it as a slight, or maybe she truly is that busy.” Lilian shrugged. “Either way, I feel as though seeing her in person might have been a greater disappointment than being turned away at the door.”



“As do I,” said Vel. “She’s not the same Princess Kastet I once served.”



“She’s twice the woman with half the heart,” said Lilian, with a catty grin.



Vel laughed and nodded. Damon felt a strange urge to defend Kastet, despite his own past disagreements with her.



“Well, I did see her while I was in Silke,” he said. “She does still care about the two of you, in her own way.”



“If that’s the case, she should have made an effort to see us,” said Vel.



“In her defense, I’m sure it takes a fair amount of effort for her to lift her generous backside off the throne,” said Lilian.



“That’s a little uncalled for,” he said. “She’s chubby, at best.”



“She must have lost weight, then,” said Vel. “She needed to have all her dresses retailored after we left Hearthold in exile.”



“And then again, prior to her brief betrothal to Matthis Blackseed,” said Lilian. “A shame that didn’t work out. I’d heard that he had a reputation for being the largest of the Emperor’s sons.”



Vel snorted, covering her mouth to hold in the wine she was drinking. Even Malon chuckled and smiled. Everyone was laughing… except for Damon.



He felt strange, and it had less to do with any offense taken on Kastet’s behalf and more to do with the sheer amount of change that had taken place. He had nothing to add to the conversation, as though he was listening to an inside joke formed at a gathering to which he hadn’t been invited.



He’d missed so much more than he’d realized, events that had transpired and effected the world, his family, his friends. He would never get any of that time back. He didn’t like delving into that sort of self-pity, but it still weighed upon him, as though he was missing several key pieces to the puzzle of his own life.



The conversation shifted to other things. Vel spoke of her time as a tailor at
 Silk in Silke
 . Even if Damon had found an opening in that conversation, he doubted his mood would have suited the table. He pushed his plate back and stood up.



“I… think I’ll head to bed,” he said.



“Are you alright, solas?” asked Malon.



“It’s still so early, Damon,” said Vel. “We haven’t even finished the first bottle of wine yet.”



“I’m fine, I just feel tired,” he said.



He turned before having to field any more objections and headed into his room.










CHAPTER 10




 



Damon genuinely was tired, though it was more from the way the day had stressed his emotions than in a physical sense. He stripped down to his undershorts and, within a few minutes of lying down, fell mostly asleep, drifting back and forth between slumber and wakefulness.



He heard his door creak open. His quilt was slightly sweaty, which told him it must have been at least an hour or two that he’d been in bed for. He rolled over to face his visitor, blinking to resolve their profile against the darkness.



“Solas,” whispered Malon. “Are you awake?”



“Mostly.”



She closed the door and came over to his bed, sitting down next to him. Her weight was so familiar that his mind wanted to take him to another time, years ago, when her presence in his room was something he’d taken for granted.



“I wanted to check on you earlier,” she whispered. “I sensed the shift in your mood, and I would have come after you when you got up from the table, it’s just…”



“I know,” he said. “You haven’t seen Vel for so long.”



“Exactly.” She set a hand on his knee and gave it a gentle squeeze. “It felt incredible to have the chance to sit with her. To feed her dinner, hear her stories, even if it was mostly just listening to her and Lilian’s girl talk.”



Malon let out an appreciative sigh. Damon found it suddenly easy to move past his previous mood, in no small part due to how welcome her presence was in his room. He smelled the faintest hint of crimmor-scented soap again and couldn’t stop himself from reaching his hand out to gently caress her side.



She wore a nightgown, the same one she’d had on earlier that week, a lookalike of the old pink one he’d bought for her so long ago. The fabric was soft in that surreal way that only women’s clothing can be, and it stirred something shamefully lurid within him.



“I brought some wine with me, if you care for a nightcap,” she whispered.



“You know me too well,” he said.



“I know you better than anyone, and yet you still manage to surprise me,” she said. “Your question earlier about Seffi, and keeping secrets, for example.”



She passed him the wine bottle, and Damon sat up and took a deep sip straight from the stem.



“You don’t have to explain everything to me just yet, solas,” she said. “I’m not here to delve for answers. I just… I suppose I find it fitting that we’ve always had our own secrets.”



“You’re comfortable with adding one more to the pile?” he asked.



He set the bottle down on his nightstand. Malon turned to face him directly, setting a hand on his thigh that might as well have been a formal invitation. He felt his cock growing stiff at a sprint and marveled what she could do to him with a simple brush of her fingers.



“I’m always comfortable when it’s for you, solas,” she said.



Damon pulled her to him and kissed her, tasting wine on her lips. He ran his hands over her gown again, feeling the softness of her body underneath. He shifted forward aggressively and felt her fingers tighten on his thigh, urging him to go slow, stay patient, while simultaneously promising a reward.



“Talk to me more,” she whispered. “You have such a great voice.”



“I think we’re past the point of talking.” He kissed her neck and heard her suck in a surprised breath.



“Just… where are we, then?” she asked, voice aflutter.



He slid his hand underneath her gown. She wasn’t wearing girlshorts underneath, but even if she had been, it wouldn’t have stopped him. He felt her entire body tensing and responding to him, taut as a harp string, ready to be plucked and strummed.



And of course, there was a knock at the door. Damon hissed in frustration louder than he probably should have.



“Oh,” said Lilian. “Sorry. I thought you were alone in here, Damon.”



“I was just checking on solas before bed,” said Malon, hurrying to pull her nightgown back down to cover herself.



“It seems we’re of a mind,” said Lilian. “I often go on walks at night. I thought since Damon took a nap earlier, he might want to come along. Do some talking.”



“Maybe another time?” said Damon. “I… didn’t get a chance to speak with my aesta much today, so…”



“Of course,” said Lilian. “I understand.”



There was a teasing edge to her voice that suggested she really did, which made Damon feel embarrassed in all kinds of ways. Lilian slowly shut the door, and Damon was against Malon before he’d even heard the latch click.



He kissed her, cutting off whatever she’d been about to say, and spread her out on his bed. Malon wiggled a little to center herself as Damon pulled his undershorts off. She stopped him as he started to press forward, lifting a foot to press gently against his chest.



“Go slow, solas,” she whispered. “We have all night.”



He took her foot in his hands, lifting to kiss the side of it. He heard Malon let out a gentle gasp as he kept kissing, planting them on her ankle, and then her calf, leaving a trail with his lips as he progressed up her leg.



“I told Lilian the truth,” he said gruffly. “I want to hear everything you have to say tonight, aesta. The full range of your voice.”



“Oh, solas!” she said, more urgent. “I said… go slow. Remember?”



He kissed the inside of her thigh and felt her quiver with anticipation. It was a boon to his ego to see he could have this kind of effect on her. He kissed higher and higher, lips nearing their inevitable target, Malon’s back already arching in anticipation of what was to come.



He let his breath tickle her womanhood, inhaling the heady scent of her femininity. She reached her hands down and ran them through his hair, fingers primed with energy as though it took a force of will to keep from pulling his face in closer.



He kissed her, letting his lips miss all the interesting places he knew she wanted them, by the width of no more than a hair. He kept doing that, almost, but not quite beginning to lick and suck and lavish her womanhood with attention. Letting the anticipation build. He wanted to see if she’d ask, if she’d beg, even.



“Solas,” she said, trying for sternness but landing somewhere nearer to a whimpering plea.



“Aesta,” he said, voice hard and dominant. “Is there something you need?”



“I came to your room tonight,” she said breathily. “It’s only fair that you treat me like a… Oh… Oh!”



He kissed her then, letting his lips meet the lips of her womanhood. She was dripping wet, and there was a sweetness to it which he wondered if he was imagining. He could still smell that scented soap. He pushed his tongue into her, still focusing on the sides and avoiding where he knew she was the most sensitive, teasing her in the best and worst possible way.



She took shallow, shuddering breaths, moving her hands from his head, down to his shoulders, back up again, before digging them into the bed, unsure of where to put them or what to do with herself. Damon loved it. He had her right where he wanted her, at his complete mercy, and he was going to make sure she enjoyed every second of it.



He took hold of her thighs and used his strong arms to rock her toward his face, licking her each time she came into range. The motion was powerful enough to make his bed creak, and perhaps that noise triggered something in Malon’s resolve.



“Slow, so…las,” she whispered. “Oh… Oh!”



Her legs curled against him, thighs trying to clench partially closed. He gave a slow, sucking lick and felt her hips buck wildly as a powerful orgasm rippled through her. Damon gave her two breaths to recover before crawling upward and letting the head of his cock tease her freshly prepared womanhood.



“You’re mine tonight, aesta,” he whispered.



She nodded in the darkness. “I am. But you have to promise me you’ll go… Ah!”



Slow, was probably the word she’d been forming on those perfect lips. Damon rammed his cock forward, gasping in ecstasy as the entire length plunged into her tight, hot lane.



He couldn’t slow down, let alone stop himself. His heart beat at a frightening pace. Pleasure pulsed through every inch of him. He thrust into her as though he was in a rush, even though he wanted the moment to last as long as it possibly could.



His headboard banged against the wall, the noise impossibly lewd and impossible to mistake. A careless, accelerating
 thunk, thunk, thunk
 as he thrust into his aesta. The type of rough, passionate rutting that made him feel as if he was taking her under time constraints, which oftentimes seemed to be the case.



She still had on her nightgown, but his hands were all over her body, fingers pinching into her breasts and feeling how they jiggled in reaction to his sexual onslaught. Malon let out a tiny, pleasured groan and tapped gently on his back, urging him again to pace himself, if not halve his speed.



It was all quite simply too hot, too much, too fast. Damon knew he was going to finish early, which would have normally made him feel a bit unmanned. But with her, it was all so different, so easy to see how she’d forgive him, and he’d be ready to go again in seconds.



He kissed her, his tongue meeting hers, as he drove his cock deeper. She was so much like any other woman on this side of the sheets, and yet still so much his aesta. The combination made his sense of the world feel all twisted up. Her body was his for the touching, his to play with and grope, and yet somehow still sacred.



“Solas!” said Malon.



The bed crashed and drummed against the wall. He couldn’t stop himself, and he knew she’d be cross with him for it. Damon hugged her to him as he continued surging with his hips, his tool heating up and hardening to its throbbing limit.



“You’re… being…” She kissed him between each word, herself torn between reason and lust. “Too… loud!”



“Aesta!” Damon grunted.



There was a flash of crimson, appropriately timed or a bit too late, depending on who one asked. Malon pushed Damon back with her magic, not far, holding him neatly in the air where his thrusting hips could no longer threaten the integrity of his creaking bed.



He came in that same moment, and given the angle, it went all over her. It felt like a true violation of what she’d normally let him get away with, and she’d basically done it to herself, albeit accidentally.



Strings of Damon’s seed clung to her nightgown, her bare shoulders, the pale patch of flesh in between the shoulder straps. A small gob hung from the edge of her chin, and another somehow clung to the bottom of one earlobe like a gaudy pearl earring.



He was still suspended in midair, a strangely appropriate placement given the cloudy high brought about by his release. He expected his aesta to flip him upside down and drop him on his head, but instead she merely sighed, pulled off her sticky nightgown, and used the inside to clean herself up.



“You are simply too much, young man,” she said, with a not displeased smile. “When I rebuilt this tower, I didn’t make the walls any thicker. I’ve no intention of subjecting Vel and Lilian to the sounds of your… efforts.”



“It was mostly you making the noise, aesta, but point taken.”



“It was mostly the bed, which you seemed intent on breaking.”



She lowered him down with a gentle wave of her hand, sliding over to make room. Damon feasted his eyes on her pale naked body, plump breasts, womanly hips, the carefully trimmed patch of red adorning her crotch.



He felt his arousal building again and pinched the bridge of his nose. Malon slid closer to him and started kissing his shoulder, and as though she’d cast a new type of spell on him, he instantly started getting hard.



“Aesta,” he whispered. “If you don’t want us getting loud again, you should…”



“I should what, solas?” She kissed his chest, sliding downward, lips dragging across his stomach. “Is there something you’d like your aesta to do for you?”



She came to a stop with her head even with his crotch, staring at his cock with those brilliant green eyes. Damon felt it stiffening under her gaze, any softness from his previous exertions hammered out in a forge of illicit lust. She glanced at him, and he nodded.



Damon watched in a state of fogged-out bliss as she brought her lips down onto the tip of his cock, which was still sticky and glistening from a few minutes earlier, and began to kiss him all over.



She set her hands on his thighs, thumbs pinching inward, holding him tightly in place. He sensed her cultivating that aspect of control, taking the encounter back to where she was comfortable with it being. She was his aesta, she had every right to, in a sense, and she’d already proven that she’d break the magic to hold him still if needed.



He was beyond fine with that. Malon dropped her mouth down the length of his tool, her tongue swirling and caressing, eyes watching for his pleasured reactions with borderline smug satisfaction.



Sure, he could take her for a hard tumble on his mattress, leave her breathless with his thrusts, but she could do
 this
 . She could turn him into a boy again, something more basic than that even, a man hooked by the pleasure of a pair of plump lips and a brazen tongue.



“Oh…” he groaned. “Aesta!”



He reached down, intent on grabbing her braid and seeing what she’d let him get away with. He found one of her hands instead. She laced her fingers through his, and the point of contact felt as much like a lover’s touch as her mouth did, though without the insane, world-breaking pleasure.



He focused on his own breathing and did his best to last a little longer this time around as he watched his aesta bob her head up and down, polishing every inch of his cock, a small dribble of either spit or his own stickiness running down onto his crotch.



He didn’t last any longer, and she didn’t miss a drop.










CHAPTER 11




 



Damon was grinning from ear to ear when he woke up the next morning. Malon had stayed with him and cuddled in bed for hours after they’d worn each other out before heading back to her own room, making some ridiculous comment about not wanting to be blatant. They’d been plenty blatant, in his opinion, though old habits were hard to break.



He could smell breakfast, griddle cakes, one of his favorites and one of his aesta’s specialties. His smile got even wider as he thought about how content he was to just be at the tower, with so many people he cared about, nearly free of concerns or worries.



“Damon,” whispered Myr. “I don’t mean to dampen your mood, but this won’t last. Not with things as they are.”



“I know,” he said, with a sigh. “Once Ria gets here…”



He didn’t finish the thought. The truth was, he fully intended to set out on his quest alone. His plan still sounded patently ridiculous to his own ears. Setting out to the edge of the world to save the world, accompanied by a family that had spent the past half decade in a state of broken dysfunction.



There was always Lilian. He supposed he could focus his efforts on convincing her and leave the others to their lives, but that felt like prematurely admitting defeat.



“I’m going to make this work,” he said, more to himself than Myr. “In the meantime, I suppose I should brush up on my sword skills.”



He got dressed, pulling on his sword belt and opting to take his broken myrblade along with him instead of the Rem sword. As far as he and Myr could tell, the myrblade was devoid of any residual enchantment, but he’d had the weapon for a while. He’d already resolved to have it reforged in the near future, assuming he could find a capable enough smith.



Everyone else was already awake. Malon was busily dripping batter onto a pan and cooking breakfast. Vel and Lilian sat at the table, both clad in nightclothes and bedhead. They glanced up at him as he took a seat. Vel flashed a knowing smile and cleared her throat.



“Morning, Damon,” she said. “Did you sleep well last night?”



“Surprisingly well,” he said. There were already a fair number of griddle cakes on a communal plate in the center of the table. Damon grabbed one and poured maple syrup on it in an x-shape before wolfing it down.



“You must have, after, well...” Lilian shrugged and grinned, shaking her head. “True Divine. You must have
 really
 missed your aesta.”



“Don’t be gross, Lil,” said Vel, elbowing her in the arm. “You know how Damon is.”



“I suppose I do, it’s just…” Lilian whistled and shook her head. “Wow. I would have knocked on the door and asked you to keep it down if I didn’t think it would be needlessly awkward.”



Damon cleared his throat and tried to ignore how hot his face was getting. “Instead, you bring the needless awkwardness forward to the next morning. Good work.”



Someone kicked him underneath the table, and it was hard to tell if it was Lilian or Vel, from their smiles. Malon, oblivious to their conversation, brought another pile of griddle cakes over.



“There’s plenty more where that came from,” she said. “I have to use up all the batter in one go. It’s a mess to deal with otherwise.”



“I’m sure it is,” said Vel. “A big, sticky mess.”



Damon was happy to see Vel and Malon getting on better. It would take more time for them to truly repair their relationship, but as far as he was concerned, griddle cakes were a fantastic way to start. Vel had a hidden sweet tooth of which few outside her immediate family were aware.



“The three of you will be on your own this morning,” said Malon. “I have to handle a few things after breakfast.”



“Care to elaborate on what those things might be?” asked Damon.



She shook her head. He was used to her being vague, even keeping secrets at times, and he didn’t press her. He trusted her in what she’d said about keeping secrets from Lascivious, and it wasn’t as though he’d explained anything to her that could compromise them yet. He doubted Seffi would take offense at a sentimental aesta spending some quality time with her family.



“I suppose I’ll do some training this morning after handling my chores,” said Damon.



“Can I steal a few minutes of your time after that?” asked Lilian.



“Sure, what for?”



She tapped her lips, and he wasn’t entirely sure whether she was implying that she wanted to feed or fuck. Probably both if he was up for it.



“I think I might do some reading,” said Vel. “As nice as it is to be back here, I forgot how boring it can be at times.”



“Now there’s the Vel I remember,” said Damon.



She stuck out her tongue at him, and he felt another kick underneath the table. Damon shot her an exaggerated glare and pushed his chair out, dropping to his knees. His first thought was to tickle her foot, or possibly snap her girlshorts to get revenge, but being under the table gave him a rather interesting view.



Both Vel and Lilian wore their nightgowns, tiny little things that barely made it midway down their thighs. They both had their legs crossed like the demure former ladies-in waiting they were. Damon ran a hand along Vel’s smooth calf with his right hand, and Lilian’s with his left.



He felt them both stiffen and then relax, followed by a series of giggles verging on hysteria as Damon’s hands slid higher up. He heard them whispering as he began to ease their legs open, no doubt conspiring with one another about how far to let him go.



“Where did solas go?” asked Malon.



“Oh, I’m sure Damon is around somewhere,” said Vel. “You know how he is. One thing after another.”



“Very true,” said Malon.



Damon eased his fingers underneath the hems of both Vel and Lilian’s nightgowns. There were obvious differences in both their reactions and what he found there. Vel only just opened her legs, and her girlshorts presented a formidable obstacle. Lilian spread wide and wore nothing underneath.



“I admire him for his energy,” said Lilian. “He wouldn’t be the man he is without it.”



“That’s… high praise,” said Malon, slightly baffled.



Damon waited until she’d walked away before continuing his subterranean adventure. He slid a finger into Lilian’s womanhood, easing Vel’s girlshorts aside with his other hand. He managed to get a finger into her, too, and felt as much as heard her suck in a pleasured breath.



It was strange and simultaneously one of the most entertaining sexual acts he’d ever performed. He slowly caressed them both, eventually getting a second finger into each of them. He felt as though he was directing a caravan, or casting a strange arcane spell, curling his fingers with slow motions and paying close attention to their reactions.



“I might not… read today after all,” said Vel. “Maybe I’ll watch Damon train.”



“Oh, I might have a few pointers for him,” said Lilian. “We could talk over his form at length. For hours, if he was so interested.”



“Lil!” hissed Vel. “I think he’d… rather be outside… with me. Maybe we could go for a walk and…”



Damon heard a squeak and felt a tightening on the fingers of his right hand. He grinned, feeling awfully pleased with himself.



“You should take a rest, Vel,” said Lilian. “I’m sure… Damon would rather train with… someone who could keep up with… with.”



He pulled his finger away from Vel, flipping Lilian’s nightgown up far enough to get his face, and more importantly, tongue into position. A single lick was enough to draw out a lewd gasp, and then she was coming right along with Vel.



“Solas,” snapped Malon. “Get out from under there.”



He froze, wondering if he might still escape notice if he just stayed really quiet.



“Solas!”



“I was just… picking up a griddle cake I dropped.” He tried not to smile too much as he returned to his chair.



“None of that at the common room table,” said Malon. “I swear, sometimes I think you’re a bunch of mares in heat.”



“You’re one to talk, aesta,” muttered Vel.



“Seta? Did you say something?”



Vel sighed and shook her head. “No, aesta. Just had something stuck in my throat.”










CHAPTER 12




 



As much as Damon would have loved to take Vel or Lilian up on their suggestions on how he might spend the day with them, he really did need to train. He was also wary of raising Malon’s ire. He wasn’t so naïve to think that at least part of her annoyance at his stunt under the table wasn’t due to her own complicated feelings toward him as both her lover and her solas.



He treated his exercise the same way he once had as a gladiator, creating a frozen edge to fill out his myrblade and running through various swordplay routines. It was exhilarating once he got into it, each slash and cut flowing together, each dodge and spin testing his old muscles.



The sky was even more overcast than usual, to the point where Lilian was able to come outside under a hooded cloak. She and Vel stuck together, watching for a time, and then walking around the clearing, immersed in their own friendship and conversation.



After an hour or so of heavy sword practice, Damon switched to working on his tumbling. It wasn’t nearly as useful of a skill to him with his performance days long in the past, but it was good for his balance and flexibility. He practiced handsprings, shoulder rolls, and side flips, feeling like a kid again as he flung his body around every which way.



It helped to have an interested audience. He caught Vel and Lilian watching more than once, more than a couple of times, even. There were a few appreciative whistles, a small applause, even.



It started raining at one point, though it was a quick, indecisive shower. Damon ignored it, working up a heavy sweat before finally calling it a day. He took a quick, ill-advised dip in the lake, admiring a small rainbow that had taken up residence in the mist on the other side of the shore.



The water had cooled dramatically over the course of the day, and he was shivering as he toweled off afterward. He was getting ready to head back inside to rifle through the pantry for a snack when he saw someone entering the clearing from the trees.



Ria was on foot, which surprised him, given how much he’d seen her on horseback during their last encounter. Her hair was done up in a tight, silver-green bun, with little sticks of crisscrossing blackwood holding it all in place. She wore a tight tunic of pale fabric with a tiny diamond showcasing her navel and abdomen, ending in a slitted skirt which hung loose over tan leggings.



The black matridai on her face, Damon’s own design, looked striking and elegant. He couldn’t take his eyes off them, the teasing curls of the two Ds across the sides of her cheeks, swooping downward like perfect, meaningful calligraphy.



He grinned at her, still in his underwear from his swim, but her attention was elsewhere. She was staring at the tower in a mixture of awe and horror, eyes wide, the fingers of one hand white-knuckle tight along the shaft of her spear.



He left his clothes on the bank and ran up to her. Vel and Lilian had gone inside at some point, leaving him to greet her alone. Her eyes never left the tower, though she took his hands on reflex as they drew near enough to touch.



“How… is this possible?” she whispered.



“Just wait until you see the interior,” he said. “Aside from our lost possessions, it’s nearly identical to—”



“Is she here?” hissed Ria. “Right now?”



It was only then that Damon saw the sudden shift in her expression, her tight lips and hard eyes. He felt his stomach lurch as he had a premonition of what was to come, what he should have expected all along, in truth.



“Slow down,” he said. “Give me a minute to explain everything.”



She was already pushing by him, her fingers pulling away from his as she took off toward the tower at a sprint. He ran after her, but she’d always been faster. She banged through the front door of the tower as though a battle was already underway.



“Ria!” snapped Damon. “Rovahn’s balls! Just… hold on!”



He followed her, terrified that Malon might have arrived back without him noticing and the situation might already be out of control. He stared through the doorway, taking far longer than he really should have to make sense of what he found.



Vel and Ria were hugging each other tightly, two sisters together again after perhaps years apart. He didn’t know for sure when they’d last met one another in person, and the sentiment he felt at watching their reunion was almost as palpable as his relief.



“Oh, Ria,” said Vel. “True Divine. It is so good to see you again.”



“As it is to see you, Velanor.” Ria smiled and held Vel at shoulder length, touching her hair and face. “You look well. If, perhaps, a bit scrawny. Have you been eating enough?”



“You’re one to talk.” Vel grinned and slapped the side of Ria’s hips. “And your hair! The black is shifting away so fast. It looks so beautiful like this… ethereal, almost.”



“You are too kind.” Ria smiled and looked Vel up and down again. Her eyes shifted past her to Lilian, at the table, who gave a wave.



“It’s been a while, Ria,” said Lilian.



“You as well, Lilian,” said Ria. “Have you been behaving yourself?”



She asked the question playfully, and to anyone else, it might have landed with good humor.



Lilian’s smile faltered, and she looked down at the table as she answered. “When I can help it. Not… to the degree I would have liked.”



“I did not mean to—”



“Forget it,” said Lilian, waving a hand. “I’ve been doing better recently.”



She looked at Damon, and Damon looked at Ria, and Vel smiled and started toward the kitchen to grab wine, or perhaps snacks. Damon felt reassurance within the palm of his hand, only to have it snatched away as Ria slammed the butt of her spear down into the floor.



“I did not come to simply reminisce and relax,” she said, baring her teeth. “The Red Sorceress was here, yes? If that is so, then she must be dealt with regardless, if—”



“Stop it.” Damon was surprised by the intensity of his own voice. He took a step forward, getting partially into Ria’s face, though he kept his expression as sympathetic as he could.



“I will not stop until I am certain that we are all safe,” said Ria.



“Aesta isn’t here,” said Vel. “She left this morning.”



“Where did she go?” shouted Ria, gripping her spear again.



“Calm down!” snapped Damon. “And lower your voice. True Divine, we’re indoors.”



“I have no time for your snark or your hesitation, young Damon. Tell me what you know, or…”



“Or what?” He took a step forward, almost blunting his chest off hers the way he might do to another man who stepped to him. “You might be the Vaista Aestairius among your people, but you have no more authority over us here than you did when we were kids.”



“Damon!” said Vel, wringing her hands together. “You don’t have to start a fight with her. We can talk this out, can’t we?”



“You should listen to Velanor, Damon,” said Ria. “You know how such a fight would end.”



“Do I?” He didn’t posture for violence, more to simply get under her skin, smirking in that way he knew would set her eyes to smoldering. She had no right to be stirring the pot like this, and if he had to be the one to set her straight, so be it.



“You should be grateful that my conflict is not with you, given how far you are pushing your luck,” said Ria. “I will do what needs to be done as soon as the Red Sorceress can be found.”



“She’s right here. Hello, seta.”



Malon’s voice, announcing her presence in the open doorway, was far from the relief it might once have been in the midst of their argument. She slowly strode into the already crowded common room as though she owned the place… which of course, she did.



Damon would have given anything to have Ria’s focus and anger still directed toward him, where it could be more easily harnessed. He tried to force himself between the two women as Ria brought her spear to her hands and attempted to rush toward Malon.



“Get back from her!” Ria shouted. “She is not what she seems! How can you not see it? She is one of the
 Venmalani
 ! She serves Lascivious and has no loyalty to any other!”



“Enough!” barked Damon. “We’ve been here before, and it led nowhere.”



“If it had led to where it needed to go, thousands of people might still be alive.” Ria’s voice was low, trembling with suppressed emotion. “I warned you so long ago, and yet you did not listen. Will you still plug your ears to the truth? It is painful, I know this… but it is also undeniable.”



“I am listening to you now, seta,” said Malon. “All that I ask is that you return the favor and listen to me in—”



Ria was apparently done talking. She flung herself forward, moving too fast for Damon to get in the way. She tackled Malon, tumbling through the door and onto the grass, the two women immediately grappling with one another for advantage. Thunder rumbled ominously overhead, as though even Rovahn and Leandra disapproved of what was about to take place.










CHAPTER 13




 



The chaos made everything seem as though it was happening at once. Vel screamed, getting in Damon’s way as he tried to rush out the door. Malon and Ria rolled together across the grass, tugging at each other’s hair and clothing, both too caught up in the moment to even fight effectively.



It started raining, heavy, cold droplets that pattered into the trees and dampened noise. The black clouds overhead made it seem as though night had come early, and a flash of lightning forced Damon’s eyes to readjust to the darkened world.



He was still clad only in his undershorts, with a towel over one shoulder, a fact which emphasized how quickly everything had spiraled out of control. Malon and Ria pulled back from one another, coming to stand ten or so strides apart. They were shouting at one another, but the wind had picked up, and Damon couldn’t hear a word of it until he’d closed the distance.



“This ends here!” yelled Ria, voice booming like the thunder. “I did not choose this time to arrive back by happenstance. I am at the height of my power, Malon, and I will do now what I should have done years ago.”



“Seta.” Malon clutched at her chest and shook her head, face a mask of pain. “I know how much hurt I’ve caused you, and Damon, and Vel, and so many others. I am sorry for that, but please… Know that by doing this, by even simply committing to the act, you will break more hearts than just mine.”



“You made this decision for us both!” Ria had left her spear within the tower, but she fell into a martial stance, tunic fluttering in the wind. “I take no pleasure in doing what must be done.”



Malon had recovered her poise and made no move to match Ria’s aggression. She stood, wearing a dress, braid ruffled from their earlier tumble but still intact, and simply shook her head.



“Stop this!” shouted Damon. “Ria! Aesta!”



They acted as if they couldn’t hear him, though perhaps they couldn’t in the wind and the rain. He was horrified, paralyzed, dripping wet, exposed to both the storm overhead and the storm of emotions in front.



Ria attacked first, though she commanded her tempesting through such a subtle motion of her hands to make it seem almost like an act of nature. Lightning flashed, blinding Damon, though he saw it strike Malon in the final flash of his vision.



There was a pulse of crimson at the point of impact. Malon held a single finger up, as though she was gesturing for Ria to hold on, to wait for just a moment. Her eyes glowed bright red, illuminating her face with an intense aura of frightening power.



Ria let out a savage battle cry, throwing her arms out to either side before pulling her hands back together and twisting them in a complicated motion. Lightning and thunder flashed and boomed, an incredible amount of storm energy swirling together. Enough to level an entire town through force and flames, by Damon’s estimation.



He shouted at her, more a wordless cry of horror than a command to stop. Ria brought her palms forward, directing her tempesting at Malon again. An inverted trident of lightning with dozens of prongs seemed to strike her all at once. Once more, crimson power shielded Malon, though the strength of Ria’s spell was enough to send her stumbling back.



Ria seized the opening, sprinting forward, hands balled into tight fists. Malon lashed out with crimson power, tripping her rather than attacking with the same deadly force that Ria had used.



Ria rolled, coming back to her feet with surprising swiftness. The movement put her close enough to get physical, and she twisted into a blurring roundhouse kick. Malon raised a forearm sheathed in crimson, blocking so stoutly that Ria fell backward, clutching her shin in pain.



Both women stared at one another, breathing heavy, Ria glaring, Malon looking on the verge of tears. Ria began tempesting again, and Malon summoned fire in her hands.



Damon was so tired of this nonsense. He hadn’t wanted to involve himself, or rather, his ice, fearing it might shift the encounter in a deadly direction. It seemed as though Malon and Ria were already well on their way down that path, however.



“Enough!” he boomed.



He slammed his hand down into the soggy soil, and a wall of ice shot up between the two women, slanted at an angle that blocked Ria’s lightning from above and Malon’s flames from below. He let it dissolve as soon as the spells were spent, but he wasn’t finished.



He took advantage of the attention he’d drawn, striding in between them, staring them both down with a fury born more from the situation than their individual actions. Ria was breathing heavy, and Malon was pale in the face from exerting her magic.



“This ends here and now,” he said. “I’m not going to stand here and watch the two of you try to kill each other.”



He remembered a similar moment, now years in the past, when he’d first arrived back at the farmstead and the tension between Ria and Malon had boiled over to a similar point. All he’d been able to do back then was watch from a distance and hope for the best.



He was done with watching.



Ria made a quick movement. Damon didn’t care whether it was an attack or simply an aggressive gesture. He slapped his hand into her chest hard, seizing her by the front of her tunic, and coated the bottom two thirds of her body in a stiff layer of ice. It was thin enough that, if she was willing to fall down onto the grass, she might be able to break free. It was more to emphasize his point, rather than truly hold her.



He glared at her, and she glared at him back. He looked at Malon, raising an eyebrow as though to ask if she also needed to be restrained. She gave him a curious smile, the pride hidden within it a contrast against the otherwise harrowing moment.



Damon was still only dressed in his underwear, and he had to clench his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering. He spoke slowly, looking back and forth between these two women whom he loved so very much.



“We aren’t doing this,” he said. “
 I’m
 not doing this. Ria, quit trying to start fights. Aesta… come get me instead of trying to handle it yourself if she does. We’re a family. We work through these arguments together. Alright?”



He let the ice dissolve from Ria’s body, and instead of giving him an answer, she stomped off toward the trees. It had stopped raining, and the sun was even making a rare appearance in the sky overhead, but the mood was anything but cheery.



“I’ll talk to her,” said Damon. “Just go inside. Don’t come looking for us. If I can’t bring her back, nobody can.”



“Thank you, solas,” whispered Malon.










CHAPTER 14




 



Damon went after Ria immediately, only taking the time to grab his clothes from beside the lake and throw them on. They were soaking wet, and he wondered if he might have been better off without them as he felt them sagging on his body.



She hadn’t gone far, which was a minor miracle, as he doubted he would have been able to track her far. She had her back against a tree, but she spun around as Damon’s foot snapped a twig during his approach.



“I am leaving,” she said bitterly. “Save your words.”



“You’re a child,” he said.



“You think to throw insults at me, young Damon?” Ria set her hands on her hips and jutted her chin out. “You call me a child while you still cling to the strings of your aesta’s apron, waiting on her every word?”



“What are you even trying to accomplish?” he snarled. “What would killing aesta do for the world, Ria? Have you even thought that far ahead, or are you just reacting to the whims of your anger?”



He glared at her, though he was almost as annoyed at himself. He wasn’t going to get through to her with insults and loaded questions, but it felt impossible to issue anything else when she was so quick to dismiss his feelings.



“How can you, of all people, say that?” she hissed. “Where have you been these past five years,
 husband
 ? Do you not hold her complicit in stealing that time from you?”



“She’s our aesta,” he said, as though it was an explanation, an argument winner.



“She should not be free of consequences!”



Damon shook his head. “If you think the world is that simple, then you really are a child.”



“You will not speak to me that way!” Ria jabbed her finger into his chest.



“Or what?” He leaned his face closer to hers, holding her gaze as the moment pulsed with a variety of different forms of tension.



They were against each other in the next instant, wrestling, at least at first. Damon’s mouth found hers somehow. She kissed him back, and then bit his lower lip sharply, and then they were wrestling again. He pressed her back against the tree, using his body weight to hold her there as she growled and pawed at him, tearing at his wet shirt.



“You… stupid… bastard!” she hissed.



“You’re an idiot!” he yelled. “If you want to leave, Ria, then go! That’s all you ever do, isn’t it? Run away, attack people, throw a fit when things get hard!”



“I am not running away!” she snarled. “Holding a servant of evil responsible is the furthest thing from running!”



“And if I get in your way when you try it?” he asked, grabbing her by the wrists. “Will you fight me, then?”



“I could, if I so chose,” she said, voice pitched quiet and low.



“You couldn’t handle me.”



“You are more arrogant than I ever was.”



“Is that right?”



She gave a small nod, and they were suddenly kissing again, hands roving over one another as though they really did both want a fight… but something else simply took priority. He could practically sense the annoyance and frustration through the movements of her lips, the breathy noises she made as they both come up for air.



She yanked at his shirt again. She really was going to rip it, if she kept at it like that, which infuriated Damon.
 That would be just like Ria
 , he thought, as he palmed one of her breasts. Tear his shirt while they were kissing, while they were undressing, and blame it on him somehow. She was such an unbelievable…



His mind went blank for a second as he felt he slip her hand into his trousers and cup his manhood in a fashion that sent a pleasurable tickle straight to his core. He pressed her against the tree again, feeling her slide a thigh upward, opening herself to him. He kissed her neck, stopping to lift his arms up as she finally got his shirt off.



They just stared at each other for a moment. Damon glowered at her. He couldn’t help himself. It felt like losing somehow to admit that he wanted her, as though he was admitting she’d been right, and she had this smile on her face as though she knew it. He kissed her again, grinding his erection against her body, and then spun her around roughly by the shoulders.



She leaned back against him, letting her soft butt do all sorts of interesting rubbing. Damon took her arms and set her hands against the trunk of the tree, bending her forward. She let out a fuming growl and started to pull back, but he was already yanking her leggings down.



Her butt looked pale under the shadow of the trees, despite how tanned it was. He heard Ria start grumbling something, but he was a man, a horny man, and it took him less than a second to get his cock out.



“You can’t even argue with me anymore,
 young Damon
 , let alone fight me,” she said, in a mocking tone. “What makes you think you can—”



He thrust into her hard, expecting some resistance, some dryness, but meeting one of the wettest lanes into which he’d ever thrust. He didn’t have the snark in him to call her out on it, and it would have been hard to form words over the brutal, begrudging pleasure of the moment. He delivered a stinging slap to her ass and bent her forward again against the tree.



Ria could be such a bitch sometimes. True Divine, he loved her so much. He loved her body, the way that, even now, she could seem so tensed and ready, muscles collectively coiled like a spring. But she was so soft underneath, so wet, so accessible to his roving hands.



He gasped as he pumped into her, and Ria let out a tiny squeak. This was… Well, it was better than arguing. It would bring them to a point faster than a fight. He pumped into her, feeling the cushion of her buttocks as he gave it to her with hard movements. She could take it, and if she couldn’t, he would smirk and gloat over getting her to beg him to stop.



A few birds took off from a nearby tree, clearly offended. Damon was taking her with enough force to rattle the trunk Ria was leaned up against, and the rhythmic clap of his hips tapping into her ass wasn’t exactly quiet, nor were the noises they were making.



He twisted his fingers into her intricate tunic. She flung a hand back, knocking away his grip and glaring over her shoulder. Damon leaned in and kissed her, breaking his angle, but needing to taste her lips in the moment. Ria kissed him back eagerly, and for an instant, their fingers laced together.



She posed for him, sticking her butt out again, and the sight was so hot that he almost came before getting back into motion. Again, the sensation stole his breath away, so tight and so wet. Ria arched her back and shook with pleasure. Damon reached one of his hands around to tease in between her legs and felt her reacting powerfully.



It only took a few thrusts to get her off, combined with his playful fingers. She tensed suddenly, throwing her head back, mouth open but no sound escaping, at least at first. She let out a low, sex-drunken groan. Damon ran his hand over her neck, took hold of one of her breasts, and took a victory lap.



He really did love her, and it was hard, if not impossible, to stay mad at her while she was all but melting into a puddle onto his cock. He held her hips gently, but firmly, and set an even pace, accelerating as the pleasure approached like a cresting wave. He was going so fast by the end that he started losing his footing against the pine needles carpeting the ground and had to pull her closer in. Ria could never be too close.



She covered his hand with hers as he finally had his moment, grunting and losing himself in the perfection of the pleasure of his release. He made no effort to pull out, and she didn’t say anything about it. Whether it was a good habit for them to fall into remained to be seen. Right then, right there, he simply couldn’t help himself.



“Husband,” whispered Ria.



“Wife,” he replied.










CHAPTER 15




 



They stayed in the forest for a while after they were finished. Damon sat with his back against the very same tree they’d made use of for their exertions, with Ria sitting in between his legs, leaned into him. He gently traced the matridai on her face, admiring the neatness of the linework.



“It took me over a week to finish,” said Ria. “Tradition says the matridai are to be completed in one session but… it is harder when tattooing oneself, using only a looking glass.”



“They’re perfect.” He kissed her cheek and brushed back a few strands of hair that had come loose from her bun. He was pretty sure he’d pulled them loose, now that he thought about it.



It was so strange to consider how furious they’d been with one another mere minutes before, but it also wasn’t as though the essence of the argument had completely faded from existence. Damon knew she would still need to settle things with Malon, but at the very least, he felt as though he’d tested the trust Ria felt for him, her
 husband
 in name and fact, and found that trust to be adequate.



“Come back with me,” he said. “Please. Stay at the tower, if only for tonight.”



“Damon…” Ria started to shake her head.



He playfully set his hands on either side of her cheeks and tried to hold her face in place, to which she responded by playfully biting one of his knuckles.



“I have a plan,” he said. “I haven’t just rediscovered Myr and her power. She remembered something from long ago, when she was still an ice elemental and privy to greater knowledge. It may be a way to… bring a calm to our little slice of the world.”



She glanced at him over her shoulder. “Explain.”



“I will. But since I’m going to need your help, along with aesta’s, I’d prefer to have you both present for the conversation.”



Ria sighed and scowled at the pine needles. “This may not end well. You are playing with fire by trying to force civility between her and I after all that has happened.”



“Are you saying that you can’t keep your own temper in check?” he asked.



“My temper has nothing to do with it!” snapped Ria. “What happens if Lascivious appears from the sky and decides to begin giving her commands again? Do you expect events would play out any differently from last time?”



He’d been doing his best to avoid thinking about that. Lascivious had seemed, well, a lot like Seffi, Malon’s shy little ward, the last time Damon had encountered her. He was placing his hopes in her personality having stabilized enough for her to listen to reason if she did make an appearance.



“She calls Malon aesta, you know,” he said. “And aesta calls her… seta. She did help rescue Seffi, long before we ever knew about her. After Avarice killed her family, and after… everything else happened. I think aesta helped her regain herself, served as her mentor. Her family, even, or the closest thing to it that she could have.”



“Irrelevant,” said Ria. “All that ultimately matters is how she will feel about this plan of yours, whatever it entails. Will she allow us to make such a change to the world as you are describing, vague as you have been?”



“I suppose
 we’ll
 see,” he said, with emphasis. “Please. I need you by my side for this, Ria.”



She sighed and leaned her head back on his shoulder for a moment before slowly nodding. “For you, I will make the effort to listen. But if the sorceress tries to lecture me, or demands an apology, or…”



“She won’t,” said Damon. “She has her own burden of guilt to bear. Trust me.”



He squeezed his arms around her and kissed her, and they both walked back to the tower together.



 



***



 



The common room was silent as Damon led Ria through the door. He saw the way her eyes darted around, though it was clear she was trying to suppress her reaction. He smiled and leaned a little closer.



“It’s an exact replica, as I said.” He gestured to his room. “There are still only two beds in the room you and Vel shared, so we might have to have a chat about sleeping arrangements, with Lilian here.”



She gave him a knowing smile, but it lingered for only an instant. Malon was in the kitchen, attention occupied by dinner preparations, and she seemed to be making an effort to limit her presence. Vel and Lilian were sitting at the common room table, looking bored.



“I’m glad you came back, Ria,” said Vel. “I was really hoping we’d have time to catch up properly. How have you been?”



“Fine,” she replied, a bit too quickly.



“Fine?”



“What does it matter?” she snapped. “Would it change anything if I said I had been doing badly?”



Vel folded her arms. “Are you really going to be like this? You know, the mood was fairly pleasant before you strode into the clearing and started picking fights.”



Ria narrowed her eyes and raised a hand as though to jab a finger in Vel’s direction. Damon elbowed her in the ribs and gave her a look. She let out a sigh and took a seat at the table, with Damon filling the last chair.



“I did not mean to be dismissive of your concern, Velanor,” said Ria. “There are just… many things occurring in the world which are hard to explain to those who have not experienced them.”



“Will you try, at least?” asked Damon. “We’ll all need to be doing some explaining tonight if we’re to be on the same page.”



Ria sighed and shot a quick glance toward Malon in the kitchen, as though still doubting that the fight between them was truly settled. She loosened the top tie of her tunic and slid a hand underneath to rub her shoulder, nearly flashing Damon in the process, though he didn’t exactly mind and had seen her breasts within the hour.



“I have split my time between the near region of the Malagantyan and far to the south,” she said. “There is a place once known as
 Gorgaia
 , or The Great Gorge, in your language. We now call it
 Gorgaia-Bellis
 … The Great Gorge Press. Revenants have filled it to a point where they crawl over one another like worms in a bucket. Part of my duty to my people is to travel there during storm time, approach as close as I can, and… cull the press with my tempesting.”



“Like worms in a bucket, you say?” said Damon. “What were we having for dinner again?”



Lilian burst out laughing. Vel glared at him and kicked him under the table.



“Well, that is why I was reluctant to speak of it,” said Ria. “It is as unpleasant of a task as it sounds, I can assure you of that.”



“You’re keeping your people safe by doing it, though,” said Damon. “Along with what’s left of the Merinians in Veridan’s Curve. It’s a noble undertaking.”



“It is, in part, why I hesitate to commit to this vague notion of departing on a quest, young Damon,” said Ria. “What would happen to the Gorgaia-Bellis in my absence? It could well spill over, revenants climbing over the top of the gorge in the thousands, overrunning the havens I have worked so hard to protect.”



“Hey!” Myr’s whisper caught Damon by surprise, and he jumped a little in his chair. “Tell her that if we manage to do what I have in mind, it will weaken the revenants to the point of them being unable to do more than crawl, if not destroying them outright.”



“Myr says that my plan would either destroy the revenants or render them harmless,” said Damon.



“And just what is your plan, solas?” called Malon.



He looked around the table, steepled his fingers, and considered his words.










CHAPTER 16




 



Malon served the food, setting bowls of chicken and rice soup down in front of each of them, along with thick, fluffy slices of bread. There were only four chairs at the table, but she seemed more comfortable standing, able to set herself and the inescapable tension between her and Ria slightly aside from the group’s core.



“I wanted everyone to be here before getting into the details, in case any of you know anything of which Myr or I aren’t aware,” he said. “Some of this will no doubt be familiar to you, so feel free to correct me or contribute when appropriate.”



Malon nodded, as did the others at the table.



“Magic, as a force in the world, stems from what we call
 essence
 ,” said Damon. “There’s a certain amount of it within all life, and within every enchanted artifact. Within your crest, aesta, and within the heritage of spellbloods. Essence is what allows your power to manifest in the physical realm.”



“The physical plane, not realm,” whispered Myr. “What? You said anyone could correct you.”



A smile twitched at the edge of Damon’s mouth, but he continued, undaunted. “What’s less commonly known is that there’s a certain amount of
 unbound essence
 which only greater beings of power can draw form. The Forsaken are among them, for example, along with ice elementals like Myr, and along with monsters created from curses, like the revenants.



“This unbound essence behaves like water, in a certain manner. It can flow and pool. It evaporates over time. It comes from certain sources, specific places. Myr calls them essence wells, or
 klykia
 , in her elemental language. The reason why the Forsaken exist, the reason why they’re as powerful as they are, has to do with the way in which the True Divine tapped into one of the essence wells.”



“I’ve heard of the essence wells before, in old legends,” said Malon. “Of that much, at least, I can confirm the accuracy.”



“Just to be clear, you’re speaking of Rovahn and Leandra as though they’re people who actually existed?” asked Vel.



“They were, according to Myr, though she isn’t sure whether those were actually their names, or whether they were truly married, or if the legend behind the illegitimate birth of the Forsaken has any validity. What she knows for sure is that their power is owed to this one specific essence well, the
 Ocean Klykia
 , deep within the Endless Ocean.”



He turned his palms upward. The others stared at him, none of them eating, despite the food being set out. Damon felt Malon set her hands on his shoulders from where she stood behind his chair.



“So your plan is to travel to this Ocean Klykia and attempt to dampen it, somehow?” she asked.



“Exactly,” he said. “Myr thinks that she… that I… am capable of it. She’s a little wonky on the details, but if she thinks it’s possible, I trust her.”



He’d spent many late hours conversing with Myr in the time after Malon had left the tower with Lascivious, muttering to himself like a goon as he’d asked her to explain it over and over.



“How would we even get there?” asked Vel. “Do you have a boat that you failed to mention?”



“No, but the esteemed Lady Governor of Silke just might,” he said. “I know it’s a lot to ask. I plan on making the journey, regardless, but I could use your help.”



In truth, the people currently sitting at the table were the only people in the world of whom he could reasonably ask such a thing. He loved each of them, trusted each of them with his life, but knew the size of this request.



“I see one obvious risk factor which we must address,” said Ria. She spoke calmly, but Damon feared her words might not remain so from the way her eyes kept flicking toward Malon. “Would Lascivious simply stand back and allow us to tamper with the source of her power?”



“Lascivious need not know of this,” said Malon. “It’s not as though I speak all of my secrets to her.”



“Aesta…” Damon chewed his lip, thinking of her earlier words of her willingness of keeping his secrets. “Could she make you reveal our plan through your crest contract?”



Malon sagged a little, her hands still on his shoulders, thumbs pressing and massaging his neck. “She could, but only if she asked me directly. I see no reason why it wouldn’t be viable to preempt her curiosity.”



“Lie to her, in other words,” said Vel. “Would that truly work?”



“We have to consider that it’s necessary now, regardless of whether aesta comes with us or not,” said Damon. “It’s not as though Lascivious couldn’t force her to admit what she knows even if she stayed behind in Veridan’s Curve. We would gain more by having her magic and wisdom along for the journey.”



“Thank you, solas,” whispered Malon. “I would gladly accompany you, if you’d have me.”



There was a silence around the table. Nobody looked at Ria, but it was clear they were waiting for her to object, or more likely, decide that her and Malon’s presence on the voyage were mutually exclusive.



“There are still people within the havens who need my strength,” she said slowly. “However… if it is true that this Ocean Klykia could also affect the viability of the revenants, then I must also see this quest through.”



Damon grinned and gave a small punch against the table in victory. Having Ria along would be a huge boon, not just for her strength of presence, but for her tempesting. If they encountered a storm, she could redirect much of the force of the wind and lightning away from their yet to be acquired ship.



“I suppose I’ll go as well,” said Lilian. “It’s not as though I have much better to do, and something tells me you might need my help convincing Kastet.”



“I’m not about to stay and be the only one left behind,” said Vel. She shrugged and broke a piece off from her bread. “I guess that means we’re all committed to this.”



“Yeah, I guess it does.” Damon couldn’t have stopped smiling if he’d tried. He wolfed down a few bites of soup, savoring delicious chunks of chicken and carrot, and wiped his mouth. “We’ll set out first thing tomorrow. There’s no reason for us to linger.”



Vel cleared her throat. “That… might not be ideal for all of us, Damon.”



She glanced knowingly at Lilian, who shrugged.



“It’s just past sunset,” said Lilian. “I should set out now, in that case. It would be unreasonable for me to presume to make all of you travel along with me at night.”



“Ah. Right.” Damon drummed his fingers on the table, trying to think of a solution to her aversion to the sun. If they had a carriage, she could simply ride in the back, as she’d done in the past, but it didn’t seem as though one would be forthcoming.



“I’ll help you pack a traveling bag, Lilian,” said Malon. “We could delay one day if you wished to rest. That much time would make no difference.”



“No need.” She flashed a full-fanged smile and stretched her back as she rose from her chair. “I’m already well rested, and the prospect of this journey rather excites me. I’ll meet up with you all outside of Silke. Find an obvious place to make camp within a few miles of the city on the final night before your arrival.”



Malon began packing away everything Lilian might need, doting on her as though she were one of her setas and double checking each detail. Ria had already finished eating, and after giving Damon an intimate goodnight kiss, she excused herself to bed. He wondered if perhaps it was an act born from an urge to avoid their aesta, rather than out of genuine exhaustion.



“Are you sure you want to leave tonight?” Damon asked Lilian, for what must have been the fifth time.



“This plan was your idea, Damon.” She flashed him a wicked smile and pressed her finger against his chest, dragging it as though drawing a map. “I travel faster alone, and I’ll have a chance to rest in Silke when I reach it before you all, regardless.”



“At least take the time to feed on me so you’re topped up on blood?” he suggested.



She pursed her lips, glancing at Malon and Vel, neither of whom objected. She slowly nodded, taking his hand somewhat dramatically and leading Damon into his own room.



Compared to how intense and sexual Lilian’s feedings normally were, she was relatively straightforward about it. Damon was still curling with pleasure and fully aroused by the end. She gave him a kiss that tasted salty, and he was too dazed from the pleasure to realize it was from his own blood until after the fact.



Lilian set out immediately after, and the rest of the night was a blur of preparation, most of it undertaken by Malon, with Vel’s help. Lilian had taken a fair amount of blood from him, and he was exhausted enough to let his aesta shepherd him off to bed early.



“Sleep well, solas,” she whispered. “No funny business tonight. You need your rest most of all.”



She kissed him on the forehead. Damon pulled her back for a proper kiss on the mouth, but only found her cheek. He caught a hint of a smile in the dark of his room.



“What did I just say?” she said, with a sliver of amusement.



“I love you,” he said. “Thank you.”



“For what?”



“Trusting me.”



“I will always trust you,” she whispered. “Now get some sleep.”










CHAPTER 17




 



They set out early the next morning, in those first sleepy, some might say dreary, minutes before sunrise. Damon wore his cloak over his best traveling clothes, heavy pack laden with tent and food and water skins, broken myrblade and curved Rem sword both hanging from his sword belt.



It was such a strange moment, one that felt disordered from time. He stood alongside Malon, Vel, and Ria, alongside his family, staring at the tower, the home they’d all shared for so many years. He felt like waving goodbye to the building itself, but sensed that the others, Ria in particular, would never let him live it down.



“I hope we get to come back eventually,” said Vel. “I really did enjoy my time back here.”



She glanced down at her shoes, and then her arm and waved to the tower. Damon grinned and pulled her into a tight hug, lavishing her cheeks and lips with kisses.



“Damon!” she said, giggling.



“I just suddenly remembered how much I love you,” he said. He waved with his free hand, along with her, appreciating Vel for being who she was.



The unfortunate truth was that, while Damon’s individual relationships with all of his traveling companions were as solid as they’d ever been, there was an element of discord within the group. They weren’t traveling together as much as headed in the same direction, committed to the same quest.



Ria pulled ahead, putting a good quarter mile in between herself and Malon, who was content with a more breathable pace. Vel, while having made great strides in repairing her relationship with her aesta, still wasn’t entirely comfortable hiking alone with her, which meant she stayed close to Damon as much as she could.



Damon had to vary his pace, speeding up to catch Ria whenever he wanted a word with her, slowing down to check on Malon and make sure they still had some semblance of cohesion as a group. It was irritating and more than a little stressful, a physical manifestation of the cracks within their family.



Surprisingly, the revenants, which Damon had anticipated to be their foremost challenge, were almost a nonfactor. The amount of power they shared between them made the encounters with the monsters swift and decisive, sometimes not even posing enough of a threat to force them to break stride.



Damon would whip out his broken myrblade and freeze them solid with a few quick slashes or drop his hand to the muddy ground to freeze them from below. Malon would simply point a finger and incinerate entire groups of the monsters, leaving no trace of their existence beyond piles of ash. Ria, too, could hold her own against them with her spear, and no doubt could have done far more with the rain.



And Vel, well… Vel was an eternal well of moral support.



 



***



 



They made a single detour from their northeastern course toward Silke. Ria mentioned a drop-off point where she could leave missives for a Rem courier to deliver a message to Joyell and Matrick on how to handle the havens in her absence.



“You think they’re up to the task?” asked Damon.



“They will have to be,” she replied. “They have both grown into capable leaders under my guidance. The question is less of their capabilities, and more of whether our quest bears fruit, I think.”



She scribbled out a quick note, hesitated, added a few more details, and then stuffed the rolled-up missive into the hollow interior of a tree. Malon and Vel had used the break in their pace to catch up, and for a few minutes after, they all traveled as a group again.



Their pace was punishing, and when they made camp each night it was for the sake of getting as much rest as possible. Damon didn’t slip into the tents of any of his beautiful traveling companions, much as he would have liked to, and similarly, none of them snuck in to visit him.



It was the night of the fourth day when they reached the point where they’d agreed to meet up with Lilian. Silke was no more than five miles distant, near enough to be visible on the horizon if it weren’t for the ash and hills. They made camp as soon as it became dark, earlier than they normally would have.



Lilian made her appearance within a few minutes of the sun setting completely. She looked good and wore a new set of traveling clothes, along with a set of lapis lazuli earrings that looked incredible against the tone of her skin.



“How has the journey faired you so far?” she asked.



“Well enough,” said Damon.



“I have a blister on my heel,” muttered Vel. “I absolutely cannot wait to get to Silke and have a chance to take a bath and be off my feet.”



“Well, unfortunately, you may have to wait a while longer for that,” said Lilian, with a frown. “I made it to Silke yesterday, and I’ve already spoken at length with Kastet.”



“That is good, is it not?” asked Ria.



Lilian shook her head. “She has some… concerns about welcoming the party into the city. Namely, she questioned whether there might be political implications to allowing a crest sorceress of Lascivious and the Vaista Aestairius free passage into the territory of the Empire.”



“I see,” said Malon.



“I doubt she would have deigned to see me either, for what it’s worth,” said Lilian. “I learned my lesson from when I came to visit Vel. I didn’t bother petitioning her guard. I just snuck into Redpane Tower and shook her awake from bed during the night. Quite a reaction she had upon first seeing me.”



She flashed a crooked smile that showed off one of her fangs.



“I take it you brought up our needs with her?” asked Damon. “What did she have to say about lending us a ship?”



“She said that it was outright impossible,” said Lilian. “She said… well, quite a bit, but I suppose I should let her speak for herself. She wrote a letter to each of you which she entrusted me to deliver.”



Lilian routed around in her traveling pack, pulling loose several slightly crumpled missives. She read the name on each and passed them out individually. They all pulled in close to the same lantern to read within its sphere of illumination.



 



Dearest Damon,



It pains me deeply that I must turn you and your family away from my city. In truth, I would welcome a visit from you and from Velanor, but the optics of allowing some of the others within Silke are a fact of politics which I cannot escape.



Unfortunately, these limitations extend to the amount of aid I can provide to you in a similar fashion. I have given Lilian the most accurate maps I have access to of the Endless Ocean, along with as much food as she can reasonably carry. A ship will not be forthcoming, as the city simply doesn’t have one to spare. I’m no more able to give you a ship than I am to give you the amount of gold it would cost to build one.



With that said, this is a problem which potentially has a rather poetic solution. For many months, I have been sending scouts from Silke to explore as much of the ruins of Avaricia as possible. I have determined that Avarice built a personal seafaring vessel during his last few months of rule as the Godking.



This vessel is still moored within Avaricia’s docks. The revenants have prevented my scouts from being able to draw near it, and various other shipwrecks have made it unsafe to approach from sea. It’s yours for the taking, if you can reach it.



I wish I could do more for you. I miss you, old friend and heavily encourage you to pay me a visit at the end of your journey.



Lady Governor Kastet Alquin










CHAPTER 18




 



“Huh,” muttered Damon.



He looked up from the letter, noticing that most of the others had already finished reading their much shorter messages. Vel was still frowning at hers, and when she finally lowered it, she looked as though she was considering tearing it in two.



“As though she doesn’t actually have a ship,” she muttered. “Silke is literally a city on the ocean! She could spare one, if she truly wanted to.”



“At the very least, she’s given us a path forward,” said Malon. “I think it worth investigating this vessel which Avarice supposedly built for himself.”



“Avaricia is another day’s travel to the south and east from here,” said Ria. “If this does not pan out, we will have wasted a fair amount of time.”



“I trust her,” said Damon. “Perhaps not in everything, but in providing us with accurate information about a ghost ship in a ruined city? Yeah, I’ll take her word.”



“This ship has supposedly been just sitting in the water for five years, and we’re to use it to travel across the Endless Ocean?” Vel frowned and flicked a small rock with her foot. “I don’t see this ending well, to be honest.”



“It’s the only lead we have,” said Damon.



They continued traveling in much the same manner across the next few days, with Lilian splitting off to make the journey on her inverse schedule. It was late in the afternoon when Avaricia finally came into view… and it wasn’t pretty.



Damon hadn’t seen the city since the Red Sky Night. It looked ominous in the distance, with ash swirling through streets lined with burned-out buildings. The city’s citizens had long since abandoned the area, and there weren’t even any camps of scavengers or desperate holdouts anywhere nearby.



“We’re really going to head into that?” asked Vel.



Damon set a hand on her shoulder and slowly nodded.



“We’ll wait for Lilian to meet up with us tonight and journey forth as a group,” he said. “No doubt there will be a few revenants waiting for us once we get within the city limits.”



“This will be far more dangerous than crossing the wasteland was,” said Malon. “We’ll need to stick together.”



She shot a glance toward Ria, who’d fallen back into her habit of hiking alone over the past few days. She shrugged and looked at Damon.



“I have no issue with us moving as a group,” she said. “Though I think it best if we move fast and limit our time within this place.”



They all nodded, and they all waited, and Lilian arrived no more than a few minutes past sunset. Damon could scarcely count the number of times he’d entered Avaricia through the city’s main gate, walking alongside Austine, riding in the back of Len’s carriage with the twins, stumbling through on his own, piss drunk after an evening in the outskirts involving one too many.



Never before had he felt the scope of the city like this. It was a sprawling mess of death, the biggest graveyard in all the world, by his reckoning. Damon could look in any direction and, if he left his gaze there for long enough, he’d see something resembling a body. An ash-covered lump, or a bit of white bone, skulls picked clean by some animal or monster, scraps of clothing turned gray from decay.



They traveled as a tight group of five. Damon took the lead, sword out and at the ready. Ria and Lilian stood on either side of Vel, at the very center, and Malon followed behind, calling advice out and helping keep the calm.



Revenants were everywhere, but they were different from the ones Damon had encountered in the Crimson Wastes and within the Malagantyan. Older, he guessed, more sluggish and lumbering. They were easier to see from a distance and, in some cases, easier to ignore. Somehow that only made them more terrifying, as though they were festering lesions set into the stones of the streets, expressions of the dark trauma the once thriving city had suffered.



It was made worse for Damon by the fact that he’d known this place so well. It had been his city, in a way, the place where he’d spent the latter half of his teenage years and come into himself as a man. He passed by inns that he’d stayed at, taverns he’d drunk at, a clothier who’d once fixed a rip in a costume, a smith who’d sold him a blunted practice sword.



 He saw a larger ruin that had once been the Mid-City Arena, now just a crumpled heap of scorched stones and rotted, ash-stained wood. How many bouts had he fought there? He couldn’t even guess, and though he’d long since abandoned his career as a gladiator, the fact that he would never walk through those stands again, let alone fight there, felt like having a part of himself stolen away.



It was hard for him to look at, but Damon wasn’t so selfish as to think it was solely his burden to bear. He slowed, shifting to let Ria take the lead and drawing closer to his aesta. Malon’s expression was heavy with pain and regret, her eyes glistening with tears which she seemed to keep from falling only through force of will.



“We can’t change the past,” he whispered, taking her hand. “But maybe, through what we’re doing now, we can make for a better future.”



“I hope so, solas,” she whispered. Her grip tightened against his, and he squeezed back.



Their route through the decayed city brought them by where Veridas Keep had once stood. Avarice’s former palace had escaped the destruction through the sole virtue of having been coopted as Lascivious’s floating castle. In its place now stood an empty crater, the bottom third full of brackish water with nowhere to drain and not enough light to evaporate.



Damon stared at the spectacle, strange even against the unnerving backdrop of death and ruin surrounding them. How often had he looked at Veridas Keep, first in awe, when it had meant nothing to him, then in anger, when he’d believed that Avarice had set him up to kill Austine. Now, he saw nothing, and he felt nothing, and it still felt wrong.



A ripple ran through the massive puddle at the bottom of the slope. Damon furrowed his brow. None of them had kicked anything into the water, as far as he could tell. He turned to suggest that the group, which had slowed to a stop, continue on. A horrible noise cut him off before he could get a word out.



“True Divine,” muttered Vel. “What… is that?”



It looked like a ball with legs, a fat spider of pallid flesh and black mud with grotesque proportions. A roaring noise echoed through the city as it began climbing up the side of the crater, somehow nasal and sickly and giddy all at once.



“Get back!” shouted Malon. “It’s one of Famine’s creations!”



“She must have been rather inspired with this one,” said Damon.



He saw now that the monster’s entire form was similar to the Old Thinker, composed of mutated bodies fused together into a greater whole, if such a thing could be described as
 great
 . The legs were all human, some of them still with stomachs and abdomens attached to allow shorter donaries to walk even with the taller ones.



It had dozens of heads and mouths of various sizes, poking out on all sides of its body. It let out another screech as it came over the edge of the pit, the noise coming from multiple mouths at once, a horrible chorus of malevolent hunger and fury.



Damon drew his broken myrblade and filled the missing portion with a blade of ice. Ria had her spear out, and Malon was poised for casting. Lilian stood near Vel, the shoulders of both women trembling. Famine’s corruption landed harder on Lilian, given her own past with the Forsaken’s experimentation.



“Aesta,” said Damon. “Care to start us off with some fire?”



She flashed a cold smile, eyes pulsing to life with crimson energy, and flicked her fingers at the monster in a dismissive gesture. A rolling wall of fire shot toward it, growing in height to match the highest of the fused heads, which were easily level with a second-story window.



The flames hissed as they swept over the monster, and the wall of fire curled to encircle it completely, the way a thrown net might pull together on the far side. The smell had the same inviting quality of roasting meat, which made it all the more unpleasant, and Damon felt a rise of nausea across the top of his stomach.



Malon sent a large fireball hurtling toward the monster’s center of mass for good measure, which gave off a blindingly bright flash as it exploded against its intended target. When Damon’s vision cleared enough to make sense of the aftermath, a familiar sight greeted him.



The monster was healing. Charred flesh peeled and cracked away, revealing puffy pink skin underneath, scarred but rejuvenated. Damon slowly shook his head as he considered what Famine was doing with her experiments. He imagined a world where revenants were outcompeted by monsters like these, near impossible to kill through normal means, but just as hungry. The urgency of their quest seemed that much more pressing.



“I’ll have to freeze it, then,” he said. “Ria. I’m going to need your help.”



“You will have it,” she said, spinning her spear.



“We need to get a sense of its speed and tendencies,” he said. “Aesta, be ready to hold it with your magic if it finds an opening on one of us.”



“Of course, solas,” said Malon. “Be careful.”



Damon jogged forward, moving in almost perfect unison with Ria, their footfalls slapping against the dirty cobblestone with matching timing. They took angles of attack that let them both fight freely, while still being able to leap sideways to defend one another if needed.



As it was, the monster watched them both, with plenty of heads and eyes leftover. Damon watched the legs, seeing how easily it could rear up to kick out like a horse. He was more concerned of the possibility of it simply rushing forward and trampling them. The sooner they finished the fight, the better.



Ria attacked first, a quick, testing jab with the point of her spear. It sank into the monster’s putrid flesh up to the metal of the tip. Damon briefly held the hope that the bulbous bulk might gush open like a punctured waterskin, but her strike barely had an impact, the wound sealing up almost as quickly as it had been created.



He let out a roar and began slashing with his myrblade, delivering blows hard enough to shatter the weapon and then quickly reforming it as he surged on to the next attack. At first, he tried simply to deal physical damage, tearing into the monster’s flesh with his weapon, but it didn’t take more than a couple of hits before it was clear that his earlier idea was their only avenue for victory.



Damon leapt out of reach of one of the legs as it kicked out, inadvertently putting himself directly into the path of another. His ribs screamed with pain as the heel of one of the monster’s feet collided with the side of his abdomen, knocking him into a sideways roll across the dirty street.



Ria roared and thrust her spear deep into the monster, but she might as well have stabbed a house. The monster reared up, and half a dozen legs dropped down all at once, aiming to stomp Damon into a bloody smear across the ground.



A crimson barrier caught the attack inches from ending him. Damon rolled sideways, seeing the way Malon’s magic wavered from the strain of holding so much weight. He had to end the fight now, or risk being overwhelmed by the sheer bulk of Famine’s creation.



“Ria!” he shouted. “I need a boost!”



She stared at him, uncomprehending until he began to run straight toward her. She looped her hands together, creating a stirrup, and tossed Damon into the air as he set his foot down into it. He rose in an arc, landing midway up the monster’s back. A quick stab from his myrblade locked him in place, though it was a seriously uncomfortable place to be. The monster’s bare flesh was sticky with sweat, with a strange writhing quality, as though bugs were crawling underneath it.



He scrambled up along its body until he was directly atop its back. Then, he brought his myrblade, and with it, the full force of his ice magic. He felt his breath come out smoking cold, teeth hurting, head aching as though he’d eaten too much snow.



Ice began to spread from the point of his stab, slowly covering the monster’s back and the nearest heads. In truth, he was focusing more on freezing it from the inside out, turning its core to a state of crystalline, midnight cold, rather than shelling it with ice.



A choking noise came from a couple of the heads, and then just about all of them, the ones he hadn’t frozen, at least. Its movements slowed, shifting from deliberate motions to involuntary twitches. Ria had returned to stabbing it with her spear, but she hesitated, noticing how dulled the monster’s reactions had become.



The giant creation came to a stop and tipped over with Damon still on top of it. He leapt out of the way, landing ungracefully and dropping to a roll. The monster split in half as it fell on its side, rather than shattering dramatically, but it was just as dead, either way. Damon blew on his hands and rubbed them together to warm them up, ribs still aching but smiling, regardless.



“That was impressive,” said Lilian.



“Very impressive,” said Ria, helping him up.



He nodded and winced, stretching his fingers and trying to work something resembling sensation back into them.



“Your hands…” said Vel. “Here!”



She hurried over and pulled his hands into her armpits, clamping down to secure the warmth.



“Thank you,” he said, chuckling. “That’s exactly what was called for, I think.”



“Warmest place I could think of,” said Vel. “Well, aside from…”



Malon cleared her throat before she could elaborate further, and the party continued on.










CHAPTER 19




 



Avaricia’s docks were remarkably well preserved. The ships which had been left moored on the water, however, were in a far sorrier state. The number of shipwrecks and dilapidated, rotting wooden relics left Damon wondering if they’d come all that way simply to turn back.



“Kastet seemed fairly confident that Avarice’s ship was still in a sail-worthy state,” said Lilian. “Perhaps within that water house, amid the rubble?”



Damon didn’t see it until she pointed it out to him. Another building had collapsed sideways onto it, along with a couple of surrounding ones, making the structure hard to identify properly against the ruins. He walked alongside Lilian, pushing by a door that had half fallen off its hinges into the sheltered harbor on the other side.



Only a single ship floated within the artificial cove, but it made up for it with its size and craftsmanship. It was unlike any ship Damon had ever seen, so much so that he found himself wondering how it would sail, how it even managed to float, really.



Most of the hull was metal, a singular curved copper plate that could have only been created by Avarice himself. This fact was made so much more impressive by the size of the ship, which easily rivaled the largest galleon Damon had ever seen, let alone traveled on. It seemed unbelievable that so much metal could be made to float, but there it was, bobbing leisurely in the water.



“Where are the masts?” asked Damon.



He saw nothing resembling a place to attach a sail. The ship had two above-deck levels, the topmost being a raised cabin of glass, the second made of gold-plated metal that was a little ostentatious, even for Avarice. There were two massive arbalests mounted atop the front and back of the upper deck, poised to shoot crossbow bolts longer than Damon’s legs.



“Could it be that Avarice never finished construction?” asked Vel.



“No.” Malon gestured toward the back of the ship. “Look there.”



A bladed mechanism poked out of the water from near where the rudder would have been on a galleon. Damon could extrapolate what the rest of it looked like from what little he could see and knew it must be similar in shape to a wagon rim, though with thick, fanning blades, each set at an odd angle.



“One of Avarice’s inventions?” asked Damon.



“I would assume so,” said Malon. “We’ll have to see whether his unique powers were contingent to its operation.”



They headed for the gangway, which had faired remarkably well within the water house’s covered interior. Damon walked across first, testing each step along the creaking wood and eyeing the dark ocean below. He smiled as he stepped onto the ship’s deck and waved to the others.



“This could be promising,” he said. “Let’s take a look.”



The main deck was relatively bare, with a dinghy on one side with a mechanism through which it could be lowered, and the entrance to the ship’s gold-plated interior. Damon opened the door with Ria and Lilian on either side of him, not discounting the possibility that the ship might be filled with revenants or other monsters.



The interior of the upper cabin wasn’t dark, which was almost as much of a shock. Pale blue light glowed from small crystals set into the walls at even intervals, each one emitting a faint, breathless hum. Damon reached a hand out to touch one of them, hesitating just before his fingers made contact.



“Avarice must have found a way to imbue these crystals with essence,” said Malon. “I doubt they serve a purpose beyond simply illuminating the ship.”



Damon nodded and tapped the nearest one with his finger, confirming it was harmless. He looked around the main cabin’s interior and let out an appreciative whistle. It was a sprawling common room, in essence, with a similar layout to what one might have expected from an upscale inn. A long bar counter with cushioned benches cordoned off an impressive kitchen with a stacked wine shelf, a wood fired stove, and a generous pantry cabinet.



“Well,” said Damon. “Certainly not lacking for basic comforts.”



“Why am I not surprised that Kastet knew about this ship?” mused Lilian. “I somehow get the feeling that she might have had her own sights set on it.”



“Up or down from here?” Vel gestured to the spiral staircase in the center of the cabin that led in both directions.



“Let’s go up, first,” said Damon. “I want to take a look at the ship’s weaponry.”



The stairs led directly up into the glass cabin, which offered an impressive view in all directions. A ship’s wheel stood at the center, surrounded by tables with various maps set across them, some of the Endless Ocean, others of the stars, for celestial navigation.



There was a door set into a subtle, golden frame that allowed them out onto the ship’s upper deck, where the arbalests sat. Each one stood on a swiveling mount to allow them to be aimed in almost any direction. There didn’t seem to be a way to turn it back toward the glass cabin, for obvious reasons.



They headed back downstairs, following the spiral staircase into the ship’s lower deck. The crystals illuminated the hallway into which they emerged, and they began opening doors and sharing their findings. Two large bunk rooms took up much of the space, each one full to the brim with hammocks and storage chests and various other basics for supporting a large crew.



There were seven private rooms, which worked out perfectly for them. The largest, obviously the captain’s room, had a massive four poster bed, a mirror set into a golden frame, expensive tapestries on the walls, expensive carpets on the floor. The others were still nice enough, each with smaller beds and small writing desks, but still managing to seem more comfortable than just about anywhere else Damon had ever stayed in his life.



“We should figure out who gets the captain’s room, first,” said Vel.



“Aesta?” suggested Damon. “I would take it for myself, but I get the sense that might lead to issues of pettiness and jealousy.”



Vel frowned and crossed her arms. “Why did you look at me when you said that?”



“No reason,” he said, with a teasing smile.



The ship’s bottom-most level wasn’t lacking for amenities of its own. Half of it was a devoted training chamber, with a dueling circle, wooden dummies, a dedicated wall of weapons, and another for shields and armor. There was also a bathing chamber, surprising to have on a ship, with a single massive communal tub with a filling spigot and racks to hold clothing and towels.



The last room was harder to make sense of. A metal furnace with a thick iron door was situated near to the other side of where they’d seen the bladed mechanism on the ship’s exterior, which hinted at its purpose. On either side of the furnace stood two shoots filled to the brim with chunks of coal, darker and denser than what might normally come out of a hearth fire.



“Clearly, this thing served a purpose,” said Damon. “Avarice wouldn’t have built it like this without a reason.”



“It’s a steam engine,” said Malon. “Seffi uncovered several that Avarice built in the years after removing him from power. The coal burns and heats steam, which I suppose somehow feeds into the mechanism we saw on the outside of the ship to propel it forward.”



Damon furrowed his brow, surprised by the extent of her knowledge. “You’re sure?”



“No, but it’s a guess that we can easily disprove if it is wrong,” said Malon. “All we need do is start a fire down here and attempt to steer the ship in the glass control cabin above.”



“I suppose we should give it a try, then,” he said.



They split into two groups. Malon stayed below, given how her magic would expediate the process of lighting the furnace, with Lilian to assist. Damon, Vel, and Ria climbed the stairs to the glass cabin and stood around the ship’s wheel.



“How do we know when aesta has lit the fire?” asked Vel.



Damon didn’t get a chance to answer. A loud thrum began to rumble through the ship, and they were suddenly moving. They traveled all of perhaps twenty feet before jerking to a sudden stop.



“The ship is still anchored and moored,” pointed out Ria. “Jad’s blood. This will be a long journey.”



Damon went with her to untie the ship and figure out how to raise the anchor. He saw Vel scrambling to spin the ship’s wheel as the ship, now free to glide forward at speed, nearly collided with the wall of the water house.



She managed to get them out through the entrance archway and onto the open water, but that was just the start of their journey out of Avaricia’s docks. The number of shipwrecks and exposed sections of jagged rock posed a maze of obstacles. Damon hurried back into the glass cabin to assist as best he could.



“A bit to the right!” he said.



“My right or your right?” snapped Vel.



“My right… I mean, starboard!”



“True Divine, Damon! What is a starboard?”



“Here!” He came around behind her and helped her spin the wheel in the needed direction, a little too hard, nearly turning the ship around. Vel was quick to correct, and Damon was just as quick to explain the basic concept of port and starboard as the ship drifted on an even bearing.



There was another lever which, as far as he could tell, determined how steam was allowed into the propulsion blades. Forward made the ship go faster, while pulling it back slowed it down. Vel grinned like a madwoman as she experimented with it, and Damon had to resist the urge to shoulder her out of the way and take over, seeing how much fun she was having.



“Well, since you seem so keen on operating the wheel, I suppose I’ll navigate for you,” he said. “Just get us out beyond that last shipwreck, and we’ll set anchor for the night. We shouldn’t try to go much further until morning, when we can see a bit further ahead.”



Vel opened her mouth to reply, but her words were suddenly cut off by a sharp, magical hum. Crimson light burned through the air from the left side of the ship, port, as he had already begun thinking about it.



A massive red arm of magical energy stretched from Avaricia’s docks in the distance and onto their ship, ending in a hand the size of a house, fingers clinging to the hull like a child might play with a toy boat in the bath. Damon didn’t need to explain to Vel how futile it would be to attempt to pull free of it using the ship’s propulsion. She wordlessly pulled the acceleration lever back, staring at him with worried eyes.



Damon slowly nodded his head and said what they were both thinking. “It’s Lascivious. She found us.”










CHAPTER 20




 



Damon and Vel were joined by the others as they hurried down to the main deck. Lascivious was already making her way across the length of the arm, crossing it as though it were a bridge and she was on a leisurely, evening stroll across to the other side of town.



She wore all black, a tight outfit that showed off a tight body. Seffi had become a woman alongside one of the Forsaken, one with curves that Damon would have appreciated, had she not been the new central evil in his life.



“Would you care to explain to me just what it is, exactly, that you think you’re doing?” called Lascivious. Her voice was closer to petulant than authoritative, but still loud, still powerful.



Damon was ready, as were Ria and Lilian, all of them standing poised for combat. Malon was also ready, but for a different battle, as it happened. She strode to the front of the group and set her hands on her hips, assuming a familiar posture that still brought memories of her punishments from their childhood.



“Seta,” she snapped at Lascivious. “That was uncalled for. You have no idea what using your magic in such a manner might have done to this ship. There are better ways to get answers to your questions than—”



An aura of crimson pulsed around Lascivious, and Malon suddenly gasped, back arching, eyes glowing, crest pulsing with brilliant runic light. Damon shouted in horror, knowing that Lascivious was taking control of her, knowing that there was nothing he could do about it.



The moment only lasted for an instant, however, more like a quick prod to the side, a hard yank of a leash. Malon wavered, but didn’t break, still staying on her feet and more importantly, still maintaining her authority.



“How dare you!” shouted Malon. “You promised me that you would never do that again! Get over here, this instant.”



That tone, that expression. Damon felt a secondhand cringe run through him as he watched Seffi drop her eyes in shame. He was amazed that his aesta could use the same voice she’d once used during her most infuriated moments with Ria and him, during their childhood, on one of the Forsaken. Vel had usually been spared this level of ire, cute and mostly obedient as she’d been.



“You… were talking to me as though I was a child,” said Lascivious, shoulders slumping, eyes looking anywhere but at the red-haired matriarch.



“You act like a child!” snapped Malon.



Lascivious flinched as though she’d been slapped, a reaction with which Damon was familiar. Malon had never raised a hand against him and Ria in anger, but he’d seen her punish Lascivious with a strike before. He supposed physical discipline was within the fair realm of punishment when it came to dissuading one from world-breaking temper tantrums.



“I just wanted to know what you were doing!” said Lascivious, voice frustrated.



“I’d be more than willing to explain,” said Damon. “There’s no need for drama or… giant crimson hands.”



He glanced toward Malon, who slowly nodded. He wasn’t sure how to tell her the truth in a way that didn’t risk compromising their objective. Lascivious would no doubt take issue with their quest to dampen the Ocean Klykia, but he supposed he could still tell her a version of the truth, if not the whole thing.



“We discovered a way to undo much of the destruction of Veridan’s Curve and restore vitality to the land,” he said. “It’s a means that stems from a magical place of power far across the Endless Ocean, hence the ship.”



He waited, expecting her to call him out for being so vague.



“By what right would you deign to change the realm that I rule?” she said. “Avarice ruled it, and I killed him, so it’s mine now.”



“And what a realm it is, seta,” said Malon darkly. “By what right did you have to destroy it to begin with?”



Lascivious looked away again, and Malon pressed on.



“I know how much guilt you still harbor. You can’t change the past, Seffi… but perhaps in allowing us to do this, you might make for a better future. For yourself, for the people of your realm, and for the world.”



Damon had to suppress a smile as he heard the echo of his own words from a few days earlier. They seemed just as effective on Lascivious as they’d been on his aesta. The Forsaken slowly nodded and turned to face the shore.



“So be it,” she said. “I have better things to do than watch you all sit on a rusty ship and get seasick. I expect you to give me a full account of events once you return, aesta.”



With that, Lascivious stepped back onto the crimson hand, which opened to release the ship and carried her back across the water. Everyone but Malon let out a collective sigh of relief as they watched the magic dissipate upon reaching the other side.



“True Divine,” muttered Vel. “She is so much scarier than Avarice ever was. At least with Avarice, we knew what we were getting.”



“She’ll stay true to her word,” said Malon. “She listens to me.”



As much as Damon trusted his aesta, he couldn’t help but harbor a niggling sense of doubt at that. There was still work to be done, and after waiting another minute to ensure all was quiet on deck, they got back to it. Damon went with Vel up to the navigation cabin and stared out through the glass as they found their path amidst the rocks and shipwrecks littering Avaricia’s coast.



“We should be good here, I think,” he said, once they were in deeper waters. “I’ll set the anchor down, and we’ll let the ship rest for tonight.”



“It’s fun,” said Vel. “I plan on being behind the wheel tomorrow, I hope you know.”



“You’re welcome to it, as long as you don’t do anything too foolhardy.” He ruffled her hair and headed for the stairs.



Ria was waiting for him at the bottom, and she pulled him away from the others, out onto the deck.



“Damon,” she said. “We must talk.”



“I’m listening.”



She looked around, making entirely sure that they were alone. “That was too easy. Lascivious could have insisted on any number of demands, and we would have had no means of truly refusing her.”



“She listens to aesta.”



“Does she?” Ria pulled him closer, eyes darting around the empty deck once more. “You saw how she seized control of Malon through her crest when she came onto the ship. This is the relationship between Venmalese and Venmalani.”



Damon shook his head. “What are you saying?”



“I think you know. We must watch her now.
 You
 must watch her. You know her better than any of us, husband, even after so long away. If Malon acts in a fashion that you consider to be unusual, uncharacteristic, or… outright suspicious, we will need to act.”



Damon blinked, a bitter taste suddenly in his mouth. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



Ria had such a sad look on her face that he couldn’t even blame her for what she was saying, as much as he wanted, and as much as it would have made things easier. “I do not know what it means. I wish it did. It could mean the difference between life and death for us all. It could mean allowing Lascivious to have an agent or a spy among us.”



“She already asked Malon to report back to her on whatever it is we’re supposedly accomplishing,” he said.



“She is powerful. She could have a means of seeing through her, controlling her, even, as Velanor has done with her dreamspelling.”



Damon rubbed at his temples, feeling a headache coming on in full force. It wasn’t fair for her to ask him to be suspicious of his aesta, but her logic was unimpeachable. He sighed and slowly nodded his head.



“Thank you.” She pulled him into a tight hug. “I know how hard this will be for you. I hope I am wrong, for all of our sakes.”



“I pray that you’re wrong, and I’m not even the praying type.”



They kissed, sharing a moment under the faint glow of the ghost moon behind the thinning clouds, husband and wife.










CHAPTER 21




 



Damon made doubly sure that the ship’s massive anchor was set before following Ria into the main cabin. He found it hard to keep his newborn suspicions in the fore of his mind as he entered the warm common room and was greeted by the familiar sight of his aesta prepping a pot over the stove in the ship’s kitchen.



Vel lounged on one of the couches, reading a book she’d apparently found in Avarice’s library. Lilian was at the table, sipping expensive-looking wine from an even more expensive-looking crystalline glass.



“We’re all set for tonight,” said Damon. “The ship is anchored, and I didn’t see anything resembling a storm cloud in the sky.”



“We should be good on food for another few days, at least,” called Malon. “Though, we should be on the lookout for somewhere to dock to resupply. It shouldn’t be hard — there’s no shortage of island city states in the near portion of the Endless Ocean.”



“Damon and I will take a look at the maps tomorrow and see what we can find,” said Vel.



“We have plenty of wine, at least.” Damon came up behind Lilian and snuck a sip from her glass.



She playfully elbowed him in the thigh from her seat. “More than enough for you to have a cup of your own, I’d think.”



He grinned and took a seat. “This place is nicer than any house I’ve ever lived in. I think once our journey reaches its conclusion, I’ll still be able to find a solid use for it.”



“It isn’t just yours, Damon.” Vel set her book down and joined them at the table. “We found it together. It belongs to all of us.”



“True enough,” he said. “Trust me, I would be more than happy to share it with all of you.”



He grabbed Vel’s chair and scooted her closer to him, pulling her in for a kiss. It was hard to keep his mind from running wild at the idea of living on the ship indefinitely, with Malon, Vel, Ria, and Lilian as his lovers. He knew he was getting ahead of himself, but the fantasy was still close enough to his current reality.



“We still haven’t named her yet,” said Vel.



“Does a ship need a name?” asked Ria.



“Of course, it does,” said Damon. He drummed his fingers on the table, trying to come up with something decent, to no avail. “The… Copper Cruiser?”



“No, that sounds a little too boyish,” said Lilian. “The ship should have a name that represents all of us.”



“The Reunion
 ,” said Malon, from the kitchen.



Damon saw the others nodding appreciatively and voiced his own approval. “It’s fitting and has a certain elegance to it. I’m in favor.”



“No objections here,” said Vel.



“The Reunion it is, then,” said Lilian.



Damon watched Malon as she continued prepping their dinner, wondering if she would have been able to come up with such a fitting suggestion while under Lascivious’s control. She glanced over her shoulder, catching his gaze and surprising him.



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



“No, I was just…” He cleared his throat. “I thought I’d offer my help.”



“I could use it, if you are willing.” She flashed a familiar smile, one he’d seen so often over the course of his life. It was suddenly hard to take Ria’s concerns seriously, though he knew it was still too early to dismiss them.



Malon assigned him the task of slicing sausage into stew-sized chunks as she handled the vegetables. He found two exquisitely crafted crystalline glasses once he’d finished and stayed next to her at the counter, pouring them each a healthy measure of wine.



“I saw some fishing equipment in one of the storage closets,” said Malon.



“We don’t really eat much fish,” he said.



“More out of circumstance, than choice,” she said. “Trust me. If you catch a few fish, solas, I’ll make us a dinner that you won’t soon forget.”



“Deal.” He took a sip of his wine. She looked so pretty in front of the pot, slowly stirring, stopping to taste and season every now and then. He hugged her from behind and planted a rough kiss on her cheek.



“Easy,” she said. “I need to focus on dinner.”



“I’m distracting you, then?” He ran his hands up the front of her body, fingers teasing the sides of her breasts through her thin dress.



“If you don’t cool yourself down, I’m going to smack your nose with this spoon,” she said, grinning at him.



He gave her one last squeeze, one last kiss, and then joined the others at the table. Lilian and Ria were in the middle of a discussion about the lower decks, namely the training circle.



“It seems as though this ship was designed as much for extravagance as it was for practicality,” said Lilian. “Avarice could have easily housed his guards within the ship, with room for them to live and train if required for a longer journey.”



“Extravagance and warfare are two things which I would reluctantly trust Avarice’s judgment on,” said Ria, in a dark voice. “I was glad to see him die.”



“He’s already been reborn, out there somewhere,” said Damon. “He’s some random five-year-old, probably still oblivious to his true nature.”



“If we reach the Ocean Klykia and do whatever it is you want us to do… he’ll stay that way?” said Vel uncertainly. “That almost seems like a mercy to him.”



“A mercy to him, and the world,” agreed Ria.



“With that said, True Divine, the man had good taste in wine.” Damon drained his glass and refilled it. “I plan on getting stumbling drunk tonight.”



“Who admits to that?” asked Vel, with a chuckle. “Damon, you have no class whatsoever.”



He stuck his tongue out at her, and she deigned to stick hers out in return. They continued laughing and joking with one another until Malon began serving the food, and the conversation shifted toward compliments to the chef.



When the meal was finished, Damon was well on his way to keeping good to his plan for the night. It had been a long day, and Ria and Malon went straight to bed. Damon found himself walking behind Lilian, alternating between groping her and allowing her to help him walk without drunkenly tripping over himself.



“You could feed off me, if you wanted,” he said. “Here!”



He pushed his neck into her face, and she sighed and shook her head.



“You’re too drunk, Damon,” she said. “I’d feel bad about how it might affect you. Good chance you’d spend the rest of the night throwing up… not that you won’t already. Ask me again in the morning?”



She gave him a quick kiss and disappeared down the stairway leading below decks. Vel had stayed up and rose from where she’d been reading her book on the couch to serve as Damon’s new chaperone.



“Come on,” she said. “Let’s find a room for you downstairs, alright?”



“I don’t want to go to bed yet,” he mumbled.



“Bed is where you belong,” she said. “You can barely walk, Damon. You’re too drunk to do anything else.”



“Are you sure about that?”



She laughed and let out a sigh. “You’re also a lot smoother when you’re sober.”



She helped him find an open room and sat him down on the bed. It was incredibly soft, and Damon was in the middle of wondering if maybe he was too drunk when he caught sight of her undressing.



“I honestly am so excited for this journey,” she whispered. “Not just to be back with everyone, but also for the adventure. This is going to be so much fun.”



“Maybe,” he said. “Might encounter pirates.”



“Are they even a real thing? I thought they were just a fantasy like aesta’s other stories, seabound convicts searching for treasure.”



“For treasure… and for booty.” He palmed her ass, and Vel let out a sigh of forced patience.



“Really, Damon?” she said, rolling her eyes. “Next you’re going to…”



She trailed off, tensing as he worked a finger under the fabric of her girlshorts and along her slit.



“Vel,” he said. “I love you.”



He pulled her onto his bed with too much strength, resulting in him flying sideways and knocking his head against one of the bedposts. Vel laughed, though it shifted to a wince when she realized how hard of an impact it had been.



“You’re too drunk,” she said.



“Maybe. Ow…”



She sat down next to him and pulled his head into her lap, gently massaging around the rapidly forming lump on his head. Her thighs felt so soft, a step above any normal pillow, and within a minute he could feel his eyelids getting heavy.



“I’m glad you came back,” whispered Vel. “And I’m glad you brought us all back together.”



She leaned forward and kissed him softly on the lips before returning to caressing his hair, and shortly after, he drifted off to sleep.










CHAPTER 22




 



Damon’s head was pounding from both the inside and out when he awoke the next morning. His memory of the previous night was spurious, but he remembered how drunk he’d been, falling onto the bed, and Vel’s loving thighs.



She’d undressed him and tucked him in. Damon smiled, feeling as close to her as he’d ever been, despite the five-year gap in their relationship. He made the mistake of trying to get up and get dressed and nearly collapsed under the weight of his hangover.



Over the course of several arduous minutes, he managed to make himself decent and start his day. He headed out into the hallway, which had a strange, timeless feel to it from the illumination of the light crystals, and then upstairs.



The common room showed few signs of the amount of drinking he’d done the previous night. It was well into the morning, at least an hour or two after he’d normally wake up, and only Malon was present. She was clearing a plate from the table and turned to greet him, her smile warm and welcoming and a salve to his labored mood.



“Good morning, solas,” she said.



“Good morning, aesta. I know I’m not the first one up. Is everyone else already at work for the day?”



She shrugged, wiping her hands on the apron she wore over her dress. “Vel is at the wheel, but I’m not certain I’d describe that as work for her. Lilian said she’d check the furnace to make sure it was still flush with coal, but I suspect she’s finished by now.”



“Ria?”



“Still in bed. She’s unused to ship travel. I think this may in fact be one of her first times sleeping on one.”



Damon took a seat at the table. Malon disappeared into the ship’s kitchen, returning a minute later with several thick slabs of maple toast and a mug of tea. He sighed as he looked at the food, having less than no appetite, but knowing that food would expediate his recovery.



“Would you like me to warn you the next time you’re about to pass from simple drunkenness into the type that leaves you aching the following morning?” she asked, with a hint of a smile.



“Please do.” He sipped at the tea, which was sweetened with honey. “I would head back to bed, but I need to make sure Vel knows what she’s doing.”



“I was going to ask about our course,” said Malon. “For now, she’s just been heading due west.”



“According to Myr, that’s where we need to go,” he said.



“I can help you make adjustments when we’re further out,” whispered Myr. “As close to due west as you can manage.”



“We’ll need to resupply during the journey,” said Malon. “Stopping in Telsius, before we’re too deep into the Endless Ocean, seems prudent.”



“That it does. The island survived after… everything, I take it?”



Malon nodded, though her expression looked strained. “Better than any city in Veridan’s Curve. I heard that it had some issues with the sheer number of refugees for a time, but it’s been years, and I’m sure the situation has settled down.”



“That’s where we’ll head, then,” he said.



He crammed down his breakfast and made his way to the upper deck. Vel was dressed for the fair sea weather, with a shirt that left her stomach mostly bare and a slitted, sarong-style skirt. She was at the wheel, eyes narrowed in concentration, despite navigating an empty sea.



“Good morning,” said Damon.



She flashed a smirk over her shoulder. “You’re alive! I wasn’t so sure you would be, after last night.”



“I… may have underestimated the strength of Avarice’s booze,” he said, with a shrug.



“Well, the ship has been managing fine under my watchful eye,” she said. “Aesta mentioned Telsius as being a reasonable destination before we commit to the bulk of the journey.”



“So I heard,” he said. “Have you plotted the course yet?”



“Nope. I was hoping you might help with that.”



Damon nodded and looked at the various charts and maps laid out across the table. Vel had made enough progress that morning to put the coast, and Avaricia, out of sight behind them, but she was navigating by compass, and he could make a reasonable guess about where they were.



“We should head a bit north,” he said.



“How much is a bit?” asked Vel.



He leaned over behind her and gently adjusted the ship’s wheel a small amount. “About that much. From now on, we need to double check the maps each morning and the star charts each night.”



“When you say we, you mean…?”



“Mostly you,” he said. “I’ll help when I’m at the wheel or when I have free time, but we need to make sure we aren’t just navigating blind.”



Vel sighed, clearly more enamored with the ease of operating the wheel than the specifics of their direction, but she didn’t object. Damon planted a kiss on top of her head.



“Thanks for last night,” he said.



“Of course. You would have done the same for me.”



He squeezed her shoulder. She grabbed his wrist and pulled him down so their faces were even and gave him a real kiss.



“Where did that come from?” he asked.



“Think of it as a reminder that it’s kind of annoying when you go to bed with someone, and they’re too drunk to be
 effective
 .”



“You could have taken advantage of me if you’d really wanted to,” he said.



Vel blinked and slowly shook her head. “You are such a boy. Come find me later. You’ll need to be taking the late shift at the wheel unless you want us to have to drop anchor again.”



“I will,” he said. “And tonight, I plan on being a bit more considerate about how much I drink.”



“Mmm, you’d better be.”



Damon headed downstairs and out onto the main deck. He found himself without a clear idea of how to spend his day, given how few pressing chores there were, given how efficient
 The Reunion
 was to operate.



He remembered Malon mentioning fishing equipment the day before, and after rifling through a storage closet in the back of the main deck, found a rod and some tackle. There was also a fishing net, carefully folded and tied to keep from being tangled, but he had only a passing idea of how to make use of one and decided to save it for later.



He felt a bit silly setting up at the very front of the main deck, against the edge of the ship’s guard railing. Vel was watching him from her perch up in the glass cabin, and while he doubted there would be much to watch until he managed to get a fish on, it still added a certain amount of pressure. Damon was far from a fisherman and only had a semblance of what he was doing.



He cast out and waited. And waited. And… waited some more. He pulled up the line, wondering if perhaps one had bitten and he just hadn’t felt it. No such luck.



He was heading toward a new spot off the side of the ship under the assumption that perhaps the bow was scaring off his potential quarry, but before he could cast out, Malon came out onto the deck and waved to him. They’d traveled out far enough from Veridan’s Curve for the sun to be visible through the clouds again, and she looked beautiful in the early afternoon glow.



“Solas,” she said. “Would you mind heading down to check on seta?”



“Ria is still in her cabin?” he asked.



“I… don’t think she’s taking well to the ship.” Malon shrugged and looked a little worried. “I would check on her myself, but…”



“Right.” He nodded, feeling a bit sobered by the reality of Malon and Ria’s strained relationship. Regardless of how grand their journey was, and how comfortable their accommodations were, they still hadn’t escaped from their history with one another.



“Thank you,” said Malon. “For this, and for everything.”



“Aesta, you don’t have to thank me.” He set a hand on her waist and brushed a few stray strands of red hair out of her face, blown astray by the warm sea breeze. They shared a kiss, soft at first, growing more passionate until it felt like the start of something too distracting to happen in the open, in the middle of the day.



“I should do some cleaning in the main cabin,” said Malon, clearing her throat.



“And I should go see Ria,” he said.



“Later… we can talk more.”



“Definitely.”



He headed below decks. Ria’s cabin was next to his, and he heard a pained moan from within as he knocked on the door.



“Ria?” he called. “Are you alright?”



She was clad only in her small clothes, laying on her stomach, head positioned over a sour-smelling bucket. Her hair was disheveled, and a bit of drool hung across her chin. She groaned and shook her head, taking a few steadying breaths.



“I… am far from alright,” she muttered. “The motion of the ship has undone me. I simply cannot settle my stomach.”



“Seasickness,” said Damon. “It’s a hell of a thing. It hit you pretty hard when we were traveling by boat after the Honorshade Tournament. Remember that? We stole a boat from Glittershell Island.”



“Please, no…” muttered Ria. “I do not wish to think of that any more than I wish to experience this.”



“Hey…” He took a seat next to her on the bed. “Just breathe and try not to fight it. It’ll pass, in time. It’s just a reaction of the body. You’re not really sick.”



She glared at him for a moment, and then her cheeks suddenly bulged outward, and she was spitting into the bucket. Damon winced and started rubbing her back, soothing her much as Vel had soothed him the night before.



“Would some tea help?” he asked. “Aesta made some earlier.”



Ria shook her head.



“Wine?” he joked.



“Mmm… Perhaps. If I could… confuse myself into thinking this feeling was from drunkenness, I might handle it better.”



He hadn’t been serious, but considering her state, he figured it was better than trying nothing. He went up to the main deck and returned with a bottle and a glass. Ria took small sips, spitting as much of it into the bucket as she actually drank.



“Thank you,” she muttered. “I think I should try to sleep.”



“I think that’s a good idea.” He planted a kiss on the back of her head. “I’ll come check on you again in a little bit. Stay strong.”



He found another bucket for her and rinsed out the contents of the previous one, surprised at how indifferent he was to the mess. If it had been someone who he didn’t care so much about, it would have seemed awkward or gross, but it was Ria. For her, it was nothing.










CHAPTER 23




 



Damon realized he hadn’t seen Lilian all day, so he made his way down to the lower deck. He found her in the middle of training in the dueling circle, working on basic strikes and kicks. Lilian hadn’t been much of a fighter before her transformation, though while her form was still a little lacking, she made up for it with the sheer speed and force of her body.



“Not bad,” he called. “Care for a sparring match?”



She was dripping with sweat and had to catch her breath before replying. “I’d be more interested in what you offered last night.”



He had to think for a moment, foggy as his drunken memory of the night was. “You want to feed off me? How about this — if you can pin me, you can have a taste.”



“A taste?” She pursed her lips, looking a bit pouty.



“As much as you need,” he said. “I’m not exactly busy today. I don’t think I’d miss a few drops of blood. Though that’s assuming that you can actually handle me in the ring.”



Lilian set her hands on her hips. She only had on her half-shirt, a tiny, flirty thing that did nothing to disguise the fullness of her breasts. Her leggings were tight and flexible, running down to midcalf and leaving her ankles bare.



Damon took his shirt and boots off, leaving them in a pile next to the circle. “A few ground rules. No claws and no fangs in the actual sparring match.”



“What do you take me for, Damon?” said Lilian. “A cheater?”



“Someone who likes to win.”



“Trust me, you would get as much out of me winning as I would,” she said. “I’ll make sure of it.”



“Maybe you are a cheater, after all,” he said, grinning. “You’re already trying to bribe your opponent into throwing the fight.”



“Just providing you with a full picture of what I had in mind, post victory.” She pulled her arms behind her, arching her back into a stretch that emphasized all of her most interesting, grabbable parts.



By the time Damon fell into a crouch within the circle across from her, he was already fairly distracted by his own arousal. It was awfully hard to pull his eyes from the plump slope of her pale violet cleavage, even when he knew those eyes needed to be on her hands and the movements of her feet.



Lilian lunged for him. Damon tried to dodge, but she was too fast, seizing one of his arms and moving to trip him. He twisted, pulling free, one hand briefly sliding across her sweat-slick stomach as he pushed her back.



“You’re faster than I realized,” she said appreciatively.



“I could say the same about you,” he said. “I’ll have to overpower you instead of outmaneuvering you.”



“Oh, you’re welcome to try.” She flashed a full-lipped smile and came at him again.



Damon caught her by the shoulders and twisted, which appeared to be exactly what she wanted. Lilian kicked a leg over his head as they both fell sideways, using her weight to drop him and clamping her thighs down on either side of his head.



He managed to slip free an instant before she would have had a hold that easily would have forced him to tap out, though the sensation of her thick thighs against his head hadn’t exactly been unpleasant. He pressed himself down onto her before she could get up, trying to pin her wrists. Lilian wriggled, body sweaty and lithe. He found it suddenly hard to focus on much other than the way she felt underneath him, and the fact that she could feel him too, his burgeoning hardness.



 The idea of throwing the fight suddenly felt far more appealing. Damon didn’t outright give up, as he had far too much pride and competitive spirit, but he did let himself become a little more sensual in his motions. His hand cupped one of her large breasts through her nearly nonexistent half-shirt, the point of her nipple like hidden treasure against his palm underneath.



Lilian twisted, trying to fling him sideways. Damon seized her by the body and pulled her into a grinding hug, the lewdness of it making a mockery of the idea of what they were doing still being considered a fight. She let out a soft grunt, bucked once, and then made show of play wrestling back as she realized she could also have what she wanted.



They were, ostensibly, rolling across the dueling circle for control, taking turns “pinning” one another as their bodies locked into a true sexual embrace, desires blunted only by the inconvenience of their clothing. They kissed hotly, lips dancing, Lilian’s strange, long tongue probing deep into Damon’s mouth.



He nearly tore her half-shirt in his rush to get it off. Her breasts tumbled out, sweat looking like droplets of dew under the uniform crystalline lighting. They rolled again, and she was on top. He kissed and sucked at one of her nipples. They rolled the other way. Damon left a scratch mark across one of her buttocks in his haste to strip her leggings and girlshorts off. Lilian fumbled with his pants until he got annoyed and did it for her. They rolled again, and…



Bliss. Two sweaty bodies connected at the sex. They were still wrestling, somehow, as though the motion of him sinking his cock into her womanhood had revitalized the stakes of the competition. Lilian was kissing his neck, but Damon had a handful of her hair, keeping her from being able to pull far enough in to use her fangs.



She kissed him instead. He thrust into her faster, the slap of their bodies so dirty and obvious. Anyone could walk down into the lower level and find them, naked, clothes scattered, rutting like summertime lovers.



“Let me win,” muttered Lilian. “Please. Don’t be mean.”



Damon put his hand forward to cup the back of her head and rolled so that she was on top of him. He brought her face into his neck, feeling her start to suck, start to lick, marking the spot while still rocking her glorious hips.



He wasn’t completely sure of how long she fed off him for or what happened during it. The pleasure was enough to remove him from the thinking, feeling world, enough to scare him, really. If it wasn’t for the strong sexual connection he had for Ria, Vel, and his aesta, he very well might have gotten addicted to Lilian in the worst possible way, her body and her bite.



He gasped as he came back in the midst of the tail end of his orgasm. He felt a little cheated by that, even though his cock was still fairly hard, and still inside her. Lilian wiped a speck of blood from her lips with the back of her hand, and both of them seemed to return to the moment. They breathed and looked around and, in general, felt a bit silly for how intense they’d gotten in the moment.



“Do you know what happened to my, um…” Lilian rolled off him, crossing her legs.



“Over there,” he said, pointing to her half-shirt. “And over there.”



“That was… wow.”



“Yeah.”



Lilian brought him his pants as she found her own clothes. Damon caught her wrist as she drew in close. He looked her in the eyes, smiling, and gave her a gentle kiss.



“I won,” he said.



“What? You did not win, we both… quit the fight.”



“I pinned you,” he said. “That counts as a win.”



“Well… I demand a rematch. Say… the day after tomorrow?”



“You’re welcome to it,” he said. “You better work on your form if you don’t want to get handled so easily next time around.”



She stared at him, mouth slightly open as though too galled by his words to have a decent comeback. Damon grinned and pulled his shirt on, legs wobbling a bit from lingering sensations, as he headed for the stairs.










CHAPTER 24




 



Damon cast his fishing line out for probably the hundredth time, watching the bait strike the surface of the water and slowly bob up and down. He had a smile on his face, regardless. He was content with the rhythm of life on
 The Reunion
 , and in all honesty, he enjoyed fishing. He would be entirely satisfied even if he went the rest of the journey without getting a single…



“Finally!” he shouted as he felt a sharp tug along the rod’s supple length. He reeled like a madman, wondering if he might have caught one of the beautiful, silver-scaled ocean fish that he’d seen depicted in so many fine paintings of the sea.



His catch was more of a… lumpy, brownish thing. It had spikes protruding from the back and side of its head, and one of its tail fins had what looked like a bite taken out of it. Its coloring was uneven and ugly, like the surface of a rock covered in dead moss and caked muck.



It was big, at least. He unhooked it and held it in both hands to appreciate its size a little better, nearly the length of his arm. The fish suddenly bucked, and one of its spikes tore a trench in his palm. Damon dropped it and sucked at the wound, hurrying to step on its tail to keep it from flopping through the gaps in the railing.



“It’s perfect,” said Malon.



He blinked in surprise, having assumed that no one was watching. “It’s a fish, I suppose. I was considering tossing it back. I can’t imagine it would taste very good.”



“Then you are severely lacking in imagination,” said Malon. “Or perhaps you just haven’t eaten much fresh fish before. I promise you that this will taste excellent on the plate.”



“I’ll have to take your word for it, aesta.” He scooped up the fish and handed it to her. She accepted with a smile as though he’d brought her a bouquet of flowers.



Damon followed after her as she brought it into the kitchen. Ria was on her way upstairs, and though she made a grand effort at acting as though Malon didn’t exist, she pursed her lips at the fish, eyes darting to Damon.



“You caught a fish?” she said, more question than statement.



“I caught dinner,” he said, grinning. “The first genuine fresh meat we’ve had since leaving the tower, no less.”



Ria looked at the rather lumpy and unappetizing looking creature in Malon’s arms and clamped a hand over her mouth. Damon jumped sideways to let her by as she ran out onto the deck and relieved her gorge over the railing.



“Nice,” he said, shaking his head.



“Wait until its cooked before losing faith,” said Malon. “I should get started now if I’m to have it cleaned and prepared in time.”



She kissed him on the cheek and disappeared into the kitchen. Damon went after Ria, feeling a growing concern as he spied her sagging against the railing, clearly still in the depths of the agony of seasickness.



“It… was not the fish,” she said. “I like fish.”



“I figured,” he said. “Can I get you anything?”



He rubbed her shoulders again. Her face looked impossibly pale, tanned as she was, and her silver-green hair only seemed to exacerbate the sickly quality about her.



“It is enough to be in the fresh air.” She took a deep breath and exhaled. “I can endure this. I
 must
 endure this. It will pass with time.”



“It will. And we’ll reach Telsius soon. You’ll get a small break, at least.”



He left her on deck, aware of how long Vel had been at the ship’s wheel. No sooner than he’d made his way up and opened the door to the glass cabin did she leap to her feet and hurry for the door.



“I have to pee!” she said. “Take over for me, Damon.”



He didn’t get a chance to reply before she’d rushed past him, moving with efficiency only accessible at the urging of nature’s needs. Damon took her place at the wheel. The chair was still warm, and something about setting his hands on the controls made him feel powerful. The ship was massive, and with just a little twist of a wheel, he could steer it left or right with more proficiency than he could have ridden a horse.



It was later than he’d realized, and he spent the first few minutes watching the far distant sunset. They weren’t heading due west anymore, but the glorious smear of color reflected off the shifting waves of the ocean stole his attention, regardless. True navy blue with purple and red and orange, hues mixed together like a painter searching for a mood.



Ria was still out on deck. She was running through some stretches near the front of the boat, directly within view of the cabin, all business as she sank into a deep split that made the contours of her thigh muscles stand out in full relief. Her hair was loose, and it danced in the sea breeze like a tangled flag.



There wasn’t much course correction to do, most of the time. The act of controlling the ship was more a process of watching the stars come out and finding the right celestial chart to confirm their course against the night sky. He expected Vel to come back but contented himself with handling the job when she didn’t. She couldn’t be at the wheel every hour of the day, regardless of how much she enjoyed it.



He heard footsteps and turned around to see Malon coming up the stairs with a tray of dinner in tow. It looked incredible, the fish filet cooked perfectly and paired with roasted wedges of potato.



“I garnished it with lemongrass and butter,” she said. “Vel said it was a hit.”



“You’ve already eaten, then?” he asked.



“Ria and Lilian weren’t hungry, so we didn’t have a sit-down dinner,” said Malon. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”



She smiled and revealed her other hand, which held a bottle of wine.



“Not in the slightest,” he said.



He dug into the food, letting his aesta hear his appreciation as he tasted the fish. She’d been right about how much difference it made from the type of seafood he might have purchased in Avaricia, which was often left sitting in the sun until it sold. It had a clean, meaty taste, with a small kick from the lemongrass and pepper.



“Another day down,” he said, sipping the wine. “With any luck, we’ll reach Telsius early tomorrow.”



“Will it be much further after that?” asked Malon.



He nodded, repeating what Myr had told him about their vague destination. “A week more, at least. This ship is fast, but we’re going the full distance.”



Malon smiled, looking strangely pleased by that. “I don’t mind. I enjoy this, probably more than I should. I’m ashamed to admit that being on this ship with you and Vel and Ria, all of us stuck together, no less, is a dream I hadn’t known I could wish for.”



He took her hand, holding her gaze for several long, building seconds. It was so hard to square away Ria’s earlier suspicions of her being under Lascivious’s spell with the nature of the sentiment she’d just expressed to him.



“Ria will come around,” said Damon. “She can be hotheaded, but her anger stems from her passion. She loves her family, and sooner or later, she’ll remember that you’re a part of it. You’re her aesta.”



“Too much passion,” said Malon wistfully. “It seems to be a trait inherent to our family.”



“I certainly don’t lack for it.”



He grinned, letting his eyes drink her in.



“You’re staring, solas,” she said.



“You look beautiful in the starlight.”



“Always the sweet talker,” she said, grinning.



“Come here.”



It spoke to how much their relationship had grown and shifted that she did, without questioning his motives, without scolding him for being the horny bastard he was. She rose from her chair, and he slowed the ship and stood up to greet her.



“My intention in coming up here wasn’t to distract you from your work,” she said playfully.



He pulled her to him, kissing her once softly, and once fiercely. “You’re more than a distraction.”



She cleared her throat, pressing a hand to his chest. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about.”



He sighed and compromised. “Point taken. Here, let me show you how to work the wheel.”



He shifted her to stand in front of it, setting her hands on the smooth wooden spokes. Visibility was surprisingly high, with the stars and ghost moon providing fair illumination against the dark, and he watched his aesta lean forward toward the window.



“Are we on course right now?” she asked.



“Should be. We could be heading slightly more northward.”



He slipped in behind, gently shifting the wheel to turn a few degrees to the left while simultaneously letting his crotch press into her backside.



“There,” he said. “That’s where we want to be.”



“I’ll have to take your word for it, solas.”



He kissed her neck. “It’s easy once you get used to it.”



She leaned back into him as he started lavishing her neck with kisses and running his hands up the sides of her body. She was right, of course. There were
 several
 good reasons why he couldn’t simply hike her dress up and take her right there in the glass cabin. He did need to be watching their course if the ship was still in motion, and the visibility of the navigation perch would render them exposed to anyone who cared to glance up from the main deck.



She turned to kiss him back as he began to fondle her breasts. The moment was primed for something more, and Damon found himself forming a plan in his head of how he’d drop the ship’s anchor and sneak her past Vel and Lilian and into his room… all without her posing a reasonable objection. Probably too much to ask for, but he could still kiss her, and he could still touch her, and still…



“Damon?” called Vel. “Is aesta up there with you?”



There was a small clatter as they pulled away from one another, Malon’s hip bumping the tray. He sank back down into the navigator’s chair to hide his burgeoning arousal as Vel’s head poked up from the stairway.



“We’re here, seta,” said Malon. “Solas was… teaching me how to work the ship.”



“Nice,” said Vel. “It would be useful to have another set of hands to work the wheel. I thought you should know that Lilian figured out how to work the baths. We were going to all head in together to make best use of the hot water.”



“That sounds like an excellent idea,” said Damon.



“All of the
 women
 on the ship, Damon,” said Vel. “You’re too much, sometimes.”



“That sounds like an excellent idea, seta,” said Malon. “I’ll head down now.” She turned toward Damon, flashing an apologetic smile. “You can handle yourself up here for now, I presume?”



“Handle myself,” he said, with a sigh. “Sure.”



He waved as they disappeared below deck and tried not to sulk as he imagined Malon, Ria, Vel, and Lilian all slipping into the steaming bath water.










CHAPTER 25




 



To his credit, Damon lasted for ten full minutes before deciding to attempt to spy on them. It was too tempting, at least against the backdrop of spending the rest of his night staring out into the blank, starlit ocean.



He slowed the ship to a stop and quietly released the anchor on the main deck. On a whim, he took his boots off to silence his footsteps, knowing that his aesta was wise enough to his ways to listen for his approach.



He crept below decks as stealthily as he could, coming to a stop next to the door leading to the baths. They’d left it partially open, perhaps for the steam to better circulate, and Damon spent a minute waiting and listening, picking his opportunity to sneak a glimpse.



“If Telsius is still anything like it was when Kastet and I last passed through the city, it will be a wonderful place to spend a few days,” said Vel. “Though the ship is comfortable, in its own right.”



“I suspect we’ll only be there for a night,” said Malon. “We need to see this journey through without dallying.”



“Oh, come on, aesta,” said Vel.  “After all we’ve been through, I feel as though we deserve to have some fun. I would love to do some shopping, see if their dresses are in style, or, more likely, mock them for being behind on the trends.”



“Not all of us will have the opportunity to tour the city,” said Lilian.



There was a pause that, despite being awkward, also gave Damon an opening. He kept low, flat on his stomach, in fact, as he slid forward to let his eyes peer through the partially cracked door.



There was a lot of steam, and a lot of gorgeous, naked, female flesh. Vel was washing her hair, pulling her fingers through a single wet lock of dark gold. Malon was soaping her full breasts, the suds turning her nipples into vague hints of pink. Lilian had a razor and was carefully shaving the hair from her legs. Ria was sitting on the edge of the large bath with only her feet submerged, still wearing a towel.



“A day and a night in Telsius is likely all we can spare,” said Malon. “No doubt it will be enough for you to wet your shopping fancy, seta.”



“When you phrase it like that, it sounds like an unseemly habit.” Vel wrung her hair out, rising above the water far enough for her perky tits to drip with water. “In some ways, this is part of the career I’ve chosen. I have to stay abreast of the trends, not just in Silke, but everywhere I travel.”



“So pointless,” muttered Ria. “You speak of clothing, not life or death.”



Ria took off her towel and set it aside, revealing a body that perfectly strode the line between powerful and sexy. Her tan lines were visible, but less pronounced than Damon remembered, though perhaps it was a trick of the lighting. He imagined her sunbathing out in the open, where anyone could see, evening out her tan for his sake, as much as her own.



She let out a blissful sigh as she entered the warm water, though her sense of contentment only lasted for a moment. She narrowed her gaze at Malon, moving to put what she considered to be adequate distance between herself and the other woman, wary even in the bath.



“I think the whole point of going on this journey to dampen the Ocean Klykia, or whatever, is to move the world toward a point where not everything is about life and death, Ria,” said Vel.



She tilted backward, letting her hair sink into the water, firm breasts poking up like two matching hills. Damon blinked, moving from intrigue and arousal toward a state more resembling subtle torture. He could have any of the women on the ship almost any night… except for this one, with them all together and eagerly getting clean.



His eyes shifted back toward his aesta, who dropped low in the water to rinse off the suds coating her body and rose up, naked and curvaceous and womanly, and as it happened, staring straight at him. She turned sideways, ruining his view while still holding that chastising eye contact, and made a small shooing gesture with her hand.



The game was up, and Malon had no doubt spared Damon the ire of the rest of his companions. He committed the image of all of them together, naked and sopping wet, to his eternal memory and silently headed for the stairs.



He felt a little ridiculous walking onto the main deck with an erection he could have used to carve stone, but nobody was around, and it was his ship. The thought echoed strangely in his head as he noticed something dangling from the outer railing that he sure hadn’t been there before.



He froze in place, watching in disbelief as a man stepped out from behind the corner of the main cabin and bent over to help another man climb up and over the railing. The ship was being boarded. Presumably, they were under attack.



He reached for his myrblade, fingers grasping and finding nothing. He hadn’t been carrying it on him, pointless as it had seemed on a ship that had, up until a few seconds ago, felt like an impenetrable fortress. Damon cracked his knuckles, figuring he’d just have to make do with his hands, for now.



“If I’d known we were expecting guests, I would have asked my aesta to make you up some tea,” he called, striding over to the men. The line had sounded better in his head, more subtly threatening, but he rolled with it.



“It is not too late, my friend,” replied one of the men, speaking Merinian with a rolling sea accent. “Why don’t all of us sit down and have tea and discuss what we can do for one another?”



It was hard to see much of him by the light of night, but he was tall, with long hair, beefy arms, and sun-worn skin. He wore an open vest and baggy trousers, with no shortage of knives stuffed into belts and bandoliers across his person.



The man glanced left, away from the grappling hook. Damon followed his gaze and spotted another group, making their number at least seven in total. Not too many for him to handle, but more than enough to be a nuisance.



“Invite the rest of your friends over here,” said Damon. “Let’s have that chat. There’s no need for us to make this more difficult than it needs to be.”



“Oh, we will, friend,” said the man. “But first, you should give us a tour of this grand ship! It caught our eye from so far off. Even more so when we saw that you were the only able body aboard.”



“I can think of a few people who would take serious offence at that.” Damon smiled, watching the other men draw closer, letting them surround him. It would make things easier to have them in a clump.



“You seem like a reasonable man.” The chatty pirate set a hand on Damon’s shoulder. “Let’s head inside together. We will come to understand each other, yes?”



“I think there are quicker ways for us to
 understand
 each other.” Damon gripped the man’s wrist tight in his hand and, with a breath of wickedly cold air, began to freeze a shell of ice down the length of his arm.



It took several seconds for the pirate to realize what was happening, or perhaps just to let himself believe it. He tried to reach for one of his knives, but it seemed that his now frozen arm was the one attached to his dominant hand, and the attempt bore no fruit.



“He’s a… sorcerer, or something!” barked the man. “Kill him! Kill him, quick!”



The next nearest pirate came at Damon, swinging a thick cutlass that glinted in the moonlight. He ducked, dodging the slash, and unleased a diagonal stomp that drew a painful popping noise from the man’s knee. He went down screaming. Damon borrowed his sword.



“Here!” screamed the partially frozen pirate. “Over here!”



Two more men sprinted toward them, footsteps pounding confidently across the wooden deck. The others were nowhere to be seen, and Damon hissed a curse under his breath as he realized they’d likely made it to the lower levels. Malon and the others would be vulnerable in the bath if they were caught by surprise. He needed to get down there, fast.



The man with the frozen hand tried to swipe at his face with his left hand. Damon flipped him around and slashed at the backs of his ankles, pushing him down. He spun around in time to catch the edge of one of the new arrival’s swords. The other attacked right after, and Damon had to concentrate on their movements, two against one.



He had more than just a sword, however. He leapt back, giving himself some room to work with, and dropped to one knee. The pirates had tracked a small amount of water with their boots, and carefully, without damaging the deck, Damon used it to freeze all four of the men nearest to him securely in place.



They struggled, sounding more confused than concerned at first. He walked up to the two who were still uninjured, standing just out of range of their swords and smiling at their pathetic attempts to slash at him.



“Throw down your weapons,” he said.



“Or what?” snapped one of them, barely understandable from his accent.



Damon smiled wider and turned his head sideways a little. The ice rose higher, creeping up their legs, carrying that chilling implication. The men threw down their swords, and Damon quickly kicked them through the gaps in the railing, into the ocean.



He’d didn’t unfreeze them, and in fact, added to the ice restraints to make sure they’d stay put while he went down to check on the others. It was hard to keep from thinking that he’d taken too long with the fight, gotten rusty and slow with his methods. Malon and the others might be in serious danger, or worse.



He sprinted all the way down to the bottom level, hearing the sound of commotion as he headed for the baths. The door was open, but he didn’t rush through it, as complete chaos was underway on the other side.



His female companions were still as naked as they’d been when he’d indulged his curiosity earlier. Ria had one of the men by the hair and was dunking his head forcefully in the bath water. Malon’s eyes and crest were both vivid with crimson, and she’d pinned one of the men against the wall with her power.



Lilian was feeding off one of them with a gleeful look in her dark eyes, blood spilling over from her lips and into the soapy water. The one was limp in her grasp, mouth moving in a wordless shout.



Vel was… well, she had a wet towel and was snapping and brandishing it at each of the defeated men in turn, angry if not scary. All eyes turned toward Damon as he entered, holding up a hand and feigning an attempt at modesty by averting his gaze.



“There were more of them on deck,” he said. “I managed to—”



“Damon!” Vel threw herself onto him, hugging tight, followed immediately after by Malon and Ria.



“Solas!” said Malon, pressing her nude bosom against his shoulder. “We were so worried! We thought you might have been caught off guard, and…”



“I knew you could handle them, husband,” said Ria, kissing his lips and nuzzling her cheek into his. “Still, it is good to know you are unharmed. You are unharmed, yes?”



“Not a scratch on me,” he said, feeling the effect of their still very naked presence on his lower body.



Lilian had finished feeding and she wiped her mouth off as she eyed the pirates, all of whom were still alive, though with no fight left in them whatsoever.



Over the course of the next few minutes, Malon and the others got dressed and helped Damon herd the raiding party back onto deck. They found their ship, a dingy, single-sailed thing, anchored near enough to
 The Reunion
 for the men to have been able to climb aboard without swimming.



Damon climbed down onto it to slash the sail before propelling himself back onto deck with an ice pillar. One by one, they forced the pirates down onto their sabotaged craft, which seemed like enough of a punishment. Ria argued for executing them, but even she decided that it wouldn’t be necessary if the men were left without means to give pursuit.



“You will see us again!” snarled the chatty pirate, baring his teeth. “We serve the Endless King. He will come for us, and we will come for you.”



Damon turned and seized the man by the neck. He started to freeze another ice shell, this one creeping over the man’s chin and mouth, inching toward his nostrils.



“I’ll be here,” he said. “Not hard to find on a ship like this. If there is a next time, I’ll be looking for you first. Do you know what it’s like to suffocate in ice? Would you like to find out?”



The man shook his head so hard that his neck made a small popping noise. Damon slammed his hands into the man’s shoulders, sending him tumbling over the railing and down into the water below to join the rest of his crew.



“Let’s get out of here,” said Vel.



“Agreed,” he said, putting a hand around her waist. “We’ll drop anchor once they’re far out of sight behind us.”










CHAPTER 26




 



Damon slept in late the next morning. He stirred as a soft tap came at his door, followed by softer footsteps.



“Solas,” called Malon. “I wanted to let you rest, but Telsius just came into view on the horizon.”



She sat down next to him on the bed. He’d been having a dream that he couldn’t remember but was sure had been vaguely sexual. His morning oak was stiff to the degree of distraction. Malon smelled incredible, and he could feel her warmth even through his bed’s quilt.



“Five more minutes,” he said. “You can spend them in here, with me.”



He opened his eyes halfway and groped out at her. Malon let out a whispery chuckle and took his hand, bringing it to her lips to kiss his knuckles.



“You threw your dirty clothes all over the floor,” she said. “Would you have me spend those five minutes laying you out a new set?”



“I have other things in mind, aesta.”



He pulled her onto the bed with a burst of strength that surprised her enough to elicit a squeal. She didn’t push him away as he kissed her, sinking down alongside him, the two of them quickly becoming entangled within the sheets.



“Solas,” she whispered, clearing her throat. Her tone was clearly aiming for authority but striking somewhere closer to reluctant temptation.



“Aesta,” he said. “You came down here to wake me up.”



He pulled her hand down underneath the quilt, setting her impossibly soft fingers right onto his stiff member. He saw her trying not to smile, willing herself to pull her hand back even as she began to caress the tip with her thumb on reflex.



“You’re already quite awake, it would seem,” she whispered. “I would only slow you down by… helping you any further.”



“Just a kiss, then.”



“It always starts as just a kiss, or just a hug.”



She kissed him back anyway, lips parting, tongues sliding, Malon’s hand continuing to touch his morning oak as though tied by an invisible thread. Damon was not subtle in the way he pawed at her, nor with the gleam in his eye as he tipped her onto her back and slid between her thighs.



“This is not a good time,” she whispered, blushing and biting her lip.



He prodded his cock forward against her leg, gently but deliberately lifting the hem of her dress. He couldn’t think of any better way to start his morning off right than with her, any better breakfast than the taste of her lips and body. He kissed her again and sensed the horniness in the way she kissed him back. She couldn’t hide the fact that she wanted it just as bad as he did.



A firm knock came at Damon’s door, which was completely unnecessary, given that it was already open. Lilian cleared her throat a touch awkwardly and waved a hand into the room.



“We’re nearing Telsius,” she said. “Ria told me that they sent a small ship out to serve as our escort into the docks.”



“We’re coming right up.” Malon crossed her legs and pushed him off. “Aren’t we, solas?”



Damon groaned, feeling the blood pulsing in his head and elsewhere to a distracting degree. “I suppose we have to, now.”



Malon and Lilian went ahead of him. It took him a minute or two of deep breathing to relax enough to pull his pants on, but he managed, and made his way up to the main deck after strapping his sword belt on.



Ria and Vel stood near the ship’s bow, staring out at the island of Telsius in the distance. Malon was off to the side, while Lilian was in the main cabin, out of the sun, which dominated the clear blue sky.



Telsius was a small, rather vertical point of land amidst the surrounding ocean. The city itself was clustered along the cove near sea level, surrounded by hulking cliffs in the shape of a horseshoe that extended into a higher, seemingly unreachable plateau.



It wasn’t a beautiful city, but Damon had seen far worse. The limited space meant that the streets were narrow and the buildings were tall, creating the effect of a doubling of sorts, like a second city had been meticulously stacked upon the first. The arrangement only exacerbated the deep shadows cast by the cliffs, and despite the sun being well above the horizon, Telsius was only just having its dawn.



There was no shortage of ships moored in its docks or loitering within the general area of the ocean, and as Lilian had told them, one seemed to be headed toward them with purpose. Damon joined Vel and Ria, who were watching its approach with varying amounts of wariness.



“I’m sure they’re just struck by the size of our ship,” said Vel. “They don’t want an entire army dropping into their city unannounced, and
 The Reunion
 could hold a fair portion of one.”



“Perhaps,” said Ria. “Though we were boarded just last night if you recall. There is a chance this Endless King they spoke of operates from upon this island.”



“I don’t think so,” said Damon. “Telsius is governed by a High Council. They have their own militia, or at least had one the last time I came through. They’re as close to a naval power in this region of the Endless Ocean as you’ll find.”



Which, he supposed, did raise the question of why the pirates had been so brazen in their attack. The Endless King might not be running his operation from Telsius, but Damon wasn’t naïve enough to think that he was entirely without dealings with the city.



Malon joined them as the escort ship came up alongside. It was small, no more than a longboat with half a dozen stout rowers and a sail. A man with a shaggy red beard waved to them and began speaking in a bellowing voice over the noise of the waves.



“I am Lord Captain Tyrus Danworth of Telsius,” he called. “I’ve come to inquire your business within our city.”



“My name is Damon Al-Kendras. My family and I are interested in resupplying, nothing more.”



The encounter went quickly after that, with Tyrus and some of his men marveling over the wonderous build quality of the ship and asking how they planned to come ashore.
 The Reunion
 had its own dinghy, and after some fumbling with the mechanism, Damon managed to lower it into the water, along with a ladder allowing them to easily climb down.



“Who else wants to head into the city?” he asked the others, back inside the main cabin.



“I would like to spend some time back on solid land, if possible,” said Ria.



“I need to see the style of the dresses here,” said Vel. “It’s important information for me, career wise.”



“I’d also quite like to visit Telsius again, though I’ll admit that it’s not a pressing need,” said Malon.



Damon shrugged and looked at Lilian.



“I’ll stay behind,” she said.



“You’re sure?” he asked.



“I doubt my experience hiding my skin from the sun and prying eyes would be all that pleasant.” She smiled, showing her fangs. “Besides, it’s not as though the ship is uncomfortable, or lacking for entertainment. Another hot bath, some wine, a book. I’ll be fine.”



“Alright,” said Damon. “I suppose we’ll make a family trip out of this.”



They didn’t waste any time climbing down onto the dinghy and setting out. The little boat was at the mercy of the waves to a degree far more severe than the main ship, and Ria’s face took on a paleness within the first minute of their short trip to the docks.



Captain Tyrus and his men watched them come ashore but seemed to dismiss them as the mostly benign travelers they were after a minute. The docks were active, but not so busy that their arrival wasn’t made into an event by a number of dockside merchants.



The main market of Telsius was right next to the water, with dozens of shops and stalls selling as wide of a range of goods as Damon had ever seen. Men and women vied for his attention, shouting slogans and announcing prices.



“Pretty scarf, for your lady!” called a woman. “Five silver for red, two for blue!”



 “Swords made of true Argenstein steel! Prices start at ten silver and stay fair all the way up!”



“Boots!” shouted a man. “I got some fucking boots for sale!”



The mood was infectious, and Damon couldn’t stop from grinning as though he’d just walked into a carnival tent. He saw a merchant selling meat sticks that smelled incredible, but Malon set a hand on his shoulder as he took a step in that direction.



“Keep your coin purse close, solas,” she whispered. “It’s not just the vendors who’ll be looking to get their hands on our money.”



“True enough.” He tucked his purse deeper into his pocket, making sure it would be no easy grab for a passing pickpocket.



There were plenty of people walking about, but not so many to form a true crowd. Damon had been expecting a crush of bodies akin to Avaricia during a festival, but Telsius felt more like a small coastal city during midwinter, when the ships died down and travelers slowed up.



“We should tend to resupplying first and foremost,” said Malon. “I have a fair amount of money from the stipend that Seffi provides me. Is there any food in particular that the three of you are craving?”



Vel tapped a finger to her lips. Ria acted as though she wasn’t listening, still chilly as she was toward their aesta. Damon gave the obvious answer.



“Fresh vegetables, cured meat, and anything else that looks tasty,” he said. “I suppose I’ll find us an inn while you’re handling that.”



“I would like to see the view from atop the cliff,” said Ria. She gestured to a thin trail of switchbacks running along the rugged rock. It looked like a long climb, but not overly treacherous, and certainly one worth the effort.



“I’ll go with aesta and help her with the food,” said Vel. “Maybe we’ll also get a chance to stop by one of the tailors here in Telsius?”



She gave Malon a smile, and Damon could all but see her desire to get a new dress on their aesta’s coin in those hopeful eyes.



“I would appreciate your help, seta,” said Malon. “We’ll meet back up at the docks, in view of the dinghy, once we’re finished.”



“I’ll see you there,” said Damon. He hadn’t even finished talking when the others split off, eager to stretch their legs and explore after so long on the ship.










CHAPTER 27




 



Damon took his time walking through Telsius’s marketplace, eyeing the goods of each vendor. He’d pretended to ignore the vocal vendors earlier, but the idea of buying gifts for his companions had intrigued him, especially with the variety of items on hand. He had money for it, and genuinely wanted to do something nice for the women he cared about.



Shopping for Ria was easy. Damon doubled back to the vendor who’d been yelling about swords earlier, and after comparing his prices with an equally loud competing weapon merchant across the street, purchased her a new throwing dagger. It was nicer than the old one he’d gotten her, forged from Argenstein steel, with a well-oiled sheath that had a belt loop on the back.



He wanted to get his aesta something nice, something she might not normally buy for herself. He settled on a fine metal hairpin with two tiny emeralds set into the either edge, haggling the jeweler down from his original, borderline outrageous price.



He couldn’t resist buying Vel a new set of night clothes after seeing the way they hugged the petite frame of a feminine wooden display mannequin that could have been her body double. They verged on being too lurid for her to ever consider normally wearing, but as a gift, one from him, he suspected he could convince her to throw them on.



Last but not least, Damon bought a fine black cloak for Lilian, one with a hood that had an adjustable drawstring running through its hem. He figured it would serve to let her move about slightly more easily in the sun, but also blend in better with the shadows when she was out and about at night. It also had a convenient number of pockets sewn into its interior of which the shady merchant selling it extolled the virtues.



He stuffed his various gifts into his traveling pack and took stock of how much money he actually had left. He could still afford to rent the rooms at an inn, though not an upscale one, if Telsius was charging rates similar to what was once fair in Veridan’s Curve.



Damon headed first to a place he’d seen on their way through the docks,
 The Seaman’s Bunkhouse.
 He had barely made it a step into the common room before being accosted by the overwhelming smell of piss and rot. He turned and walked out, unwilling to subject himself to that kind of place, let alone Malon and the others.



He found another inn with a fairly upscale décor and a sign out front that read
 The Maiden’s Court.
 An attractive woman beckoned him in with a curled finger, and Damon was well into haggling over rates when he realized that she was, in a fact, a courtesan and not flirting with him out of genuine attraction. He thought it would be an easier place to sell to his companions than the previous, but a whorehouse was far from ideal.



With far more patience than he’d originally anticipated needing, Damon searched the city for another inn. A city Telsius’s size should have had near a dozen, at least, which left him feeling increasingly frustrated as he tried and failed to find one. He was beginning to wonder if perhaps they might simply have to make the trip back to
 The Reunion
 to spend the night on the ship when he stumbled across a small, unassuming inn hidden behind a woodworking shop.



The sign out front read
 The Eagle’s Roost,
 a generic and safe name, if there ever was one. Damon sniffed as he entered the common room, detecting no overwhelming scents. He didn’t see any courtesans, or anything that seemed as though it might offend his companions. He took a seat at the bar and waved to the proprietor, a blond man with a shaggy beard.



 “How much per room?” he asked. “My family and I are looking for a place to stay tonight.”



“Rovahn’s balls…” The man slowly began to shake his head, suddenly looking awfully familiar. “It can’t be… I don’t believe my eyes.”



“Do I know…” He trailed off, mentally subtracting the beard, along with five or so years. “True Divine. Austine?”



“Anders fucking Rosewood.”



“I’m back to calling myself Damon, now,” he said. “But yeah. It’s me.”



“It’s you!” Austine slapped a hand down on the counter.



“It’s me?” laughed Damon. “No, it’s you!”



Austine climbed over the counter and pulled Damon into a crushing bear hug. They jumped up and down together, slapping each other’s backs and behaving more like children than grown adults. With an arm still around Damon’s shoulder, Austine hurriedly poured two mugs of ale and slid one in front of each of them.



“How are you even still alive, let alone here?” asked Austine, once they’d calmed down enough to speak clearly. “I heard from multiple sources that you died five years ago. I… to be honest, I now feel rather ashamed for not delving deeper into the truth.”



“I was dead,” said Damon. “Or close to it, as it happens. I pushed my myrblade to the limits of its capabilities and froze myself in time, right up until a little over a month ago.”



He took a sip of the ale and was pleasantly surprised by the rich flavor.



“Drink up,” said Austine. “It’s on the house.”



“You own this place?”



Austine grinned and nodded. “Surprised that someone with my wild temperament settled down into a respectable life?”



“No, I was actually going to accuse you of stealing my idea,” said Damon.



“Stealing your idea? I’ll admit I took a certain amount of inspiration from how satisfied you seemed during your time at
 The Rosewood Inn
 , but the spirit of this establishment is a far cry from the motley operation you were running.”



“Those are fighting words if I’ve ever heard them,” said Damon, grinning back.



They banged their mugs together and started chugging down their beers. Austine refilled his and reached for Damon’s, but Damon set a hand over the top and shook his head.



“I should slow down,” he said. “I’m not alone. My aesta and my sisters are in the city with me.”



Austine smirked and clapped him on the shoulder. “The whole family is along for the adventure, eh? Some things never change.”



“And some things do,” came a new voice.



A dark-skinned woman with thinly braided hair walked out into the common room. Damon glanced away respectfully when he saw the breast-feeding baby in her arms, but she didn’t seem put off by his presence or attention. She set a hand on Austine’s shoulder, and the two of them shared a kiss.



“Damon, meet Janine, my devoted wife and the co-owner of this fine inn,” said Austine.



“This… is Damon?” Janine furrowed her brow, eyes curious. “Huh. I always pictured him as more of a brutish warrior type.”



“Pound for pound, he’s about as deadly as they come.” Austine slapped him on the back. “You look confused, Damon.”



He was, and he chose his next words carefully. “I just… never imagined you’d be a one-woman kind of guy.”



Austine shrugged, his smile still full of good humor. “My circumstances changed after I gave up being Avarice’s crest sorcerer. It took a toll on my love life, most of all, though I’m glad for it now. Janine and I met here on the island.”



“I’m happy for you,” said Damon. Both Austine and his wife were smiling strangely, and he had to comment on it after a few awkward seconds. “What is it?”



“There’s someone I think you should meet,” said Janine. “Damon. Would you come in here for a moment?”



Damon shook his head, mystified, until the sound of tiny footsteps echoed into the room. A little boy with loose brown hair, tanned skin, and a wooden sword emerged from the curtain separating the common room from the back.



“Damon,” said Austine. “Meet Damon.”



“You… named your…” The taller of two Damons cleared his throat, feeling a sudden tightness there.



“I did,” said Austine. “I’m only alive because of you, and as I said… I was all but certain that you were dead. I suppose in some ways I wanted your essence to live on. You were… you are, my best friend.”



“This is Uncle Damon?” called the kid with the sword. “The one you used to fight with?”



“This is Uncle Damon,” said Austine.



The kid stared at Damon for a couple of seconds, and then growled and charged at his father, laughing as he pelted him in the leg with the wooden sword. Austine made a show of falling out of his stool in feigned pain and then began wrestling the little one, grinning and looking so much like the friend Damon remembered, while simultaneously so much more.



“Get up off that dirty floor,” said Janine. “I just washed that shirt for you, Damon.”



Austine scooped his son up onto his shoulders and took a seat again. The little boy seemed totally comfortable at the height, and after a moment, he rolled forward, tumbling somewhat ungainly onto the counter before hopping down to the floor and retrieving his discarded sword.



“I’ve been teaching him some of our old tumbling tricks,” said Austine. “Seems a shame to let all those skills go to waste just because I’ve subscribed to the sedentary lifestyle.”



“Oh, trust me,” said Janine, squeezing his bicep. “There’s plenty of appreciation for the skills you picked up as a younger man.”



“Remember the time we took on that team of fake bandits, Damon?” asked Austine. “The ones led by the guy with the whip and the codpiece?”



They drank, and they reminisced, and Damon felt as drunk on old memories as he was on the ale. However, he was undeniably getting pretty drunk, and it took him longer than it should have to remember the meeting spot he’d arranged with Malon and the others.



“I’ll be back,” he said. “Do you have four open rooms I could rent for tonight?”



“On the house!” said Austine.



“He means half price,” corrected Janine. “We do need to keep a roof over our heads, no offense.”



“None taken,” said Damon. They could have charged him double, and he would have paid it with a smile.










CHAPTER 28




 



Malon, Vel, and Ria were waiting by the dinghy, looking beautiful with their hair and clothing dancing in the rolling sea breeze. He almost tripped over an uneven deck plank as he ran up to them, still smiling like a fool.



“Took you long enough,” said Vel, a touch irritated.



“I saw Austine,” he said. “He’s here. He… owns an inn.”



“Have you been drinking, husband?” asked Ria.



“Yes, but not that much,” he said. “Come on. We’re staying among friends tonight.”



He led them back up the street and into
 The Eagle’s Roost.
 Introductions were made between Janine and his family, and of course, to the younger Damon.



“Did you make that sword yourself?” Malon asked him, crouching to address the child on his level.



“No,” said little Damon. “My pa made it for me.”



“That was nice of him,” she replied. “I’ve heard he has good taste in swords.”



“How does it feel to have someone else’s child running around with your name?” Vel whispered to Damon.



“It’s long overdue,” he said. “It’s about time someone recognized my greatness.”



She rolled her eyes at him and Damon pulled her into a swaying hug. Austine and Janine were handling a few other patrons who’d arrived, and there wasn’t much else for Damon and the others to do beyond settle down at a table and act like the guests they were.



“To me, it still feels like the last time I saw Austine wasn’t all that long ago,” said Damon. “He’s lived long enough in that space to remold himself as a man. A wife, singular. Two kids. An inn, for Rovahn’s sake!”



He shook his head, trying to express a feeling while still in the process of understanding it, himself. Malon set her hand on his shoulder and smiled lovingly at him.



“You could have this for yourself just as easily, solas,” she said. She cleared her throat, smile flattening into a more serious expression. “That is, if you put more effort into finding yourself an appropriate partner.”



Vel and Ria both bristled at the secondhand rebuke. Austine was rounding the common room with a pitcher and a tray full of mugs, and Damon hurriedly waved him over.



“We’ll have a round of ale, and whatever is in the cards for dinner,” he said.



“Chicken and barley stew,” said Austine. “I’ll bring it your way as soon as it’s done. Things should slow down a bit once everyone is served.”



“Good,” said Damon. “We have to talk some more once they do.”



Austine gave a serious nod, setting the drinks down on the table and disappearing back into the kitchen.



“He’s coming with us,” said Damon.



“What?” snapped Vel.



“Why?” asked Ria.



“Solas…” said Malon, with a sigh.



“He’s a talented swordsman,” said Damon. “He has experience with magic, as a former crest sorcerer. Hell, he’s probably more familiar with this region of the ocean than any of us are. More importantly… he’s my best friend.”



“I won’t stop you from issuing him the invitation, but if there was ever a man who would turn his back to the call of adventure, it’s that one,” said Malon. “You said it yourself. He’s changed almost beyond recognition.”



Damon poured himself an ale from the pitcher and tapped his finger against the handle of the mug. “I’m asking him. He at least deserves the choice. It’s not just about whether he’ll say yes.”



“You truly have missed him, no?” said Ria.



“More than I ever realized.”



The stew was served in short order, paired with thick chunks of fresh bread that left Damon nostalgic for
 The Rosewood Inn
 . He slipped away from the others to eat with Austine at the counter, helping serve drinks and handle odd jobs in between bites.



True to his word, he talked up their quest to find the Ocean Klykia, explaining why it was necessary, how it would change the world for the better. Austine listened with a good-natured smile, humoring him as best friends so often do.



“I wish I could go with you,” said Austine. “But I already got my big wish in life.”



“I suppose you did,” said Damon. “You have responsibilities here. I can see that, I’m just saying…”



“I know what you’re saying, you bastard.” Austine grinned and punched him in the arm. “I hate you a little for tempting me with the offer. Just a little. I have well and truly settled down, Damon. Every man has to eventually, and let me tell you, that fact is more a blessing than a curse.”



Damon’s eyes shifted back toward his table on the other side of the room. Ria was sitting, expression cold and irritated. Malon was listening to Vel, who seemed to be doing her best to bridge the lingering gap between the two other women.



Just what would settling down look like for him, he wondered? Malon’s earlier words about finding an
 appropriate
 partner hadn’t simply been a passing comment. She’d been steadfast in that from the start.



“You know where to find me, at least,” said Austine, shaking his shoulder. “Just because I can’t pick up my sword and follow you on your journey doesn’t mean you have to be a stranger. Do you hear me, Damon?”



“I hear you,” he said. “Pour me another ale, would you?”



 



***



 



Damon let himself go, drinking more than what was probably reasonable for the second time within the span of a week. He found himself being helped to bed by Malon and Ria at the end of the night.



“You shouldn’t make a habit of this, solas,” said Malon.



“It is not behavior fit for a man of your strength,” said Ria.



They glanced at each other, as though surprised and a little annoyed to find that they were in agreement. Damon let out a sigh as he fell forward onto the bed, turning over and spreading his arms out. Malon pulled his boots off, while Ria undid his sword belt.



“Well then,” said Malon. “I suppose one of us should stay with him to… ensure that he falls to sleep comfortably. I don’t mind bearing the responsibility, as his aesta.”



Ria folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. “You are his aesta, yes. I am his
 wife
 .”



Malon cleared her throat. “I understand that the two of you are close, seta, but—”



“But nothing!” snapped Ria. “Do not think I missed your comment earlier. An appropriate partner? You speak of a man who already has such a person… such people, in his life.”



“Does he?” Malon’s tone was even, but simmering, all the same. “Will you stay with him then, seta, once we return from this journey? If he decided to, say, start an inn, or live in one place, would you settle down without complaint? Or would you do as you’ve always done and roam as though every action of yours was free from personal consequence?”



“You betrayed him!” hissed Ria. “I am his
 wife
 !”



“Don’t…” muttered Damon. “Enough. Please… stop this.”



He let out a tired breath. Malon reached out to caress his hair. She nodded thoughtfully and stepped back.



“I said more than I should have,” she admitted. “You’re right, of course, seta. You are his wife, and I am his aesta. We all must be what we are.”



She turned and left the room, and Damon couldn’t deny that her words stirred a deep sadness within him. Neither of them was wrong. He’d managed to pull them all along with him on this journey, but once it was over, they would go back to who they were, how they’d been. Malon, as his aesta. Ria, with her duty to her people. Vel, with… skirts.



“Husband,” said Ria. “I did not mean for that to become such a petty argument. She just… She does not understand what I feel for you. Or if she does understand it, she refuses to recognize it as legitimate.”



Ria walked to the door, slipping the bar securely into place. By the dim light of the room’s lantern, he watched her undress, tunic slipping down to reveal her firm, tanned breasts. Hips wiggling to take off her hip hugging, skintight leggings.



“Nothing is ever as simple as it seems,” he said. “I don’t really want to settle down yet, I hope you know.”



“If you did, and you wanted me to be there with you, I would,” she whispered. “I could. For you, I am willing. The way Malon refuses to see that… is almost a form of sabotage in itself.”



“Ria…” he said, shaking his head. “Let it go. She’s not under Lascivious’s control.”



“We do not know that for certain.”



“She’s simply been acting like our aesta!” he said. “Is that so wrong?”



“Damon, you must not let your guard down.”



“I can, and I will,” he said. “I’m grateful for her presence. For my
 aesta’s
 presence. Is that so wrong? I don’t want anyone to ruin that for me just as much as I don’t want anyone to ruin…
 this.
 ”



He reached up and began tracing the matridai on her face. Her eyes fluttered as his fingers softly touched her, and he remembered how sensitive she’d been on that day so long ago when he’d first drawn the marks on her with charcoal.



“You are not wrong, husband,” she whispered.



She crawled across the bed like a stalking cat, undoing the draw cord of his trousers and gently pulling them down. The way she took them off, slow and deliberate, was as arousing as watching her undress had been. He was halfway hard by the time she’d finished, despite how drunk he was.



She started with her mouth, licking his cock with long, teasing motions, until he was reaching to guide her head down for more. Ria obliged him, working her lips and tongue over his tool, letting it probe as deep as it would go.



They shifted position, moving fast. Damon was still good and drunk and couldn’t keep himself from caressing her greedily. He pulled her up to him, feeling the sensation stirring his greater need.



“Ria,” he whispered.



She grabbed his arm as he thrust into her, holding as tight as though they were sparring and she’d found a particularly advantageous grip. Damon levered himself forward, taking her with long, powerful motions.



She made such wonderful noises. Ria let him hear the full range, starting from the proud, almost restrained way she’d keep quiet at first, building up to the kinds of effortful, athletic gasps and moans that had always suited her in battle as well as bed.



“Mmm…” she hummed. “Ah!”



“Ria!”



They kissed, bodies still moving, Ria meeting him midway through each accelerating pump almost as though she was trying to buck him out from between her legs. Damon hugged her tight as they held the pace, feeling her lose control first. She came within his arms, and he held her gently as he continued, too lustful to do anything but dog after his own finish.



It was good.










CHAPTER 29




 



Austine and Janine joined Damon and the others at the docks the next morning, though their attention was split between the farewell and minding their young children.



“I’m serious,” said Austine. “Come back through this way if you get the chance.”



Damon clapped him on the shoulder. “I will.”



They hugged, and in truth, it felt less like a final goodbye than their parting five years earlier had. Damon helped Malon and Vel onto the dinghy, with Ria already aboard and manning one of the oars. He hopped on himself, waving to his oldest friend with gulls flocking overhead and the gentle sea breeze stirring his hair and clothing.



“I’m glad the two of you were given a chance to see each other again, solas,” said Malon.



“So am I. He’s done well for himself.”



“You sound almost surprised by that,” said Vel.



Damon shrugged. “He’s the kind of man who I wouldn’t have been surprised to see among the pirates, or working as a bouncer at a brothel, or dead twice over.”



“Such a high opinion of your friend you hold, husband,” said Ria.



“I do, in truth. Just one as wild as it is high. An innkeeper… He always did like to copy my moves.”



They reached
 The Reunion
 , the strikingly beautiful ship still anchored right where they’d left it, and climbed aboard from the rope ladder hanging near the dinghy launch. Damon was first into the main cabin, and first to be greeted by the sight of Lilian lounging in a chair, nearly naked, drinking wine and reading a book.



“Oh,” she said, marking her page with a ribbon. “You’re earlier than I expected.”



“You’re… more undressed than I expected,” said Damon.



“I got a little hot.” She grinned at him and stretched in a manner that practically announced that she enjoyed his gaze. “I shouldn’t make a scene for the others. Come find me later? I’m a little peckish.”



She headed for the stairs, hips swaying, casually performing the act of simply walking around in her small clothes as though engaged in active seduction. He brought his hand up to his neck, rubbing absentmindedly as he tried to keep his thoughts from running wild.



 The others came in, and the group of them fell into the increasingly familiar routine of operating the ship. Damon secured the dinghy and winched it back up into place for the next time they’d go ashore. Vel took her place up in the glass cabin, while Ria and Lilian went below decks to ensure that the furnace was still well stocked with coal.



Over the course of the next hour, the island of Telsius disappeared over the horizon. It seemed to grow so small, so fast, despite holding so much. Austine, with his wife and family, so content in the little cove city against the cliffs. It gave Damon an odd sense of perspective on his own situation, one that left him appreciating his fortune in life.



He spent some time helping Vel plot their exact course, though aiming them toward their destination was far from an exact process. He listened to Myr in his head, but the advice she gave on which bearing to set was often vague enough to leave him wondering.



“Maybe a little more toward the north,” said Myr. “Just a smidge.”



“How many degrees is a smidge, exactly?” he muttered.



Vel gave him an odd look, but he waved a hand, still focused on the compass. He shifted the wheel a bit more.



“There!” said Myr. “Right there.”



“Keep heading on this line,” he told Vel.



“For how long?” she asked.



He waited a pause, but Myr seemed disinclined to guess.



“No idea,” he said, squeezing Vel’s shoulder.



He headed down into the ship, finding Lilian in her cabin to oblige her earlier request. She was, unfortunately, full clothed, and she went about sipping on his blood in a fairly respectful manner. Damon still felt blissed out in the aftermath, but Lilian laughed and gently swatted his hands away as he began feverishly groping at her.



“Stop,” she laughed. “Seriously! You’ll only be making drama if the others come across us. Save it for tonight, or perhaps early in the morning.”



“By my reckoning, it’s still rather earlier.” He pulled her into an embrace, kissing her neck much as she’d just been kissing his.



“It’s past midday, you lecher,” she said. “But it’s good to know you didn’t wear yourself out during your time ashore.”



She turned and gave him a kiss that seemed to undo her previous points, her long tongue dancing through his mouth and reminding him of what it could do. Damon found a palmful of her ass, and was about to see if he could get her into bed regardless, when footsteps sounded in the hall.



“Solas,” called Malon. “I think Ria was looking for you down in the lower level.”



Lillian patted his cheek and mouthed the word
 later.
 He left her cabin, ignoring his aesta’s somewhat judgmental gaze as he headed for the stairs.



Ria was at the furnace, frowning as she eyed the metal door, which emanated a faint thrum from the intensity of the fire on its other side. Damon set his hands on her shoulders and stood behind her.



“Are you worried we’ll run out of fuel sometime before the journey’s end?” he asked.



She shook her head. “We have more than enough, as it happens.”



“Then what has you frowning so furiously?”



She turned around, looking past him as though afraid of being overheard. “We do not understand how this ship works.”



“Coal goes in, ship goes fast,” he said.



“Be serious, young Damon,” said Ria. “I speak of the true inner workings. What might happen if, say, some piece of the mechanism failed? We would have only our best guesses as to how to repair it. This is not simply changing out a cracked wagon wheel.”



“Avarice was always meticulous with his craftsmanship,” he said. “I feel safe trusting that our ship will manage to hold together for the duration of our journey.”



“It well should, assuming we encounter no surprises.”



It was then that he saw the lingering edge of suspicion in her expression and took her meaning plain. She wasn’t speaking of mechanical failure, parts wearing out or breaking under stress. She spoke of sabotage.



“Enough,” said Damon, with a sigh.



“I share this with you, husband, out of a need for us to consider all outcomes.”



“Ria…” he said. “You need to find a better place to direct your excess frustration toward aside from our aesta.”



“Do you have a suggestion?”



He could have kissed her then, if he’d wanted, but it had been a while since they’d sparred. He took Ria’s hand and led her to the training circle. As soon as they began, the paranoia melted out of her posture. It was more effective as a solution than Damon could have even hoped, and they both worked up a sweat over the course of nearly an hour, ending in an even stalemate.



It was close to dinnertime when they finished and they both went upstairs. The main cabin was thick with delicious smells, roasted meat and buttered vegetables. Strangely, Malon wasn’t in the kitchen. Damon frowned as he saw a full chicken roasting over the ship stove, one side of it precariously close to burning. He flipped it and glanced at Ria.



“Perhaps she’s out on deck?” he guessed.



They found her easily enough. She was at the ship’s bow, looking out at the sunset, her body silhouetted by blazing orange-red. It was that color that kept Damon from realizing what was wrong until he was within a handful of strides of her.



“Aesta?” he said, seeing the glow of crimson in her eyes. “What…?”



She turned around, staring past him, eyes still brimming with the power of her crest. Damon’s concern shifted to horror as he heard Ria move next to him, lunging forward to act on her own interpretation of the situation.



“No!” he snapped.



Malon came back to reality just as Ria was striking out. She ducked under a punch, stood straight, stumbled back into the railing. She held up a hand, more in confusion than defense. Ria pulled her fist back to swing again.



Damon seized Ria by the arms, holding her with such strength that he pulled her off her feet. Ria snarled and tried to break loose, kicking out, even.



“Think, Damon!” she shouted. “What do you think she was doing? She can dreamspell with nearly as much ease as Velanor. She was revealing us to Lascivious!”



“She could have been using her magic for anything,” said Damon. “Give her a chance to explain!”



“Seta is right,” said Malon. “I was in contact with Seffi.”



Ria let out a shout of anger and began struggling against Damon even harder. He gritted his teeth and breathed out condensation, letting his fingers grow cold enough to warn her that he wasn’t going to mess around if she kept it up.



“She admits it!” hissed Ria.



“Let me finish,” said Malon. “Seffi and I often reach out to one another in such a way. So often that if I was to stop, or ignore her attempts to speak with me, it would be suspicious, unto itself. I am keeping her updated only to the degree that is necessary to keep her in the dark.”



“How do
 we
 know that?” asked Ria.



“We know it because we trust our aesta, and that’s what she said.” He shifted from holding Ria, who’d finally stopped fighting him, to hugging. “Please, Ria. Trust me, if not her. Trust that I know what I’m doing by believing her.”



Seconds passed, long enough for breeze to pick up and die down again and the tension to fill the space. Slowly, Ria nodded, and Damon relaxed, exhaling out the breath he’d been holding. Malon suddenly gasped and everyone was on an edge again until she hurried by them, muttering an explanation.



“I left the chicken on the stove! Leandra’s bush…”



“I flipped it for you,” Damon called after her. He looked at Ria, who was shaking her head.



“Where would we be without you, husband?” she asked.



“I honestly hope we never have to find out.”










CHAPTER 30




 



The chicken hadn’t burned, though the skin had an interesting strip of char across it in one place. Damon settled down at the table next to Lilian and Vel, who were already chatting and sipping wine.



“The price of meat in Telsius was far from what I’d consider to be fair, but I wanted to cook something fresh for a change,” said Malon. “There’s plenty for everyone.”



With a radiant smile, she unveiled the bird, setting it down alongside platters of baked potatoes and asparagus, the vegetables lavished in butter. Damon had to still his hand to keep from reaching out and picking with his fingers, instead waiting for Malon to serve them each in turn.



“I will take my portion downstairs,” said Ria. “I am in no mood to sit down for dinner tonight.”



Malon looked like she wanted to object, but she was clearly keen on avoiding another fight so soon after the incident on deck. Fortunately, Damon still had a few tricks up his sleeve.



“If you eat downstairs, you’ll miss out on your gift,” he said.



“Gift?” said Vel.



“Yeah, did I forget to mention that?” he asked absently. “I bought gifts in Telsius. A little thank you to everyone for trusting me enough to come along on this journey in the first place.”



Ria sighed and settled down into her chair. “I suppose you will hold mine hostage if I do not submit to your whims, then?”



“Exactly.” He grinned and winked at Malon as she set some chicken and a baked potato down on his plate. “I think you’ll be glad to get this one, Ria.”



The food stole everyone’s attention for the next few minutes. Malon had very nearly outdone herself, with everything cooked to perfection, a timeless pairing of flavors. Damon ate until he was stuffed before finally grabbing his bag and making a show of slowly opening it.



“Since you were kind enough to deign us with your presence, Ria, I’ll give you yours first,” he said. “Here. Since I lost your last one.”



He pulled out the throwing knife, which looked quite handsome in its sheathe, and passed it across the table. Ria blinked and turned it over in her hand, a slow grin spreading onto her face.



“This is perfect,” she said. “You know me too well, husband. I shall cherish this even more than I did the last.”



“And when you lose it anyway, I’ll get you another,” he said.



She swatted his shoulder, but he caught her hand and kissed it.



“It’s a throwing knife,” he whispered. “That wasn’t a commentary on your ability to lose things, just they’re a pain to keep track of, as far as weapons go.”



He gave Malon her hairpin next, enjoying the way her eyes twinkled at the sight of the jewelry. He rarely saw her get excited over clothing or accessories, but she went so far as to immediately work it into her braid.



“It’s perfect, solas,” she said. “I’ll wear it tonight, and likely only on special occasions, from then on.”



“It suits you,” he said.



“It matches her eyes perfectly,” said Vel. “I’m surprised Damon had good enough taste to pick it out.”



“Are you really going to needle me right before getting your own surprise, Vel?” He pulled the carefully folded nightgown and passed it to her. She grinned and held it up to herself as she examined it, not recognizing the skimpy garment for what it was, at first.



“Well,” said Ria. “It certainly leaves very little to the imagination.”



Malon cleared her throat. “Seta, perhaps you should save that one for your bedroom. It seems more like the type of gown that would be… best worn in private.”



“Of course, you’ll have to show it to Damon, so he can see how it fits on you.” Lilian elbowed Vel in the arm, grinning from ear to ear. “It’s only fair, seeing how thoughtful he was to get you such an… interesting gift.”



Vel was blushing hard, but she was obviously trying not to smile as she met his gaze. “How
 incredibly
 thoughtful, Damon. So thoughtful, in fact, that I can all but imagine what was going on inside your head when you bought me this.”



“Will you try it on tonight?” he asked.



“I mean… if you wanted to see me in it tonight… I suppose I could.” She blushed even harder, and everyone else broke out into laughter.



Damon refilled Vel’s wine glass, raising a finger and turning his attention to Lilian.



“Last but not least,” he said, “I thought this might help you enjoy yourself a bit more under the oppression of the sunlight.”



“A new cloak,” she said, holding it up. “Ooh. I like this. Here, I think this is a piece of attire that I can show off without restraint.”



She stood up and pulled it on. It looked rather fetching on her, with a distinct edge of mystery and intrigue from the way the cowl shaded her face. Lilian slid her arms into the cloak and furrowed her brow, patting a spot on the side.



“There’s something in one of the pockets,” she said.



She pulled out what looked at first to be a long, pale stick, like a tiny, tightly rolled missive. Bringing it to her nose, she gave it a small sniff, grinning and shrugging.



“That is heartlift weed, unless I’m mistaken,” she said.



She held it out. Ria took it before anyone else could and gave it a sniff of her own, nodding in agreement. “Most definitely. Strong stuff, too. Far better than what grows in the Malagantyan.”



“You don’t say,” said Damon, drumming his fingers on the counter.



“Well,” said Lilian, with a smile. “I know what I’m doing tonight.”



“Throwing it overboard, I would hope.” Malon folded her arms and frowned at the rest of the table. “On top of being unhealthy and unsavory, smoking is also reckless, given the nature of our current circumstances.”



“I completely agree, aesta,” said Damon. “Which is why I shall escort her up on deck to help her dispose of it.”



He refilled his wine glass to take with him, offering his other arm to Lilian, who looped hers through.



“It is so dark outside at this time of night,” said Ria. “It would seem necessary for me to bring a lantern to help
 light
 your way.”



“Good thinking!” said Lilian.



Malon let out a defeated sigh as the three of them headed for the main deck. Vel pushed her chair back and hurried after them.



“I should… go too,” she said, seeming to fumble for an excuse. “Just to be a part of the group.”



“Ah, yes,” said Malon sardonically. “Such a good reason to join in on a potentially volatile activity.”



The starlit night was stunning, despite being thick with clouds in places. Damon walked to the edge of the railing and leaned his back against it. There was a cool, even wind that seemed to pick up and die down in rhythm with the rolling waves.



Ria opened the lantern, and Lilian carefully slid the heartlift weed spliff into the flame to light the end. She brought it to her lips, took a small hit from it, and exhaled a pungent plume of smoke into the air before passing it to Damon.



He did have a passing moment of thought, if not outright hesitation, over what his aesta had said. She wasn’t the type of woman to worry over nothing. Well, she could be sometimes, but he supposed she wouldn’t have spoken up without a fair amount of justifiable concern.



He resolved to talk to her later, perhaps pay a visit to her room if he got the chance that night. Slowly, Damon brought the heartlift weed spliff to his lips and inhaled, watching the cherry burn a brighter orange as the smoke filled his lungs.



It was a bit like sinking into a pool of warm water. He felt his skin more vividly, the hang of his clothing, the bare section of his neck open to the caress of the cool night air. The outlines of everything within view softened around the edges, a slight, pleasant fuzziness that seemed to extend into his emotional state as well.



He exhaled and passed the spliff to Ria. Her fingers brushed his as she accepted it, sending a flutter of sensation and excitement through him, amplified by the way her eyes briefly lingered on his, lips hinting at a smile. It felt less like a passing emotion and more like stepping into a mood. He became hyper-aware of Lilian on his other side as he leaned back against the railing, her shoulder close enough to his to feel the warmth it gave off.



“It’s good,” whispered Lilian. “I haven’t smoked in years. Since I still served under Kastet during her time in Avaricia.”



“That long?” asked Damon.



“Yeah.” She all but grinned, holding his gaze in a way that felt far too compelling. “It’s been a while.”



Ria breathed out smoke with a contented sigh. She felt for Damon’s free hand, and he held hers. He realized he was still holding a glass full of wine and took a sip, wincing slightly at the flavor, which was more acrid than it had seemed earlier in the night.



“Ria,” said Vel, as Ria made to pass the spliff to Lilian. “You skipped me.”



“Hmm…” said Ria. “What do you think, husband?”



“She can take a hit,” said Damon. “Just a small one, though. It’s pretty strong stuff, Vel.”



“Quit treating me like a child,” she countered, glaring at him and Ria. “I’ve smoked before. I smoked with you, Damon, if you remember.”



He wanted to point out that he did, in fact, remember, and it was where his uncertainty came from. She’d been near senseless that night and hadn’t been able to recall the events of the night the morning after, and that had been off a smoke kiss.



“Go easy, Velanor,” said Ria, who passed her the spliff.



“You worry too much,” said Vel.



She brought the spliff to her lips and, with the enthusiasm of inexperience, sucked in a hard breath. Her eyes bulged as she flooded her lungs with smoke. It looked as though she might prove them wrong for a moment… and then she broke out into a massive fit of coughs.



Damon couldn’t stop himself from laughing, especially as Lilian and Ria joined in. It was raucous, infectious laughter, the kind that had him hanging onto the railing for support. The kind that was instantly reborn from a single glance at Ria and Lilian, who were both immersed in their own struggle to reign in their amusement.



 “Shut up!” said Vel, still coughing. “Stop it! It’s not that…”



Funny, was probably the word she’d been looking for, but she burped instead, releasing a puff of stale smoke. Damon snorted, and the fit of hilarity began anew, until he and Ria and Lilian were in tears and sitting on the deck, thoroughly high and entertained.



The rumble of thunder came from overhead, distinct and ominous within the dark clouds of the sky. It took Damon a few seconds to realize what it meant for them.



“That’s a storm,” he said. “Are we heading into it or away from it?”



Another boom of thunder answered his question before any of the others could.










CHAPTER 31




 



The speed at which the storm arrived was so swift that it was almost surreal. Damon had just begun leading the others back inside when a curtain of rain swept over them with enough force to soak their clothes across the span of a moment.



The ship pitched wildly, forcing them to crouch to stay balanced on the pitching deck. They hurried back into the main cabin, but it only protected them from the rain. Several plates from their earlier dinner had already smashed onto the floor, bits of ceramic and leftovers from dinner scattered underfoot.



“What do we do?” cried Vel.



Damon saw Malon hurrying from the kitchen, walking with her hand braced against the wall.



“We have to steer ourselves out of this storm, if we can,” he said, without much optimism.



“I will see if I can deflect some its intensity with my tempesting,” said Ria.



“Be careful, seta,” said Malon.



They set out immediately. Damon and Vel climbed up to the glass cabin, which gave them a terrifying view of the ocean’s true state. The difference between the highs and lows of the water made it seem as though they were staring out across a valley of dark, shifting hills. The ship had no real control of its own, hurtling downward to take a massive wave across its deck, only to pitch upward again, tilting backward at a horrible angle.



“Damon!” cried Vel. “Which way?”



She clung to the ship’s wheel with a white-knuckled grip, eyes wide and searching.



“Away from the clouds,” he said. “Away from the lightning. But that’s secondary. Just try to keep the ship even, as much as possible.”



Ria was out on deck. Damon had a sickening feeling in his stomach as he watched her extend her arms and begin her tempesting, hardly able to stand up straight against the encroaching waves and her unsteady footing.



He tried to think of what he might be able to do with his ice magic, but it felt like trying to problem solve with the wrong tool for the job. He could freeze the water around the ship, he supposed, but the ice he created would still be at the mercy of the storm’s chaos, adrift in the churning sea.



He saw Ria slip and stumble and was moving in an instant. Vel shouted something at him that he couldn’t hear through the thunder.



“Just stay at the wheel!” he yelled back.



He ran down as quickly as he could, bursting out of the main cabin and onto the lower deck. It was a struggle from the first step, the wind buffeting with such power that he literally couldn’t move forward until the ship pitched downward along the ocean’s wild slope, and then he was stumbling across the deck with too much speed and no coordination.



Ria had fallen over and struggling to rise back to her feet, slipping and rolling against the ship’s uncooperative angle. Malon had come out onto deck to help her, but she was moving slowly, one hand clutching the end of a rope that she must have secured to some part of the main cabin.



Damon yelled, trying to get her attention. The deck shifted underneath him, and he was suddenly trying to walk uphill, his bare feet sliding on slick wood.



There was a bang of thunder so close that it left his ears ringing. Crimson power illuminated the harrowing scene as Malon cast a spell, creating a barrier which slid into place to keep Ria from rolling straight under the guard railing and off the deck. She kept creeping along the rope, straining with effort as she simultaneously maintained her spell.



She shouted something at Ria, who began dragging herself toward her aesta. Damon stayed where he was, aware that he might only place himself in a similar strait if he attempted to help without having the means to affect the situation.



A massive wave crashed over the deck. Malon was there one instant and gone the next. Ria had the end of the rope in one hand and frantically pointed, screaming for Damon’s attention. He looked in the direction the wave had continued in time to see his aesta sliding at speed and slamming into one of the poles of the guard rail headfirst.



Damon didn’t think. He sprinted after her, reaching out. Too late. He saw her fall overboard, tangled in her own dress, and strike the water below. He dove in after her without a second’s hesitation.



Had he waited a minute, a moment, even, she would have been gone, swallowed by the ocean without a trace. He nearly landed on top of her and managed to grab her and squeeze her body against his with one arm. He kicked hard to keep them both up, and using his magic, propelled them upward with a pillar of ice from below.



It would have worked, if he’d been faster, or even if he’d simply angled the pillar to account for the ship’s speed.
 The Reunion
 was already out of reach by the time he’d lifted them to be at even height with the deck.



Damon had the wherewithal to lower them and attempt to make a flat raft of ice to at least keep them out of the water. A wave struck him, dissolving his focus. Water forced its way into his mouth and nose. He couldn’t breathe. He was coughing. He thought of Vel, sucking down too much smoke at once, how they’d all laughed at her expense. Everything went black.



 



***



 



Damon felt something tickle one of his feet. He groaned, blinked his eyes open, winced at the blinding intensity of the sun. He was alive, and he’d apparently made it to land. A slight pinch bit into one of his toes and he kicked out, knocking a tiny sand crab back.



Alive, and missing his boots. He hadn’t bothered to put them on when they’d gone out onto deck to smoke, and there hadn’t been time in the ensuing chaos. He slowly dragged himself to his feet, feeling the sea-damp surf against the pads of his feet.



He recognized the situation as a parallel to how he’d woken up after breaking free of the ice, though thankfully, not a direct one. The beach he was on looked beautiful. The sky overhead was sunny, free of the ash and off-colored clouds and the general sense of malevolence.



Slowly, he started walking, his damp clothing chafing in the places where sand had snuck in against his skin. He focused on what he could do, rather than what might have happened, the facts which gnawed at his anxiety like boring termites. His aesta had taken a blow to the head. She’d been in the ocean, injured and unconscious and unable to save herself.



He tried and failed, and he simply couldn’t let himself consider the possibility that she’d died. It was too much. He took a breath, shifting the direction of his thoughts. He’d blacked out too, and if the water had naturally carried him to this island, odds were good that she might be nearby.



Damon kept moving, taking in his surroundings, hoping while not daring to hope. The island’s center was covered with a tropical forest of thin trees, new growth or growth that was limited by soil. The ground had a flat, shallow quality that left him wondering if it had once been larger than it was, or might cease being an island for temporary spans during strong enough storms.



He continued along the beach, guessing from the curve he could see ahead of him that he wasn’t dealing with a large chunk of land. That was a fact that would make his search a fair bit easier, at least.



“Aesta!” he called, throat scratchy and painful. “Aesta!”



Using his voice drew his attention to how thirsty he was, which was deeply unfortunate. He kept moving, feet kicking up sand as he broke into a trot and then slowed, not wanting to start sweating if it could be helped.



He spent half an hour stuck in that same state of mind, thoughts looping from the island, to basic survival, to his aesta, his failure, and back around again, losing more hope each iteration. He wasn’t anywhere close to giving up, but his despair was weighing upon him, when suddenly, there she was.



He stumbled around one of the island’s curves and saw her standing on the beach. Naked. He blinked, doubting reality until he blinked a few times and confirmed as much with his lower reaction as with his eyes that she really was in front of him.



Naked.



“Aesta?” he called.



She spun around, seeing him and going through a range of reactions across the span of a second. Joy, relief, embarrassment, annoyance… it was all there, all distilled into that loving smile and those reproachful eyes.



“Solas.” She cleared her throat, covering her full breasts with one arm, shoving her hand down to veil her crotch. “You’re alive. Oh, solas. I’m so relieved.”



“As am I,” he said. “Um. Might I ask what happened to your—”



“Clothes,” she said, quickly. “They were damp and sandy and started chafing, and I simply thought that it might be better to let them dry off first.”



She nodded her head sideways. Damon started walking toward her, intent on pulling her into a hug, despite knowing it was just about the most dangerous thing he could do in terms of swinging them off topic. Malon’s smile blossomed reluctantly, but knowingly, as he came nearer.



“I’m sure they’re dry enough now,” she said. “I should put them back on.”



“Mine are still damp,” said Damon. “Maybe I should do as you did.”



“Solas.” Her voice was stern and justifiably serious. “This is not a good time for… this.”



He took a breath and nodded. “Right. I just didn’t expect to find you. At all, let alone naked.”



He turned around, listening to the rustle of clothing as she hurriedly dressed.



“It’s safe for you to look again,” she said.



He turned around, taking in the sight of her and noticing the details he’d missed in the face of her nudity. Her hair was unbraided, which made her look younger, somehow. She’d only thrown her dress on, forgoing her small clothes and leggings, and he could see the curving press of her breasts against the thin fabric. Her feet were bare, as were his, and she had the cutest, pale little toes.



“I was so worried,” she said. She stepped forward, pulling him into a long overdue hug.



Damon squeezed her tight, her body so warm and perfect against his. For all the dress concealed her body from his eyes, it was thin enough to be all but a nonfactor as he clutched her against his chest.



“I thought I’d failed,” he said. “I was so close to getting us both back onto the ship. It all happened so fast.”



“The last thing I remember is slipping on the deck,” said Malon. They pulled apart from one another, but she stayed near enough to stroke her hand against his cheek. “After that, I simply woke up on the beach with an awful headache.”



“How bad is it now?” he asked, wincing as he reached out to touch her head.



“It’s bearable,” she said. “I’m not in any danger, injury wise.”



“Injury wise,” he muttered. “We’re still stranded here. We’ll have to figure out how to survive for at least the near term.”



“We will,” said Malon, taking his hand. “Together.”










CHAPTER 32




 



Damon walked alongside his aesta, fingers laced through hers. It was hard to treat the situation with the seriousness it truly deserved. They needed to find food, a source of fresh water, potentially shelter, and yet all he could think about was how beautiful the moment felt, barefoot on the beach, Malon’s hair loose and still scraggly and damp from the water.



“It’s possible there could be a settlement on this island,” he said.



Malon shrugged. “It is, though I suspect we would have seen more signs of activity. Surely we’ll discover something, if there have been people here before, by following the beach.”



“How far away do you think
 The Reunion
 is?” He flexed his free hand, glancing toward the ocean. “In theory, I could use my magic to make us an ice raft.”



“As I could make us one from projected power,” said Malon. “Trouble is, we have no idea which direction we were swept in once we fell overboard. Even if we assumed the others continued on their course to the west, it seems implausible that we’d encounter them, adrift at sea, before expending ourselves.”



“So you think we should wait here for rescue.”



She shrugged, pulling closer to him to kiss his shoulder. “I do. It’s not as passive of a course of action as it may sound. I can attempt to dreamspell to Vel and let her know that we’re alive and on an island.”



“She won’t know where, though,” said Damon. “Looking for a tiny island in the middle of the ocean is a bit like looking for an oasis in the desert.”



“If
 The Reunion
 , or any ship, for that matter, draws near enough to be visible on the horizon, I can send up a flare with my magic to pull its attention. Perhaps it’s not ideal, or a guarantee, but it’s a better chance than most castaways are ever presented.”



“You’re a woman of many talents.” Damon slid behind her, pulling her into a hug and inhaling her scent. “I’m glad you’re stranded with me, aesta.”



“I bet you are.” She grinned and leaned back into him for several seconds. Damon’s heart pounded in his chest… or was that hers? He slid his hands up the front of her body, slowly but deliberately.



“Easy,” whispered Malon. “We haven’t completed a full circuit of the beach yet. We aren’t even sure we’re alone here, as you pointed out.”



“If we are, then it really is just us,” he said, not drawing back just yet. “No one else around for miles upon miles. Reminds me of when I first came back to the tower.”



“I cherish my memories of that time,” she said, with a sigh. “Come on. Move your legs, solas, before you indulge too deeply in reminiscence.”



She pulled him into motion, still holding his hand, arms swinging back and forth in a manner closer to a loving couple strolling the beach than two bedraggled castaways.



Damon saw the camp first, set into a small clearing at the edge of the sand ahead of them. He slowed to a stop, gently pulling Malon into a crouch beside him. He hadn’t been wearing his sword when he went overboard, but given how much power he and his aesta could bring to bear in a fight, it seemed like a falsehood to claim that he was unarmed.



“See anyone?” he whispered.



“No,” she whispered back. “If they aren’t at their camp, then they must have been in the trees. In which case, no doubt they would have heard or seen us, given the size of this island.”



“I’ll go in first,” he said. “You hang back here and cover me. Your magic is more suited to attacking from a distance.”



“Be careful, solas.” She kissed him on the cheek and rubbed his shoulder.



Damon stayed low, scanning the surrounding trees as he crept into the campsite. He didn’t see anyone, but there was still plenty of interest worthy of his inspection.



A basic lean-to shelter was set up facing the beach, and a sandy but serviceable bedroll was spread out on a pallet of pliable branches within. There was a firepit, replete with a significant amount of charred but not completely spent firewood. A few glass bottles littered the nearby sand.



Bigger still was the rain barrel set off to one side. Damon licked his chapped lips as he peered into it. It was about half full, which represented perhaps a weeks’ worth of water for two people if they were mindful of their portioning. A ladle hung from the barrel’s inside lip. He used it to scoop up enough to give himself a small sip. It tasted clean and free of salt, and that was enough for him.



“I think we’re in the clear, judging from how old this fire looks,” he said. “It’s been days since anyone used this site, at the very least.”



“Is that a rain barrel I see you sipping from?” asked Malon as she padded across the sand.



“Yeah,” he said. He held the ladle out to her lips, and she let out a satisfied sigh as she took a long drink.



“We’ll stay here tonight,” said Damon. “The only thing we need now is some food, and perhaps some extra firewood if we need to cook. I doubt it will even get cold enough for us to have to rely on the fire for warmth.”



“This campsite means that there are people who do visit this island, on occasion,” said Malon. “It bodes rather well for us finding rescue.”



“It does,” he said. “We’ll just have to keep busy until that happens.”



He grinned and dropped down to sweep sand off the bedroll. He watched Malon smiling reluctantly as he pressed his fingers down, testing the give and comfort of the bedding.



“Why don’t I cozy up our new shelter, while you go looking for food?” she suggested. “Better if we stay
 properly
 busy, rather than simply… whiling away the afternoon.”



“Of course, aesta,” he said. “We’ll have time to relax and get comfortable this evening.”



He tried not to look too excited as he held her gaze. Malon cleared her throat, wiping one hand across her cheek as though it might dispel the rosy blush that came over her face.



“Well,” she said. “I will see you in a bit.”



“With food, if all goes well,” he said, turning to leave. “I love you, aesta.”



“As I love you, solas.”



Damon remained cautious as he began exploring the trees, aware of the fact that just because they hadn’t encountered any surprises yet didn’t necessarily mean they could let their guard down. He moved slowly, though that was also due to his bare feet and the number of poking branches and sharp rocks scattered across the ground.



There were plenty of dry branches, and he tossed each one that seemed large enough to be worth collecting into a long pile leading back toward the camp. He found a larger tree of standing deadwood and spent a minute trying to muscle it over before hearing a whisper.



“Hey,” said Myr. “Maybe there’s an easier way? Hint, hint.”



“Right,” he muttered.



He set his hands on either side of the base of the tree trunk, and with a careful force of will, froze a thin, circular section. He let the ice dissolve just as quickly, but it had done its job in an instant. The tree toppled sideways with his next push as neatly as though he’d sawed through it.



He made similar cuts to allow the firewood to be carried more easily and tossed it all in the general direction of the camp. They would likely have more than enough to keep the fire lit for a few hours, and he doubted they’d need it for longer than that.



Damon turned his efforts toward finding food, which unfortunately seemed to present a much more difficult challenge. He took the patient approach, standing still and listening for anything resembling a bird, or perhaps a small animal scampering across the sand. A wild pig, maybe? A man could dream.



When it became clear that hunting was more or less out of the question, he continued walking, pushing out onto the beach on the far side from their campsite. The island was no more than perhaps a mile across, and the forest was sparse enough to make it seem like much less, compared to what a mile would have been in the dense growth of the Malagantyan.



He eyed the surf, trying to think like a fish, or a crab, or even a clump of edible seaweed. His earlier comment to Malon about the island being like an oasis in the middle of the desert seemed ominously prescient. The water surrounding the island was crystal clear, but any fish within it were skilled at blending into the blue.



He looked back toward the forest, hoping he might have missed a coconut tree, or some wild lettuce, but nothing jumped out at him. The ocean seemed more promising, if only through its sheer size in comparison to the island’s land.



He took off his clothes and waded out into the shallows. He could, in fact, see a number of fish once he was up to his waste. Catching any of them was a fairly more challenging prospect, however. Damon considered how he might use his power to spear one of them with ice, but timing it correctly seemed as if it would be extremely difficult.



He went for a different approach, standing still in the water and waiting for the fish to accept him as a static object. He saw a few small ones flitting about by his legs and hoped there were more nearby. With a breath of frigid air and a quick flex of his will, he sent a circle of freezing cold outward, with the space just outside his body as the center point.



It had the effect of briefly flash-freezing the water within six feet of him, along with anything swimming within it. Several tiny fish went still, some floating to the surface, while others tumbled through the weightless stillness of the shallow ocean. None of them resembled anything he might be interested in trying to eat, but the idea seemed to have merit.



He tried again, this time sending the cold forward into deeper water in the form of a channel. It felt like firing an arrow blindly into an enemy army… at night. The one upside was that he had a quiver full of arrows, so to speak. He repeated the magical trick over and over again, apologizing to the tiny fish and one thumb-sized squid who were sacrificed through the endeavor.



A surprisingly large splash came in the wake of one of his spells, and he knew he’d struck true. A large fish with an ugly, razor-toothed mouth and exotic blue patterning flapped mindlessly against the water’s surface for a moment before going still. It was easily the length of his forearm, thick with meat, and it made no attempt to escape when Damon swam forward and seized it by the tail.










CHAPTER 33




 



Damon spent a few minutes drying off before putting his clothes back on and heading back to the campsite. It felt like coming home, even though a little over an hour ago he’d had no idea the place even existed. Malon was shaking out the bedroll, having already kindled a small fire. She grinned when she saw his catch, hurrying to take it from him.



“It’s probably simplest to cook it over a spit,” she said. “Cleaning it without a knife would be a challenge.”



“I’ll see about getting some branches to set that up.”



He brought firewood, as well, working through the afternoon into the early evening. The sun was setting as Malon finally set the fish up over the fire. Damon sat down next to her on a log he’d dragged over to serve as a makeshift bench.



“Of all the challenges I expected us to face on this journey, a rogue storm was fairly low on my list,” she said.



He nodded, putting an arm around her. “That’s why it caught us so off guard. I do think we overreacted to it, though.”



“Do you?”



He chuckled and nodded. “Given the craftsmanship and seaworthiness of Avarice’s ship, we likely could have just holed up in the cabin and waited it out.”



Malon leaned forward, prodding the fire to shift the flames to better cook the underside of the fish. “I suppose that’s true, though hindsight always holds that sort of clarity.”



The sunset was beautiful against the horizon, turning the ocean and the clouds and sky beyond into a background from a painter’s imagination. It put Damon in a thoughtful mood, and he brought up a point that had been lingering in the fore of his mind.



“You risked your life to save Ria,” he said. “Despite how she’s treated you over the course of this journey. You didn’t hesitate for an instant.”



“Of course not. And you risked your life to save me, solas. It’s simply the way of things among family.”



“She accused you of betraying us yesterday,” he pointed out. “She almost attacked you, even.”



“She is strong willed, and she’s not without good reason for her suspicions.” Malon brushed a few strands of loose hair back behind one ear and turned the fish on the spit. “My most genuine hope for the end result of this journey is for it to allow me to be your aesta again. And Vel’s. And Ria’s. To be that woman in the way I once was, without fearing that I might be forced to… repeat past mistakes.”



Damon didn’t know what to say to that. He understood what she was saying, agreed with the sentiment, even, but found himself wondering which side of it he was on. His love for her was complicated, but he reminded himself that it didn’t have to be. She was his aesta, and he wanted her free of Lascivious’s crest just the same.



“Let’s take it down a bit,” said Malon.



“What?”



“The fish. It will taste better if we char the skin.”



She took one end of the spit, and he grabbed the other, and they brought it near to the tips of the flames to finish the job. Malon had already set out a clean and smooth rock to serve as a plate. She looked as she always did while serving dinner to her family, proud and happy and content. The fish came apart as she pulled the spit out, chunks of meat hanging loose from the bones, steaming and succulent.



She tapped Damon’s hand reproachfully as he picked a choice morsel off for the first taste. “Wash your hands first.”



“Aren’t there more important rules of survival than preserving such delicate sensibilities.”



She just looked at him without saying anything for a moment, and then they both walked to the edge of the shore and cleaned themselves up for dinner.



Even without seasoning or side dishes, the fish was undeniably delicious. It had a clean, meaty flavor, and there was plenty enough for the two of them. Damon tossed the nearly bare fish spine into the water once they’d finished, returning to sit next to Malon in front of the dying fire.



They’d solved every problem that had come their way, except for this one. Damon felt a flicker of the same conflict he’d discovered when he’d first come back to see her at the tower as a man. Such a beautiful, perfect woman, so close and yet so far.



“Are you ready for bed?” she asked.



He licked his lips. “It’s so early. The sun has only just set.”



“Do you suppose it might take us some time to fall asleep?”



She had this tone in her voice that simply ruined him. He felt his cock hardening with each progressive syllable and wondered if she knew. She must have. She had to.



“I think we’ll have to find something to do,” he said. “Keep busy.”



He shifted, looking at her directly, both of them still sitting on the log and playing pretend. As attracted as he was to her, and as sure as he was in that moment, she was still his aesta.



“Did you have something in mind, solas?” she whispered.



“Aesta…”



He set his hand on her thigh and felt the way she stiffened, back arching, breath catching.



“If I were less convinced of your intentions, I might guess that you spirited me off to this island just to be alone with me,” she said coyly.



“You know that’s not what happened.”



“I do,” she said. “I also know that where we are changes nothing. Whether we’re in the tower, or on the ship, or alone on a deserted island. I’m still your—”



He kissed her, cutting her off, or perhaps giving her sentence the better ending it was due. He’d experienced too much of her to treat her resistance as anything more than foreplay. He pulled her against him roughly, almost making to lay her down along the log before remembering the bedroll.



“You’re right,” he said gruffly. “Nothing’s changed. But we are alone here, and I plan on making good use of that fact.”



“When did I let you get so spoiled, solas?” She let out a sigh and bit her lower lip. “How did we end up
 here,
 of all places?”



He carried her to the bedroll, all but falling atop her in his rush to reach what came next. He kissed her again, feeling her suck greedily against his mouth. His aesta might not have known how they’d ended up
 here,
 but clearly, they were both
 there
 , together.



He undressed her as she undressed him, her fingers working down his trousers and undershorts, tugging insistently at his shirt. He pulled her dress off in one motion, revealing her pale, busty body like a curtain might unveil an actress in a particularly lurid theater show.



She pressed a hand against his chest as he moved to take her, holding him there, holding back that moment. She stroked his face with her fingers and gave him a soft kiss.



He wanted to match that pace, to reciprocate her gentle, loving way. He really did want to. The second he’d lined his cock up, feeling the tip drag along her inner thigh in its inevitable search for its new home for the night, he lost anything resembling control.



Malon gasped and hugged him against her as he plowed forward. The pleasure was a slap to Damon’s senses, as though someone had set the spurs of ecstasy to his hips and loins. He grunted and made a wide range of unflattering, horny noises. He forced himself quiet, and, surprisingly, discovered a new range of his aesta’s pleasured, horny noises.



He didn’t just want that release, to get off and feel that relentless, bursting pleasure he knew awaited him. He wanted to make her understand the side of his love that had him kissing her neck and burying his cock into her on that dingy, beachside bedroll.



He wasn’t playing around anymore.



“Oh, aesta.” He sucked on one of her nipples, gently pinching the other and pulling the plump breast it was attached to upward. “I want to make you come.”



She let out a whimper and a mutter. “You… shouldn’t say that.”



“What’s it going to take, aesta?” He seized her hips and drove into her, pounding her relentlessly as though working up a sweat at a task on the farmstead.



“Oh!” she cried. “Solas!”



He cupped her face, his thumb running over her lips. She sucked on the tip of it and then gasped and threw her head back. He could feel the tightening of her womanhood on his cock, tensing and releasing. He wanted more.



“That was easier than I thought it would be,” he whispered into her ear, voice gruff.



“You surprised me.” She cleared her throat, still trembling with pleasure. “I wouldn’t allow yourself to grow cocky simply because you made a woman feel good.”



“I was cocky long before I ever did that.” He brushed a few sweaty strands of hair back from her face and started moving again, pacing himself for his own sake, as much as hers. “Don’t worry, aesta. I’ll go slow this time.”



“Oh…” A shudder ran through her voice, and she took several heavy breaths.



Damon lavished her with kisses, running his hands all over her body. He’d explored it before, but he’d always been in such a hurry, never really taking the time to notice where she was sensitive, where was most fun. He felt her tense as he ran his fingers along her inner thigh, bringing them up to touch her even as he continued to fuck her.



Malon suddenly gasped, back arching, body contorting. He was pretty sure he’d found that certain, sensitive spot. He sucked on her neck and let his finger continue to gently tweak. She rolled her hips to meet his teasing, flexing against his cock in a manner that tested just how flexible his member was.



“So…las,” she managed.



She let out a single, squeaking high note, and Damon felt her lane clamping down on him again, far tighter this time around, squeezing and releasing. He loved her so much, but there was more to what he was doing than simply making her feel good.



“This is how I always wanted to take you, aesta.” He pressed forward, sinking the entirety of his thick length into her. “Like you were supposed to be mine from the start.”



She blinked, her eyes dispelling that sex-glazed look as she gathered her voice. “I… have always been yours. Just not like this.”



“You love it,” he growled.



“No, solas. I love
 you
 .”



She wasn’t contradicting him, merely emphasizing the truth. She pulled his face close to hers and slowly guided him to roll over on the tiny bedroll. She pressed her hands down on his chest and began to ride with gentle, rocking motions. Her plump breasts swayed in front of his eyes, mesmerizing him with their jiggling.



She knew exactly what she was doing, and much in the same way he’d paced himself to lovingly torture her, she returned the favor. She worked her hips on his tool, letting him build until he was groaning from his overpowering need to come.



Then she stopped, leaned forward, and kissed him gently on the lips.



“I love you, solas,” she whispered. “I will always love you.”



He seized her by the hips and bounced her hard once, twice… and was done. Pleasure coursed through him like the hiss of steam from a forge’s cooling pool. Malon stroked his hair, still gently rocking back and forth to milk him for all he was worth.



“I... love you,” he muttered.



“I’m aware,” she said, grinning. “I’ve actually known for some time now.”



He chuckled, and she settled in close against his chest, and they held one another, tired and content.










CHAPTER 34




 



Damon felt his aesta gently shaking him awake the next morning. He sat up, bumping his head against the roof of the shelter, remembering where he was. Ocean waves crashed against the shore, and a flock of birds chirped noisily through the sunlit sky overhead.



“Solas,” whispered Malon. “There’s a ship on the horizon.”



She was wearing her dress. He was still naked, and strangely self-conscious about it, despite the previous night’s intimacy.



“
 The Reunion
 ?” he guessed, reaching for his trousers.



“I don’t know,” she said. “I tried to dreamspell to seta last night, but I couldn’t reach her.”



“That’s less than ideal,” he said. “Should we be worried?”



“Not just yet.” Malon crossed her arms, her expression taking on a thoughtful caste. “I would assume they are burning the candle at both ends in search of us, rather than having given up so quickly. She may likely have been awake and at the ship’s wheel.”



“That does sound about right.”



Damon pulled his clothing on and moved to stand next to her. The ship was coming from the east, and he had to shield his eyes against the glare to get a better look at it.



“It looks as though it has sails,” said Malon. “That does, unfortunately, rule out our ship.”



“When you first saw it earlier, did you send up a flare with your magic?”



She shook her head, frowning. Damon shared the sentiment. There was basically nothing of interest on their tiny little island, except for the two of them. It was possible they’d been spotted the previous night by the glow of their fire, but the intentions of the mystery vessel were impossible to guess.



“Well, I suppose we should get ready,” he said. “This is close enough to what we wanted, after all.”



They sat on the beach, watching the ship grow larger on the horizon, along with a few others that appeared in its wake. The foremost ship sent out a dinghy, and Damon took in the faces of their apparent rescuers as they neared the island’s shallows.



The men were tanned, some to the point of having that rugged, leathery quality imbued onto their skin. Some were shirtless, while others wore vests. They were all armed, all in good shape, aside from a few missing fingers and a generally disheveled appearance about them.



The majority of them leered openly at Malon in a manner that Damon didn’t like from the start. He would have been annoyed by that, once upon a time, but given the sheer level of power both he and his aesta could throw around, it seemed like a nonissue.



“Pirates, if I had to wager,” said Damon.



“Behave, solas,” said Malon, setting a hand on his shoulder. “We know nothing of these men as of yet and shouldn’t judge them on appearances alone.”



“Wise, if slightly naïve thinking.”



She leaned in closer. “Regardless of what they intend, I’m sure it likely involves bringing us back to their ship. We’ll have far more options once we’re aboard, and I would prefer them to do the rowing, rather than us.”



Damon snorted. “Is that my aesta speaking, or the Red Sorceress?”



She grinned back at him. Despite harboring little hope that the encounter would go smoothly, Damon tried to play the part of the harmless castaway, waving to the men as they splashed down into the shallows.



“True Divine,” he called. “We’re relieved beyond words to see some friendly faces out here.”



“My name is Leah Rosewood,” said Malon. “This is my son, Anders. Please, we are in desperate straits and beg of you for help.”



“Huh.” A man with a scraggly beard seemed to be in charge of the landing party, and he exchanged a glance with the others. “Just you here on this island?”



“Just us,” said Damon.



“The King sent a rum thief ashore here as punishment a few weeks back,” said the man. “Idea was to make him sweat for a time, see how puckered his blowhole would be once all is said and done. Good chance he’ll much prefer the two of you to ol’ Sandtooth.”



“I know I will,” said another man, looking Malon up and down. “For sure about that.”



Malon squeezed Damon’s shoulder, all but pleading with him to let the comment and the leering go. He nodded slowly in a way that he hoped would express the extent of his patience. Bountiful, but far from limitless.



They squeezed into the dinghy, which had only a single seat left open. Damon pulled Malon into his lap, ignoring the comments from the pirates.



“Comfy?” he whispered.



She wiggled around, sighed, and leaned back against him. “I’ve had worse seats.”



The dinghy set off, immediately rocking against the ocean’s choppy waves. Damon put his arms around his aesta and held her tight, fighting back the uncomfortable prospect of stepping onto the ship with a full-blown erection if he didn’t calm himself.



An unusually large wave sent the dinghy rolling with the motion of the ocean. Malon bounced in his lap, letting out a little oomph noise as her buttocks came to rest on his crotch again. Damon gave her a little squeeze that seemed to come as much from his arms as it did a certain burgeoning appendage down below.



He tried not to think about her as his aesta, or her as the woman he’d repeatedly made come the night before. Much in the manner of the way not thinking about a thing often proves to be counterproductive, it didn’t work as well as he’d hoped.



He was as hyper-aware of her body now as he had been when they’d been rolling around naked on the sandy bedroll. He could feel the inhale of each breath, smell the sand and sea salt scent on her hair, feel her shifting in an attempt to solve the same problem with which he was currently at skirmish.



“I’ll take a cramped ride in a dinghy over another night on that smelly bedroll.” Malon squeezed his knee in a manner clearly intended to be reassuring. Her fingers were soft, delicate little points of pleasure against his leg, and didn’t exactly help the situation.



“I didn’t mind,” he whispered. “I liked having you so close.”



“As did I,” she said quickly. “I just mean that this is, well, it’s not a big deal, solas. Just a little thing.” She hesitated, wincing a little. “I’m not speaking of your…” She cleared her throat. “I just mean.”



“I know what you mean, and we’ll no doubt have a
 discussion
 on it once we’ve made it through this.”



“An active discussion, I hope.” She shifted in a manner that was intentional and unhelpful. It spoke to the core of so much of the conflict he’d seen in her, that even now, she couldn’t decide whether to tease him or help him calm down.



Their destination drew into view a minute or so after Damon had completely given up on keeping his enthusiasm under control. He was kneading one of Malon’s thighs with his fingers and using his other hand to gently rock her back and forth. A single man aboard the dinghy was doing a piss poor job of pretending not to stare at them. The others were busy with rowing.



The dinghy pulled up next to the pirate ship. Ropes and ladders were tossed to secure the tiny vessel and get them into place to climb up. The leader of the boarding party went first, followed by Malon, followed by Damon, who nearly had to shove another man overboard before he could scurry up the ladder to secure the valuable view it would have provided.



He took a series of deep breaths on his way up, thankful to his aesta for climbing slowly ahead of him. He was more or less back to normal when he climbed over the ship’s railing and onto the deck, which was a good thing, because the situation he found there was instantly tense.



 Near two dozen men milled about on the ship’s deck, doing everything from sipping from flasks, to roughhousing with one another, to pissing over the side of the deck. It was one of those collections of people in which, in Damon’s opinion, had a distinctive smell.



Their attention was already turning toward Malon, sending smiles and whistles and bawdy words aplenty her way. Damon didn’t have quite the necessary air of physical intimidation needed to ward the feedback off with his presence, so he leaned into it.



“I think a few of them might find you appealing, aesta,” he said, forcing a smile.



“What gave it away?” She smirked and took his hand into hers. “I’ve no wish to cause unnecessary harm, but Leandra’s grace… some men make it so easy for me to justify.”



“Let’s see about speaking to their leader first,” said Damon. “Make the situation clear to him.”



“Oh, I think it’s clear enough already, ain’t it?” A loud voice came from just within the ship’s cabin.



Damon frowned, surprised that someone could hear him from such a distance.



It wasn’t the only surprise he had in that same moment. A tall, broad shouldered pirate came out onto the deck, pulling a wide eyed Vel alongside him, her wrists bound with rope.










CHAPTER 35




 



The wild behavior of the ship’s crew calmed as the leader of the pirates strode forward to face Damon and Malon. The moment had a tense, expectant feel to it, as though a new keg had suddenly arrived in a tavern’s tap room and the drunks were queuing for a taste.



“She told us there were more of you out there,” said the leader of the pirates. “But to find two? On one island? I suppose I’ve always been the lucky sort.”



“Luck is one of those things best defined after the fact,” said Damon.



Malon gave his hand a small warning squeeze. The pirate chuckled and made a show of sweeping his hat off and falling into a bow.



“Where are my manners?” he bellowed. “Such fine company as yourselves deserves to know who they’re dealing with. My name is Lord Kellen Kale, King of the Endless Ocean.”



He flashed a smile that revealed two golden teeth. Not the ones Damon would have expected, rather, an uneven mismatch of a molar and a canine. He wore gold loops through his ears, as well, so many that the cartilage sagged and stretched visibly under the weight.



Despite his poor taste in fine metal, Kellen Kale was still relatively intimidating to behold. He was comparatively young, no more than a decade older than Damon, with heavily muscled arms and a tall build. He wore a sword at his waist with a metal handle guard so dinged and nicked that Damon wouldn’t have questioned him if he’d claimed to have carried it into a hundred battles.



“My name is—”



“Anders Rosewood,” interrupted Malon. “I am Leah Rosewood, and the girl you have tied up is my daughter.”



“Aesta!” shouted Vel. “Ria is—”



“Silence,” snapped the Endless King.



“Still on
 The Reunion
 !” Vel finished, ignoring him. “She’ll find us if we…”



Another pirate came up behind her and clamped his hand over Vel’s mouth. Damon gritted his teeth, but his rage was undone by the drawn knife he saw on the man behind Vel. He couldn’t use his magic without risking her life, and neither could Malon.



“The ocean is a dangerous place,” said the Endless King. “The storm a few days back was a real deck-scrubber. I see how those inexperienced to the ways of the water might end up in precarious straits. It is lucky for you and your family to have been rescued by a reasonable man such as myself.”



His last remark drew laughter from the men. Damon chewed his lip, trying to think through the situation. He let go of Malon’s hand, knowing she might soon need freedom of motion depending on what direction the conversation went in, and slowly nodded.



“We are most grateful,” he said.



“To the tune of how much, exactly?” asked the Endless King. “Your sister seems keen on the fact that you’ve got a ship out there somewhere. If you were planning on a certain destination, or could divine whereabouts it is for us, we could certainly bring you back there for a fair price.”



The veneer of civility Lord Kellen Kale had donned was completely offset by Vel, eyes red rimmed from crying, a black bruise visible along her neck and shoulder. Damon could also see the way the self-proclaimed King was looking at Malon, eyeing her up and down like a prepaid courtesan.



“Why have you tied up my sister?” asked Damon, suddenly finding it hard to keep the anger from his voice.



“She was unkind to myself and my crew,” said the Endless King. “Thought we’d let her sweat a bit in the cargo hold until she calmed down and, well, made herself
 useful
 .”



Damon clenched his fingers into a fist, released them, and felt his mouth going cold as he began to focus his will. Malon grabbed his forearm, digging her fingers in.



“Not yet,” she whispered, voice covered by the hiss of the ocean. “Stall. Split their attention. I’ll get Vel.”



He gave a small shake of his head, too angry to think straight. Malon leaned in close, ignoring the eyes on them, and cupped a hand to his ear.



“You’re a gladiator, solas,” she whispered. “Give them a show.”



And there it was. It was a good plan more by virtue of how easily Damon knew he could play his part, rather than whether it stood a clean chance of success.



“She’s probably telling you right now that it’s better to be on the ship and make yourself useful than it is to get stabbed,” said the Endless King. “She’s right about that, for sure. Smart woman! I think I’d like to get her advice on a few things, myself.”



“What she said to me is of no concern of yours!” shouted Damon, puffing his anger. “Where I come from, men have honor. Men settle things like men, instead of pissing around like wild dogs.”



He made a show of jutting his chin up in that arrogant sort of way, aware of how it must look. He was wearing clothes that, despite their current disheveled state, had once been expensive. His body still lacked muscle from his time in the ice. He wasn’t wearing his sword belt, probably the most telling thing of all to a crowd of men who’d struggle to swim for all the iron they had on them.



The Endless King grinned, turning to look at his men as though he’d just gotten a hard pull on his fishing switch. “I’m a man of the ocean, myself. Color me intrigued! This way of settling things you speak of… did you have a particular means in mind?”



“I challenge you to a duel.” Damon swallowed hard, selling every inch of his posture. “If… one of you might lend me a sword, I would happily fight to the death!”



Malon joined in, setting a hand on his shoulder as though to pull him back. He shrugged it off and shot a weak glare at Lord Kellen, who seemed to be working to contain his own amusement with far less diligence.



“I think that is the best idea I’ve heard all day,” said the Endless King. “All week, even! How about this? If you win, we’ll take you and your family to the nearest port straightaway! Unharmed, untouched, unruffled. But if I win… Well, I suppose if I win, what I really would want most of all is for a brave man like you to join my crew. The girls too, of course.”



“Of course,” said Damon. “Though, you won’t be winning. I’m more than a match for any scoundrel here!”



Someone tossed him a cutlass. Damon made a show of trying to catch it before letting it clatter to the deck. He felt so in his element that it really was hard to keep from smiling and enjoying himself. Memories of Austine and the Gleaming Scythe came back to him in waves, the shows they’d put on, the crowds they’d drawn in. He’d had worse crowds than this lot, that was a fact.



“Excellent!” called the Endless King. “Well, I suppose we’ll be needing a circle. You’ll need to step back, kind miss. We’ll have you seated right over here next to your beloved daughter.”



Damon moved to the center of the deck. The pirates were quick to fill in around him, creating a wide dueling ring on deck of which he and the Endless King stood in the center. He couldn’t get too carried away.



The swaying of the ship was distracting, and it wasn’t as though the other pirates might not get the idea to slam a knife in his back if the fight began to shift in Damon’s favor. Or even just because they felt like it. No telling with men like these.



There was no discussion of rules or yielding, which was a telling sign of what the Endless King truly intended. A duel to the death was an easy and a seemingly fair way to rid a ship of a needless body. It was also pure entertainment for the rest of the crew, many of whom were already shouting and cheering and placing bets with ridiculous odds that would likely go unfulfilled.



“Here we are!” shouted Lord Kellen. “Won’t you regale us with your story before we well and truly get underway, Mister Anders? Bedazzle us with your rich history! My men are here to be enthralled, as it goes.”



“Oh, I don’t think we need worry much about that.” Damon did let himself smile then, though he pulled it in at the edges. He needed to drag the duel out until Malon got a chance to act, which meant continuing the charade and letting the other man feel as if he was winning.



He swung his cutlass in the most predictable way he could, a slow, but moderately powerful overhead slash. The Endless King blocked and pushed, and Damon let himself stumble back.



“Such strength!” called Lord Kellen mockingly. “You must have been a lumberjack back in the time before.”



“I’ll have you know that I was an innkeeper,” said Damon, forcing an edge of fussy arrogance into his voice.



The crew cackled with laughter. The Endless King turned one hand palm up, like a polite dinner guest absolving the table of an awkward answer to an easy question.



He suddenly surged forward, feinting at Damon with an exaggerated stomp. Damon stiffened and scrambled as though trying to block and not quite knowing how, but no attack came.



“An innkeeper,” said Lord Kellen. “My men laugh, but they wouldn’t know the value of a respectable career if they lived a dozen lives. Though I’m curious… did your mother and sister also work at this inn?”



A chorus of chuckles and oohing came from the other pirates. Damon gave a tight-lipped frown, genuinely hoping that the other man wouldn’t say something that compelled him to kill him sooner than he needed to.



“We all worked there,” said Damon.



“I’m sure they must have been… rather popular. Tell me, did they work in the kitchens, or perhaps in serving, or just maybe—”



Damon attacked, as he felt his character would have in such a situation. It took a force of will to make it an obvious strike in place of one that would render the other man a cripple, but he somehow managed it.



The Endless King blocked, quickly spinning into an unexpected counter slash. Damon caught it on the side of his blade and automatically retaliated, his sword coming within an inch of opening Lord Kellen’s neck as it hissed through the air.



The Endless King blinked, surprised and stunned. They’d circled each other to the point where Damon could see Malon in the back of the crowd ahead, still next to Vel, both still under close watch. She gave him a significant look and tilted her head slightly back, as though gesturing to the horizon.



Damon wasn’t sure if he was imagining it or not, but he thought he could see a splotch of copper there.
 The Reunion
 , possibly, with Ria and Lilian on their way. Interesting.



“You have some good reflexes for a humble innkeeper,” snarled Lord Kellen.



The pirate king attacked again, keen on ironing out the wrinkle Damon’s nearly fight-ending attack had put into his pride and reputation. Damon drew from the depths of his gladiatorial training, dodging the strike by pretending to stumble over the uneven planking, and falling into a desperate roll to avoid the second.



The ship’s crew was going absolutely wild, shouting and stomping their feet. Damon wanted every single set of eyes on him, not on Malon and Vel, not on the horizon and the ship without a sail approaching at top speed.



He let it seem as if the Endless King was putting him on the ropes, even taking the risk of falling back against the men around the circle at one point. They laughed and pushed him forward, and this time Damon had to deflect the Endless King’s thrust. He spun by, whipping his sword into a flourish, pulling back the veil to offer them a peek of his true skill.



He was enjoying himself, perhaps a little too much.



“I’m genuinely curious as to just who the fuck I’m actually dealing with,” said the Endless King, breathing heavy. “What were you before you poured ale? A soldier? Mercenary?”



This was
 The Moment
 , as Len, his bastard of a former troupe leader, would have said. There had to be one in every bout, a turning point in which people started to hold their breath and got that interesting feeling in their heart and guts.



Damon took his time, running one finger along the flat of his blade as though he was at the smith’s and considering a new purchase. The ship was deadly silent, but he projected his voice anyway. Vocal training and all that.



“An outlaw,” he said, flashing a wild grin. He threw his head back and let out an equally mad cackle, sword hanging limp in one hand.



“I don’t think I believe that,” said the Endless King.



“You don’t have to believe it. It’s still the truth.” He tossed the sword down, the edge leaving a groove in a plank as it clattered flat. “I had a bounty of one hundred and fifty gold on my head. Is your ship even worth that much?”



The Endless King spat at him, fury edging into his eyes. “Pick your fucking sword up. I never said the duel was over!”



“Neither did I.” Damon risked a glance at Malon and saw her hurriedly undoing Vel’s bindings, forgotten in the drama. “See, I don’t need a sword to do what I’m about to do. It would get in the way.”



Lord Kellen, King of the Endless Ocean, seemed momentarily at a loss. He shrugged after a few seconds and took a step forward. “Well then, boys. Shall we see if it’s too late to collect the bounty on this stupid fucker’s head?”



Damon waited, letting the pirate take one step, two, and the third… which put him directly into the wet spot on the deck from the dinghy crew’s sodden boots and leggings. He slapped his hand down with a flourish, exhaling twin tails of cold smoke out of his nose like a hissing dragon.



The ice came up and encased the Endless King mid-step. He didn’t even lose his momentum, careening forward like a tipped statue. Damon had made the ice thick enough that it didn’t shatter when he hit the deck, still posed in his charge, sword held high for a slash that would never arrive.



“Now,” he said, speaking into the stunned silence as Malon and Vel hurried over to stand next to him. “I’m not interested in undue bloodshed. Your King is dead, there’s no getting him out of that ice quickly enough to keep him from suffocating. Would whoever is second in command step forward so we can resolve this peacefully?”



A huge man shouldered his way out from the crowd. “I’m Lord Kellen’s second, and you’re a fucking dead man!”



He charged forward… with similar results. This time, Damon made the ice thick enough to be unwieldy, preserving the pirate in a chunk so heavy that he doubted the others would be able to do much about it other than let it melt on its own. Hopefully, it would serve as a reminder to them of what would happen if they gave pursuit.



“Is there such a thing as third in command?” he asked.










CHAPTER 36




 



Damon crossed the gangway onto
 The Reunion
 last. Ria and Lilian had arrived within half an hour of his duel with the Endless King, though it had taken a few minutes more to bring the ship in close enough to transfer them over after Malon had shot up a flare of fire as a signal.



He waved goodbye to his new friends, only letting his guard down when
 The Reunion
 had traveled enough distance to be out of arrowshot. Then, he pulled Vel into a strong hug, breathing out and feeling exhausted in the wake of all that adrenaline.



“Are you alright?” he asked. “Did they hurt you, or… do anything else?”



“Ow…” groaned Vel. “Not so tight. One of them threw me against a barrel, and it gave me this bruise. Nothing else happened. I clawed at any of them that tried to… well, you know.”



“Oh, seta.” Malon enveloped both Damon and Vel in her arms. “You gave me such a scare. I thought you were still safe on the ship.”



“She got the idea of jumping after you with a rope tied around her waist,” said Ria, coming up beside them to rub Vel’s shoulder. “It was not tied as tightly as it should have been.”



She looked, if anything, worse than the rest of them. Tired, with bags under her eyes, still wearing the same clothes she’d had on last Damon had seen, though that was something they all shared. Lilian stood in the shadow of the cabin, wearing her cloak, and the group of them made their way inside so they could be together.



“Aesta and I washed ashore on the same island,” explained Damon. “We basically just made a fire, ate some fish, and hung out on the beach.”



“That’s close to what happened to me, but I was on a different island, and only awake for a few hours before those bastards found me,” said Vel. “After that I was just in the dark of their cargo hold. It was hot and stuffy… and terrifying.”



Malon set a hand on her shoulder as she shuddered and hugged herself. “You’re safe now, seta. We’re all safe, and we should be thankful for that.”



Ria stepped forward, her face a mask of concern and an emotion that was hard to place. She opened her mouth, hesitated, considered, and finally spoke.



“I take responsibility for much of this incident,” she said. “If I had not been so brazen as to think myself capable of taking on a storm, perhaps…”



“It wasn’t your fault,” said Damon. “You were trying to protect us.”



“Still, I must offer my apology, regardless.” Ria nodded solemnly. “To you. To Velanor. Most of all, Malon, I wish you to know that I am sorry. You risked yourself to save me, despite the recent… unpleasantness between us.”



“Seta.” Malon gave her a wide, loving smile. “Ria. I accept your apology whole heartedly, but it was no matter. Saving you was as natural for me now as it was when you were still up to my waist. So much has changed since then, but not that.”



Ria looked slightly abashed under the weight of Malon’s matriarchal selflessness, but she eventually smiled and reached out to take the other woman’s hand gently. It was all Damon could do not to yank her arm out of its socket as he pulled her in closer, wrapping her into a tight group hug along with Malon and Vel.



“Am I interrupting?” called Lilian from the door leading to the kitchen. “Is this a private family moment, or…?”



“You’re basically family too, Lil,” said Vel, splitting off to hug her friend.



“Along with the ship’s new cook,” she added. “I made dinner. It’s mostly just leftovers from the chicken we had the night before last with some rice and some barley added.”



“That was thoughtful of you,” said Malon.



Lilian let out an awkward chuckle and shrugged. “There wasn’t much else I could do that felt productive, cooped up inside. Cooking for others also seemed to help take my mind off my own hunger.”



She gave Damon a lingering, sidelong glance. He went over to join her and Vel, pulling Lilian near enough to whisper into her ear.



“Come to my cabin later tonight if you’re still hungry.”



“It’s a date,” she said.



It was as though everyone within the room collectively realized how exhausted they all were as they sat down to eat. Lilian’s chicken soup was exactly what the mood called for, rich and easy to slurp down, hot enough to warm their battered spirits.



Damon opened a bottle of wine, though he was careful about how much he poured. For himself, and for everyone else. The mood around the table was already contented enough to make getting drunk seem like an unnecessary liberty.



Everyone retired to bed early, just after sunset, no less. Damon walked Lilian into his room, and they both sat down on his mattress. He was too tired to do more beyond give her a kiss and offer her his neck to feed off, which she accepted with a murmur of genuine thanks.  



The sensation was so blissful and soothing that it put him just about straight to sleep.



 



***



 



The next few days passed in a smooth rhythm of rest, light work, and endless blue. Damon was getting a proper tan from all his time out on deck. He tended to his chores, which mainly consisted of fishing when he could and checking up on everyone else. He relaxed and let himself pretend their life on
 The Reunion
 would continue with such easy simplicity forever.



Vel shook him awake one morning and all but yanked him out of bed. He smiled, trying to both stay in bed and pull her to join him, but her hurried explanation undercut his efforts.



“Come on!” she said. “They’re in the water. I’ve… never seen anything like it.”



“What, exactly, is in the water?”



“Just come on!”



She ran into the hallway and upstairs without explaining. Damon quickly pulled his trousers on and followed after her. Malon and Ria were on deck, and Lilian stood in the shadow of the main cabin, cloak pulled tightly around her face.



Vel was against the railing, furiously pointing at what looked to be no more than an odd ripple against the waves at first. Damon was about to say as much when the water suddenly broke, and a creature of ungodly size rose to swim alongside their ship.



“True Divine…” he muttered.



They were hairless and slick, each easily the size of a small house. Long appendages hung from their back, streaming through the water like ribbons, but occasionally darting out to seize a fish and pull it toward what Damon could only assume to be their mouths.



“They’re called tasslinettes,” said Malon. “They look like sea monsters, but they have no sinister intent. They aren’t fish, either, closer to reptiles, back on land. They usually travel in packs and grow to be…”



She trailed off, but they’d all stopped listening, regardless. In the distance, far enough away to technically be safe without feeling at all safe, rose a tasslinette larger than a small rural hamlet. It was easily five times, if not ten times larger than their ship. It whipped its appendages through the air like a woman might whip back wet locks of hair, before bringing them down hard enough on the water to unsettle the ocean.



“Alright,” said Damon. “Let’s set a course for… slightly away from wherever that thing is heading.”



He looked toward Malon, hoping she might contribute some words about how the monsterish creature was really just harmless and misunderstood. Her face was pale, and she slowly nodded.



“Yes,” she said. “I would… recommend that.”










CHAPTER 37




 



Damon worked with Vel up in the glass cabin to plot a reasonably safe course away from the tasslinettes. He felt slightly empty handed in the face of her questions about where, exactly, they could divert their path, and how they’d know once they’d returned to the right heading.



“Myr is the one guiding this journey,” he said, shrugging.



“Well then, would you be so kind as to ask Myr how I know if I’m steering this ship the right way?” she snapped.



“Tell her that we’re getting close,” whispered Myr. “It’s hard to know… exactly how close.”



“She says we’re getting close,” Damon repeated.



The words didn’t seem to alleviate Vel’s irritation. He went back out on deck, walking with one hand sliding across the guard rail as he continued his whispered conversation.



“There must be a way for you to sense when we’ve arrived though, right?” he asked. “Otherwise, don’t we risk speeding right past whatever island or artifact this Ocean Klykia happens to be set within?”



“There is a way,” said Myr. “I suppose now is as good of a time for us to try this as any. I need to… commune with you in order to show you.”



“What?”



“Can you bring me, er, yourself… somewhere cold?” she asked. “That’s the most straightforward way to start the process.”



Damon gave it some thought. It was midafternoon, and the coolest place within the ship would be down below deck. Still, Myr had specified somewhere cold, and no place truly seemed to qualify amidst the warm ocean weather.



He made his way below decks. Lilian and Ria were busy with their training, and he had to force himself to ignore the intriguing scent of their sweaty bodies. Instead, Damon headed into the bathing chambers and began filling one of the baths with cold water.



“I’ll use ice to cool it down further,” he said. “I’m assuming that will be enough?”



“It should be,” said Myr. “Just be careful not to fill it up high enough for you to accidentally drown yourself. You’ll be in a trance while I’m showing you the Ocean Klykia.”



He nodded, slipping a few fingers into the water and cooling it down to a temperature just short of freezing. In truth, the temperature was more concerning to him than the risk of his head slipping under. He’d always found that it took him a force of will to commit to lowering himself into genuinely cold water, to push past the way it made his hairs prickle, and various parts of his body retreat inward.



“Alright.” He took a breath, stripping his clothes off. “Here we go.”



As soon as he stepped into the tub, he began to miss his old resistance to the cold. He remembered sleeping out in the snow on occasion. Now, he was literally struggling to sink his leg into the water past the calf.



“I mean, I have all day, but do you?” whispered Myr.



“Shut up,” he muttered. “I’m going.”



He stepped into the chilled bath, though with a few less than manly noises that he was thankful no one else was around to hear. Slowly, torturously, Damon began lowering himself deeper, feeling the relentless way the ice-cold water licked at his bare flesh.



The gap between mid-thigh and waist level, a space which included all his favorite body parts, was by far the most difficult. Damon exhaled a shivering breath as he felt his manhood all but freeze on contact, his balls pulling inward like mice retreating into their holes.



“Oh boy,” he said, teeth chattering. “Tell me that it at least won’t feel this cold while you’re showing me whatever it is I’ll be seeing?”



“It won’t,” said Myr. “One last reminder to make sure that you have your head set comfortably.”



He nodded, dropping the rest of the way into the water. He was shivering uncontrollably, but he leaned his head back against the tub’s lip, closed his eyes, and tried to let Myr take him away.



 



***



 



Damon felt normal, or at least, not overly cold, as he descended into Myr’s strange, crystalline realm. It had been a while since he’d visited, since before his encounter with Lascivious, before the breaking of the world.



She looked much as she had when he’d broken her last chain, minus the chains. She smiled at him, totally unconcerned by her own nudity, dark hair hanging long across her shoulders. Her lips looked frostbitten, dotted with tiny ice crystals that made him keen on kissing her.



“Hey,” he said. “It’s been a while since we’ve really…”



He made a gesture with his hand, unsure of which word might best end the thought.



“Yeah,” she agreed, grinning at him. “We don’t have all that much time, unfortunately. Your body will still be affected by the cold in the real world. I don’t want you coming down with a sickness over it.”



“Neither do I, but I’m sure we could spare a few minutes.” He reached out, taking her hand. She let him pull her in, though she turned to offer her cheek when he tried to steal a kiss.



“After,” she said. “This is more important. I didn’t just bring you on this journey for your own sake, Damon. I…”



She turned away from him, shoulders rising and falling in time with a sigh.



“There’s a form of power here which I suspected and now know to be what I would need to…” She turned her palms up. “To be real, again. Not as I was, as an ice elemental, but embodied, all the same.”



“That’s all the more reason for us to push onward, then,” he said. “If that’s a possibility, I want it for you, too, Myr. From how you explained it, it’s not as though keeping you within me would make much sense in a world without magic.”



She blinked, staring at him as though she wasn’t quite sure she’d heard him right, or perhaps just simply not letting herself believe it.



“Well, let me show you, then.” Myr took his other hand and leaned her head forward.



A great crystal of ice formed around both of them, a smaller version of the chamber itself. Bright light blinded Damon for an instant, and when his vision returned, he was still within the crystal, floating in the sky.



“Wow.” He tested his feet against the floor of the ice crystal, which was clear enough to offer him a beautiful and terrifying view of just how high up they were. “This is just a vision, right? We’re not really this high up?”



He wasn’t afraid of heights. His myrblade had let him fly at the peak of his power. Still, it was a little unsettling to be suspended by the force of someone else, facing the potential of a drop over which he’d have no control.



“It’s a dream of the past,” said Myr. “What I now show you is an older time, truly ancient. Long before the current age, before even those you claim as the True Divine, Leandra and Rovahn, had been born.”



Myr’s eyes glowed bright blue, and her hair swirled around her bare shoulders. She raised a hand, and the crystal flew forward through the sky, though Damon could only tell from the way the clouds shifted. They were over the ocean, and the endless expanse of blue barely changed as they traveled over it.



A shape appeared against the distant horizon, resolving from a white splotch into a massive island of sheer ice across the span of a few seconds. Myr stopped them once they drew near, saying nothing and staring ahead.



Damon took a closer look, trying to understand what she was showing him. “Is this the Ocean Klykia?”



“This is how it looked long ago, when it was dormant,” she whispered. “So much ice. The scale of it may be hard for you to understand, without a proper reference, but my sisters and I could sense this place from halfway across the world.”



“This is our destination,” muttered Damon.



“Not as we see it now. Watch.”



The sky overhead seemed to accelerate, days passing in less than a blink of an eye as the blue of day skipped back and forth with the black of night. The ice seemed to shrivel in on itself at the edges, but the effect was minimal… to a point.



Myr stopped time from passing at an accelerating rate. If she hadn’t, Damon truly wouldn’t have appreciated the scale of what he was seeing. The ice began to shatter into pieces, chunks falling off that seemed to drop in slow motion, simply due to how much time it took for an object to fall of its own weight. Chunks the size of cities.



“…How?” he muttered. “That’s so much ice. How was it even there to begin with?”



He looked at Myr, more curious than suspicious. He understood enough about ice after his experiences to pose the question, at least.



“I don’t know,” she said. “It may have been created by a greater force. Or it could have been natural, or naturally magical, or…” She shrugged. “I just don’t know.”



The ice continued to fracture away in chunks. Myr sped up the pace of time again, and over the course of perhaps a week, all of the ice broke off in shelf-like pieces that floated off on the current.



There was a true island of land underneath, tiny in comparison to the ice which had covered it, but substantial enough. It rose from the water like a small mountain, and cracks along its length dripped with fresh lava in places, bright orange with heat. An answer for how the ice had melted, perhaps, but the sheer difference in scale between the tiny island and massive frozen sheet made Damon skeptical.



“This is the Ocean Klykia,” said Myr. She waved a hand, and the two of them floated down until they were directly in front of their target. An archway near the center of the island’s craggy rockface, seemingly leading to a cave-like interior.



“What’s inside?” asked Damon.



Myr shook her head. “This was all I could see through the ice. I know this is the right place, and I know that we… you and I… have the power to make a change here, for ourselves and for the world. But I can’t tell you anything more.”



He nodded slowly. “I came this far. I want this, a world where the Forsaken aren’t a temper tantrum or sociopathic thought away from breaking the world. We’ll reach the Ocean Klykia and do what needs to be done.”



Myr grinned at him. “Thank you, Damon.”



The scene around them faded, and they were back in her realm, staring at each other in the silence. Damon felt a smile of his own creeping onto his face. He took Myr’s hands and pulled her close.



“I’m sure we could get away with a few minutes of fun,” he said.



“Well…” She wiggled herself playfully and stepped in closer. “You took in what I had to tell you so quickly. I suppose that’s true.”



He ran his hand over her pale blue body, finding it soft and unexpectedly warm. He cupped her breasts, and they fell into one another, kissing madly.



 



***



 



“Is he drowning?” asked Lilian.



“His head would still appear to be above the water, but he is sort of… thrashing about,” said Ria.



“Do you think he’s fighting in whatever experience Myr is showing him?” asked Vel. “He’s, um, grunting a bit.”



“Does he usually have an erection when he fights?” asked Lilian.



Ria snorted. Vel clamped a hand over her mouth, trying and failing to stay quiet.



“Well…” said Ria. “To be fair to him as a man, it is not uncommon for the masculine body to experience such a state during sleep.”



They watched as Damon reached a hand out and seemingly cupped the air above his manhood and started bouncing it up and down.



“We shouldn’t be watching this,” said Vel.



“He should have shut the door completely,” said Lilian.



 



***



 



Myr’s mouth was, in fact, just as warm as any other woman’s, with a few incredible caveats. She didn’t need to breathe, and her neck and throat seemed to have a rather unique sort of flexibility. She was sucking him off fast, and there was an increasingly worried look in her eyes.



“Damon,” she whispered, pulling her mouth back. “Are you close?”



“Here,” he said. “We can switch.”



He pulled her toward him, lifting her slender body by the thighs.



“That wasn’t what I meant,” she said. “You’ve been in the freezing water for too long.”



“W-what?” His teeth were chattering, and it was suddenly hard to speak clearly. “I’m… f-fine.”



He tried to grab at her glorious body only to find his fingers moving lethargically slow. Myr’s worry became outright fear, and she stepped away.



“You need to wake up,” she whispered.



 



***



 



“Damon! Wake up!”



He blinked, feeling numb all over, but dimly aware of still being in the water. Vel and Ria were standing over the tub, looking much like Myr had in that last second before the trance had stopped.



“What… happened?” he muttered.



“Your head went under,” said Ria. “It was only when we went to lift you that we realized what a foolish thing you were doing with this water. You are not immune to the cold anymore, husband!”



“We need to get him up,” said Vel. “Help me!”



Lilian stepped forward from behind the others and, with the aid of three sets of arms, he stumbled to his feet. Someone wrapped a towel around him, and he was gently escorted to his cabin. Ria dried him off before helping him settle down onto his bed.



“He needs to be warmed,” she said. “I will sleep in the bed with him.”



“What?” snapped Vel. “No! I mean… how is that fair? I’m concerned about him, too.”



“I think I’ll leave this to the two of you to, erm, discuss,” said Lilian. “Play nice, girls.”



She shut the door on her way out. Damon was awake enough to see the way Ria and Vel were both staring each other down.



“Velanor,” said Ria, in that older sister voice she reserved for such fights. “It is the health of Damon which matters here, not which of us contributes more to helping him. Now, I am planning on getting in bed with him. Naked.”



“Ria!” said Vel. “Come on. I can warm up just as capably as you can. It’s not as though it requires skill.”



“Both,” muttered Damon. “I want you both.”



They stared at him, and then back at each other, and then at his conspicuous erection poking up from under the blanket which had started the mess in the first place.



“I’m really cold,” he said, truthfully. “And I love you both. You teamed up to save me.”



“Lilian also played a part,” said Vel, shrugging.



“If that is what you wish, husband, I have no objection.” Ria started stripping out of her clothing.



“Neither do I!” said Vel. She pulled her dress up and over her head as though in a race to be the first nude.



Damon was reasonably sure that he could have warmed up on his own with just the blanket. He was also reasonably sure that the circumstances necessary to get Vel and Ria into bed with him, all three of them naked, were rare enough to be worth seizing this opportunity tight within his cold, pruney fingers.



Ria slid in to cuddle on his right, her naked breasts sliding into place against his shoulders. Damon turned and kissed her. She made a face and touched his lips.



“You are still frozen,” she whispered. “Your lips are practically blue.”



Vel spooned herself against Damon’s back, tiny and warm and wonderfully nude. One of her hands began fondling Damon’s manhood, and he blinked and groaned in reaction, still staring at Ria.



“Do you feel warmer at all down here, Damon?” Vel whispered in his ears.



“Warmer and warmer,” he sighed. “Your hands are so hot, Vel.”



Ria kissed him again, tongue swirling into his mouth. Her lips traveled, pressing across his cheek, down along his neck. She wriggled forward, and then hesitated, one of her thighs brushing Damon’s cock… and Vel’s fingers.



He set a hand on her breast, gently tweaking her nipple. Still fondling Ria, he leaned his head back. The angle wasn’t right for him to kiss Vel over his shoulder, but she pressed her lips to his cheek, almost right where Ria had just been kissing.



“Mmm…” moaned Vel. She stroked her hand faster along his cock.



Damon felt Ria reach down, joining in with a gentle brush across the tip. She brought her finger up to her mouth and sucked on it.



Any further attempts at warming him up had been set aside, if the idea ever truly had been more than a pretense to begin with. Vel pulled at his shoulder, letting go of her grip on him down below to ease him onto his back.



Damon allowed it, playing up how passive he was rather than taking control. That would require him to pick one to focus on, and he was aware enough of their feelings, both toward him and each other, to know how easily that could go wrong.



Ria slid down, running her hands across Damon’s body, slow and deliberate. She watched Vel as she licked her lips, as though giving her time to accept her move, object to it, or perhaps join in.



Vel gave a shy smile, turning to kiss Damon instead, one hand rubbing his chest. He wasn’t looking down as he felt Ria’s tongue start to run up the length of his cock. His lips were against Vel’s, though concentrating on moving his mouth in time with hers while reeling from the pleasure Ria inflicted upon him was a challenge in itself.



He grabbed Vel and pulled her closer, burying his face in her petite breasts. He sucked on one of her nipples, automatically matching Ria’s pace as she sucked on his tool and bringing the pace of pleasure full circle.



“Oh,” she moaned. “Damon.”



He loved it when she said his name like that. He wanted to hear it again. He shifted her upward, ignoring the curious look she gave him as he posed her so she was all but sitting on his face.



She inhaled sharply as he ran his tongue along her womanhood, teasing her tender folds. She flexed her hips forward, moving in time with his licking and kissing. He luxuriated in her reactions, feeling so close to her, to Ria, as well.



The stray thought of what their aesta would think, were she to walk in at that moment, buzzed inside his head like an annoying fly. He’d done as much with her, more, in some ways. Yet still, he couldn’t shake that sense of shame of having disappointed her on a fundamental level, and it fed into his arousal in a perverse manner.



He felt Vel tense up, a wave running through her body as she all but melted over him. Damon kissed her as she slid sideways on the bed, submerged in pleasure. Ria crawled up the bed toward him, and they were against each other in an instant, kissing and grinding and getting deep into the motion.



The fact that Vel was still right there, on the same bed, catching her breath, didn’t matter. Though, in a paradoxical way, it was impossible for it to not matter. They were all complicit in this same crime. She watched them with glazed, half lidded eyes, and slid one hand down between her legs to touch herself.



“Ah!” cried Ria. “Damon! Husband!”



She growled the last word into his ear in a voice quiet enough to be just for him. Damon drove into her faster, listening to the dirty, rhythmic slaps of their bodies.



“Ria!” he cried.



He unloaded in her, his entire body pulsing with pleasure as he gave her his seed. Vel slid in next to him, kissing his sweaty shoulder as he caught his breath.



He rolled onto his back and hugged them both to him.



He was good and warm. That much was known.










CHAPTER 38




 



Damon spent most of the next morning behind Vel at the ship’s wheel, helping her make minute corrections to
 The Reunion
 ’s course, with Myr whispering advice into his ear.



“There!” said Myr as Vel clicked the wheel onto what seemed to be the exact bearing.



Damon reached out, setting his hands over Vel’s. “Set it right here for the next few minutes.”



“Are you sure this time?” she asked.



“No, but Myr is.” He grinned and tapped her knuckles, turning to leave.



“What happens when we get to this Ocean Klykia, Damon?” she asked.



“I… suppose I’ll figure out a way to dampen it, like Myr first suggested. It won’t be simple, but we didn’t come this far to—”



“After that,” said Vel. She turned around in her seat to look at him, a thoughtful, anxious frown on her face. “What happens to us? Should I… plan on going back to Silke?”



“Do you want to go back to Silke?”



“I don’t know. I suppose… not really.”



He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and kissed her on the top of the head. “Then stick with me. I figure I’ll go back to the tower, or maybe go on a tour with this ship, or… whatever. Something cool.”



“How wonderfully vague and unspecific that sounds.” She rolled her eyes, but Damon didn’t miss her smile.



He kissed her on the cheek and rustled her hair.



“Make sure to hold that bearing,” he said. “I’m going to watch from on deck.”



The sensation of the wind at the frontmost point of the ship always reminded Damon of when he’d been using his myrblade’s full power and could simply turn himself into ice and move as he pleased through the air. He pressed up against the guard rail, narrowing his eyes at the distant horizon.



It was cloudy, one of the first less than idyllic days since they’d encountered the storm. Damon wasn’t entirely sure, but he thought he could see a smudge of something ahead. Not necessarily an island or even another ship, but… something.



“Interesting.”



Damon spun about, caught off guard by Ria’s voice. She was barefoot, clad in a loose maroon gown that he was pretty sure she’d borrowed from their aesta.



“I didn’t hear you approach,” he said.



“I can be quiet when I so choose,” she said, smirking.



“Not all the time.” He slid over, making space for her at the front of the railing.



“We will be there soon, no?” she said, more of a statement than a question.



“Yeah. Today, or tomorrow.”



Ria went quiet. Her hair caught in the wind the same way Damon’s had, but the effect had a sense of wild beauty to it, strands of silvery-green dancing with perfect, uncoordinated vitality.



“If this does work, the havens will be able to breathe again.” She took a breath of her own, as though testing the theory. “I will not have to shepherd them, not in the manner I do now.”



“I want that as much for you as I do for them,” he said, looking at her seriously.



She nodded slowly. “My people have a… tradition.”



“Your people have many traditions, as I understand it.”



“For newly bonded couples.” Her fingers went up to the matridai marks on her face, tracing them in thought.



“Merinians have certain… traditions.” He stepped behind Ria, pulling her into a soft embrace. He could almost rest his chin on her shoulder if he slumped forward a little, taller than him as she was.



“Would it be foolhardy for us to take the time for… such things?” she asked, voice so much more vulnerable than Damon was used to. “I know we are not truly newly bonded, and I know that there is much else which might steal our attention, but I… would truly want this for us, husband.”



“Nothing would please me more,” he said. “I did tell Vel that I’d be going back to the tower for a time.”



“After last night, I would think her more open to the idea of sharing than she once was,” said Ria. “She could even join us for some duration of whatever adventure we chose.”



“Adventure?” he said, chuckling. “You’d have us so quickly jump back into the path of danger after what we’ve been through here.”



She turned around in her arms, favoring him with those playful, confident eyes. “We are at our best at such times, I think. Do you not agree, young Damon?”



He would have agreed with just about anything she said in that sensual, purring tone. Pure seduction.



Damon blinked, looking past her for a moment. He felt his mouth drop open as he struggled to find the right words.



“Has our destination entered into view?” asked Ria.



Damon shook his head. “Watch… whatever that is! True Divine! Aesta needs to see this!”



He sprinted into the main cabin, slamming through the door and attempting to explain the problem to Malon, who was in the middle of doing dishes and suitably surprised.



“There’s something in the water!” he said. “Like a… an abyss, in the ocean.”



“A whirlpool,” said Malon. “Ahead of us?”



“Getting closer by the second.”



“Tell seta to stop the ship. I’ll go out on deck and get a sense of what else can be done.”



He nodded. Malon hurried by him, and Damon made his way upstairs into the glass cabin. Vel was already alternating between killing the ship’s acceleration and attempting to steer it onto a different course.



“I don’t know what to do!” she said. “We’re stuck in the current!”



Seeing it from the higher perch magnified Damon’s horror by tenfold. The whirlpool must have been a mile across, at least. He could see the depth of it, like a swirling valley in the middle of the sea, descending so far down that the center point was no more than a pit of swirling blackness and absolute death.



He couldn’t even look at it for more than a few seconds without being struck by a sense of vertigo that made it feel as though the ship was doing somersaults. He squeezed Vel’s shoulder and took a breath.



“Keep trying,” he said. “I’ll drop the anchor.”



He sprinted downstairs and onto the main deck. Ria had apparently gotten the idea before him and, with the help of a heavily cloaked Lilian, was rapidly turning the release crank. The ship slowed momentarily as the anchor dropped, and then started picking up speed on its former path, straight for the whirlpool.



Damon pulled his shirt off and kicked his boots loose. Ria grabbed him as he started toward the railing, fingernails digging into his shoulder.



“What are you thinking?” she snapped.



“I’ll follow the anchor’s chain!” he said. “I can freeze it to the seabed.”



“You stand no hope of swimming deep enough in time,” said Ria. “It is suicide, husband.”



He took a breath. She wasn’t wrong, but it was a problem that had a solution.



“Pull the anchor back up,” he said. “I’ll hang onto it, ride it down, freeze it to the seabed, and push myself back up with an ice pillar.”



She shook her head. Damon pulled loose of her grip and grabbed the anchor’s crank. It was a powered mechanism relying on some of the force generated by the furnace, but he still strained his muscles as he turned it as fast as he could.



“Ria’s right!” shouted Lilian. “It just isn’t a good idea. The currents could run under the water even more powerfully than they flow up here, and you’re assuming the anchor can even reach the seabed in the first place. If you dive down there, you might simply be swept away with no possible chance of rescue.”



“And if I don’t, we all die,” said Damon. “This will work. This has to work.”



The anchor appeared above the surface of the water. Damon didn’t waste another second arguing. He swung over the edge of the ship, wrapped his arms and legs tightly around the anchor’s metal stem, and glared up at Ria and Lilian.



Ria closed her eyes, dropped her gaze, and started turning the crank. Damon sucked in a deep breath and hoped it would be enough.










CHAPTER 39




 



Almost immediately, Damon recognized a bad idea for a bad idea. The ocean was a far cry from the peaceful, crystalline pool he’d peered out across over the past month. It wasn’t even on the level with the churning, chaotic waves of the storm which had rendered him a castaway.



It was as though he was being throttled by a giant, buffeted back and forth by furiously indecisive currents. One of his hands slipped from the anchor in nearly the first instant of him being underwater. He lost a small amount of the breath he was holding in his panic to find his grip again.



He froze his hands to the metal on reflex, but it was one of those solutions that created as many problems as it solved. The water was still thrashing around him, knocking him about in a manner that threatened to break his arms in multiple different places.



He tried a new strategy, unfreezing one hand and quickly repositioning to wrap himself tighter before freezing the entire arm, reducing his profile and the degree of leverage the water could put on his extremities. He repeated the process with his other arm and enjoyed half a second of relief before remembering how much he missed certain aspects of being on the surface. Breathing, truly an underrated, often underappreciated bodily process.



The anchor continued dropping, judging from his minor but noticeable sensation of being midfall. How long had it taken to touch the bottom last time around? Damon forced his eyes open, which he’d closed out of a doubt that he’d be able to see anything under the surging ocean’s surface.



He found that he could in fact see through the water, which was unfortunate. The whirlpool was visible in the distance ahead. It wasn’t simply a feature of the ocean, made solely of currents and water and hate. It fit into a bowl within the terrain of the sea floor itself, a hidden valley far underneath the water that disappeared into a deep blackness.



Looking down into it, he found himself fighting the obvious implication that the depths descended into a hole of nothingness, that this was somehow the point at which the ocean drained, here at the end of the world, a place of mystery.



The more unfortunately inescapable fact was that they’d already passed into that valley. The sea floor was far out of view below. There was no way the anchor would ever touch down, which meant he had nothing to push an ice pillar off of to bring himself back to the surface.



He turned his mind toward solving that problem with a ferocity that his life depended on. The anchor itself. He could use it as an anchor for his ice, given the tension between it and the chain and the ship. Doing so, however, would mean letting go of the anchor, which seemed a bad idea. In his original plan, he would have frozen it and the ship into place to make the process slightly more feasible.



He could climb the anchor, hand over hand, freezing and unfreezing his grip with each movement. Damon looked up and saw the ship as a blurry, smallish spot on the surface above, so far above him that he didn’t even care to guess at the distance. He stood no chance of making the journey before running out of breath.



He tried to think of a third idea, pulling from the dregs of his creativity. All he could think about was how much he needed to breathe. It was like trying to ignore a headache, the constant pulse of need and the ache of his burning lungs. Breathe, breathe, just breathe already, True Divine. Like a bad tune that just wouldn’t stop playing.



He couldn’t even feel his despair properly in the face of that need. He shut his eyes, clenched his teeth, pinched his lips closed. He used his magic to freeze a seal over his mouth, but unfortunately, didn’t include his nose, and couldn’t find the will to repeat the process.



The anchor suddenly jerked, and he surged upward at speed. Damon thrashed against the ice holding his arms. He tried to exhale through his nose, knowing that when he released that effort, his body would suck in automatically, water or air, it made no difference.



It might have only been seconds, but it felt like an entire year before he finally broke through to the surface, sucking in a breath so violently that it made his eyes bulge outward. The anchor’s chain clicked as the mechanism brought it the last of the way up.



Ria and Lilian seized him by the shirt, and Damon released the ice bonds holding him to his perch as they pulled him back aboard the ship. He lay on his back, shaking his head, alive but unsuccessful.



“It… didn’t work,” he muttered. “Sorry.”



Ria hugged him tight. “You are alive. That is all that matters.”



“For now,” said Lilian.



It hardly needed pointing out that they were still in danger. Damon forced himself to his feet, staggering along the rail toward the front of the ship just in time to watch the bow of
 The Reunion
 dip into the main current of the whirlpool.



The sudden acceleration was enough to knock him and everyone else onto their ass. Damon’s heart raced as he watched the world around them fly by in a blur of blue. He hung on to the railing, losing all hope, all sense of what could possibly save them now.



“No!” shouted Malon.



She rose to a standing position at the front of the ship. Her eyes burst into a deep crimson glow, along with her crest, which was occasional visible underneath her fluttering clothing. The crimson power surrounded the ship and everyone on it, and slowly, they began to rise.



She was lifting
 The Reunion
 with her magic. The absurdity of the scale of the spell stole Damon’s breath away. He watched her waver, one knee threatening to buckle under the strain of her casting. Damon ran to her, slipping his shoulder under her arm as she continued to work her power.



The Reunion
 floated over the ocean, perhaps ten feet above the surface, flying away from the whirlpool at a fair clip. Damon waved Ria over and leaned in to whisper, not wanting to break his aesta’s concentration.



“Tell Vel to have the ship ready to move forward at full acceleration the second it touches down!” he hissed.



She nodded and sprinted off. Damon hugged his aesta. Her face was pale, forehead beaded with sweat. She let out a low moan, pulling against him with her hips.



“Mmm,” she hummed. “Solas. Help me… focus.”



“Focus?” He thought he knew what she meant, given her crest, but he wasn’t sure. “Like this, aesta?”



He ran a hand up her body, lightly cupping one of her breasts. Malon sucked in a small breath, and the ship seemed to rise slightly higher in the air. That was enough of a sign, as far as he was concerned.



He didn’t want to risk doing too much. He was still holding her up and knew that he couldn’t move from his position without putting her spell in jeopardy. Damon kissed her neck, caressing her body with the arm he had wrapped around her, and sliding down with the other.



Malon sighed again, and the ship’s deck swayed a little less. Damon slid his hand into her girlshorts, feeling the heat and humidity of her womanhood before his fingers had even reached it. He softly stroked the trim, silky hair she had down there before beginning to caress her with sexual intent.



It was far more erotic than it should have been, teasing his aesta in full view of everyone, with their lives hanging in the balance as clearly as the ship. He slid a finger into her and felt her back arch and the ship suddenly waver. Too much, too fast? He slowed down, kissing her again, letting the moment burn without scorching.



“I can only do so much right now, aesta,” he whispered. “But when this is done… When we get back to the tower, I’m going to take you, over and over. Again… and again. Ruthlessly.”



He teased her again, setting two fingers at the edge of entering her. Malon rocked back and forth against his touch, biting her lower lip, holding her spell with so much control that it was as though she was in a trance, a sorceress savant.



“I wish we didn’t have to wait,” he whispered. “If no one else was watching, I’d bend you over the railing and give you my cock right here and now.”



If nobody else was watching
 and
 if their lives weren’t still hanging by the thread of a spell. Adding the latter seemed less sexy.



He kept at it, working his aesta to the verge of release and keeping her there. Torturing her, in a certain sense, to keep her spell flowing. He felt cruel and strangely powerful as he listened to the sounds she made, heard her occasionally mutter
 please
 or
 solas
 and knowing that she couldn’t have what she wanted most.



Well, second most, after saving their lives.



She finally set the ship down in calm waters.
 The Reunion
 surged forward as soon as it hit the water, now guided by Vel’s capable hands at the wheel. Malon collapsed against Damon, and he hugged her tight.



“Aesta,” he said. “That was brilliant.”



“You are… incredibly mean, solas.” She sank down to her knees and pulled her hands between her thighs. “I love you so much.”



“And I love you.” He kissed her, helped her up, and breathed a sigh of relief.










CHAPTER 40




 



No sooner than Damon had reset the course on Myr’s advice did their final destination draw into view. He recognized the island from the vision she’d shown him even before it was more than a splotch of black against the horizon.



It was still alight, still pumping out smoke and fire, so much that night seemed to shift upon them as they drew closer. The one upside of that was soon taken advantage of by Lilian, who was much less oppressed by the sun’s light under the veil of clouds.



The island wasn’t all that large, no more than the size of one of the modest mountains in the Malagantyan that could be easily scaled and descended in a day. He suspected that its apparent size was deceptive, given how much rock must be hidden underwater, but it was still uplifting, rendering their goal suddenly achievable, visible, even.



Everyone was out on deck once Vel had guided the ship as near to the island’s tiny little beach as they dared approach. Damon turned, setting a hand on his sword.



“This is it,” he said. “Honestly, I have no idea what we’ll be facing once we approach the Ocean Klykia. Myr says it’s inside the mountain, within an artificial cavern, of a sort.”



“We need to be ready for anything,” said Malon. She looked pale, though noticeably recovered after spending some time in her cabin. “Everyone should be ready for a fight. Even you, seta.”



She looked at Vel, who nodded slowly. Ria had her spear and was testing both its tip and the edge of her new throwing dagger. Lilian had a short sword that she’d found in the ship’s armory, one of Avarice’s ostentatious but serviceable weapons.



“We should bring food and water, as well,” said Damon. “Bedrolls. I think we can manage within tents. Something tells me we won’t lack for warmth or cover inside.”



He eyed a stream of active lava that flowed from the mountain’s tip like a river of glowing orange. There was a massive, continuous plume of steam from where it met the ocean that they would do well to avoid on the approach in the dinghy.



They packed everything they needed. Malon insisted that they all dress in layers, so Damon pulled a shirt on over his tunic. It wasn’t until they set the dinghy in the water and descended to it, one by one, along the rope ladder, that what they were doing truly became real.



“Will there be monsters inside?” asked Vel.



“Yes,” Myr whispered to Damon.



“Maybe,” he said, trying to spare her the anxiety. Probably a bad idea. “Myr thinks it’s a real possibility, Vel. But we’ve faced plenty of monsters before, and we’re all together this time.”



He held her hand. Ria set a hand on his shoulder, her face serious but strangely excited. She wasn’t one to shy away from a fight, especially in pursuit of a good cause.



“We’ll go slow,” said Malon. “Given how long we spent journeying here, it’s not as though another day or two will truly put us out. We’ll take our time, stick together, and get this done.”



It felt good to hear her resolve, to feel it resonating among the others in the group and binding them to their task. They would do this. They had to.



There was a pillar-shaped rock half exposed on the beach which they secured the dinghy to. Damon took off his boots to avoid soaking them as he waded ashore. It only took a moment to find the right path. A ledge had been cut into the rock, switchbacking upward toward the mountain’s peak in an obvious way.



Unfortunately, it also seemed to lead straight past the lava stream, but he figured they would find a way to deal with that when it was time. In a single file line, they set off. Damon at the front, followed by Ria, Lilian, Vel, and Malon.



The start of the trek was suspiciously easy. The path even had steps cut into it, though examining the dark, somewhat porous nature of the rock left Damon wondering if perhaps the lava had been somehow made to cool into the shape rather than chiseled.



Eventually, the ledge did narrow. Damon had to sidle across a gap where it looked as though a section of stairway had collapsed or eroded away. A corner at the next turn was blocked by a massive fallen boulder which he had to scramble up.



He helped the others, laying on his stomach and leaning forward to offer them each a hand. In defiance of most mountains, the higher they went, the warmer the air became. Damon could taste stale, sulphury smoke with each breath.



They were at the last stretch of path before the lava stream was stiflingly hot. The molten rock pulsed so bright with orange light that it had an aura about it, intensified by heat shimmers above and to the side.



“There,” whispered Myr. She had a way of pointing without pointing with her whispers, and he immediately saw where she was indicating.



Directly behind the lava stream was a hidden opening, an archway presumably leading to their destination. The lava crossed over the gap with effortless smoothness, not splashing like a regular waterfall would, but simply blocking the way. A door of fire to seal off the Ocean Klykia. The preciseness of it was galling.



“This is part of what I meant,” whispered Myr. “Only you can get past this, Damon. Building a conventional shield to block that much heat would be the endeavor of a decade, assuming anyone knew to come here and suspected what lay within this tunnel.”



“It’s going to take a lot of ice,” he muttered.



The others looked at him, and he gestured toward the tunnel until they saw it as clearly as he did.



“This is unreal,” said Ria.



“Can you really freeze that much heat, Damon?” asked Lilian.



“I suppose we’re about to find out,” he said.



“But… it’ll simply start flowing again once we’re inside,” said Vel.



“I’ll have to block it again on the way out,” he replied. He didn’t point out that it meant that if he somehow died or became lost within the dungeon-like cavern into which they were about to head, the rest of them may well be trapped. They could infer as much on their own, no doubt.



“We trust you, solas,” said Malon.



“Good,” he said. “Be ready to sprint at the tunnel on my mark. I can open the way, but probably for no more than a few seconds, half a minute, at most. Move fast. I’ll be right behind you.”



Everyone nodded. Damon cracked his knuckles and walked closer to the lava. He could feel it against his face, chapping his lips and drying the moisture from his eyes. Tickling his nose, even. He focused his will, letting the cold suffuse his being to bring himself into balance.



He reached out further than he normally would have attempted, pulling cold from deep within the surrounding rock, deeper within the ocean. Adding water to the equation was unnecessary. There was actually quite a bit of steam, along with condensation born from the way the heat affected the ocean currents.



Damon exhaled cold white breath and set his hands down on the warm rock underneath him as he began in earnest. It didn’t look like much at first, a slight slowing and dimming of the lava, despite him having sapped half its heat.



He clenched his jaw, sweat beading on his forehead as he pressed forward with his will. He couldn’t block the lava completely. It was asking too much, picking a fight with the fires within the earth, a fight which ten of him couldn’t have won.



Instead, he simply shifted its path, freezing a curve into the well-worn rock tread the lava slid through. He froze lava and ice into the black obsidian stone beneath, creating a blockage that forced it far enough to the side of the tunnel to allow them to pass through.



It was far from the flashiest feat he’d ever accomplished with Myr’s enchantment and his will, but it was truly a masterpiece. The others didn’t wait for him to tell them to go, which was a relief, since he couldn’t have broken concentration for long enough to say a word.



He took off after them, still holding onto his spellcraft, but knowing it would fade as he split his attention between moving himself in the magic. It held for just long enough. He dove forward, landing awkwardly on his stomach, too distracted to even roll right. The lava hissed as it resumed its course, but they’d all made it through.
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The entryway leading to the Ocean Klykia began with a long corridor, sloping downward and curving ever so slightly to the side. Damon stood to his feet, aided by Malon and Ria. They’d brought lanterns and several torches with them, but they weren’t immediately necessary.



The walls were made of a different stone than the porous lava-rock outside. It was glowing faintly, and it gave off a strange light that pulsed inward and outward, giving the interior a sense of breath as the illumination ebbed and flowed.



Subtle wisps of a ghostly-blue mist-like substance swirled through the air, slowly coming to pool along the ground to form a dense layer that swirled in response to the motions of their feet. It was surreal, especially in combination with the walls, and for a moment, Damon and the others simply peered at their surroundings, including the lava door which now sealed them in.



“What is this stuff?” muttered Vel. She crouched down, tracing a finger through it. The path her fingertip took left emptiness in its wake, and she smirked as she wrote her name, the
 V
 fading from legibility by the time she reached the
 r
 .



“Are you sure it is safe to touch?” asked Ria.



Vel made a peep and drew her hand back.



“It should be,” said Malon. “I have not encountered it myself before, but given what solas has told me about the Ocean Klykia, and the sensation of it, I would assume it to be condensed essence.”



“She’s right,” whispered Myr.



“Myr just confirmed it,” said Damon.



“So… what?” asked Vel. “It’s like magic mist, or something?”



“In layman’s terms, yes,” said Malon. “It’s perfectly safe to touch, but try to avoid breathing in too much of it. I’ve no reason to think it dangerous, but it would still be good to take some general precautions.”



“Does the existence of this mist imply that we will be facing abominations of magic?” asked Ria.



Malon frowned, shaking her head a little. “I cannot say for sure. It certainly doesn’t make it any less likely.”



“Weapons out,” said Damon. “Stay close. Keep your eyes open. We’ll be fine as long as we move as a group.”



He drew his sword and took position at the front of the party. Ria was next to him, with Vel in the middle, and Lilian and Malon in the back. Slowly, they started down the tunnel.



It curved in the same direction, sloping downward at just enough of an angle to descend approximately one level each complete circle it turned. They were descending into the mountain. Damon tried to picture where they were in relation to what he’d seen from outside, but he could only determine with certainty that it was somewhere lower than where they’d started.



The mist grew thicker as they made their way deeper in. Small tufts began to rise from where it pooled along the floor more frequently, reminding him of the way smoke curled through some of the heartlift weed dens back in Avaricia before its fall. He was careful to brush them away from his face each time they came too close.



After what seemed like a good hour of following the same curving tunnel, they reached an intersection. Three paths lay ahead of them, one straightforward, and two identical offshoots to the left and right.



“Which way?” muttered Damon.



Nobody answered. He guessed one direction was as good as another, given how little they had to go off. He turned to tell them as much only to discover that he was suddenly standing alone within the tunnel.



He stared back at the path from which he’d come, shaking his head. It was possible that the others had stopped for some reason without saying anything and he’d continued forward, lost in his own thoughts. He hadn’t exactly been checking every second to make sure the others were still with him. When was the last time he’d heard someone speak up?



“Hey,” he shouted. “Up here. There’s an intersection.”



No reply came, which was incredibly worrying. Damon hurried back down the tunnel he’d came from, still holding his Remenai sword at the ready, moving at an even jog.



He stared, in disbelief as the tunnel opened up into another intersection, identical to the first, impossible to have missed on his way by previously. He looked over his shoulder, back in the direction he considered to be forward, and then back down the tunnel which should have led him along the winding path leading to the exit. He was sure that he hadn’t taken any turns.



“Aesta!” he shouted. “Ria! Vel… Lilian!”



Nobody shouted back. Damon swore under his breath. They should have been holding hands, or something, but how could they have expected that such cumbersome precautions would have been necessary?



“True Divine,” he muttered. “Did you see what happened, Myr?”



There was a pause, and he felt a flutter of fear as he briefly anticipated no response from her, either.



“I saw what you saw,” whispered Myr, apologetically.



Damon kicked a foot through the mist. He walked toward the wall, setting a hand against the stones, impossibly uniform, identical to one another, cemented together with a substance too smooth and perfect to understand.



He slid his hand to the nearest corner and ran his thumb over it. It was rounded, with no sharp edges. He briefly wondered if perhaps there’d been hidden doors in place earlier he’d passed that had since slid open to reveal the intersection he’d “missed,” but that was such a convoluted explanation. Did he have a better one?



“Alright,” he muttered. “I’ll find them. But I can’t get lost myself, and this… maze seems like it wants me to. I have to be smart.”



He took the tip of his sword and began scratching an arrow marking his way into the stone. He was at it for a good minute before realizing he hadn’t even made the slightest line in the wall. It was harder than the steel of his blade, which was ridiculous.



He took a deep breath and opened his pack. He had food with him, a small bag of rice that might work. He tossed one onto the floor, abandoning the idea as it was immediately swallowed by the mist and impossible to see at a glance.



“This is so much fun,” he muttered.



“Sorry,” whispered Myr.



“Don’t be,” he sighed. “It’s not your fault.”



Damon decided that if he had to explore the maze blind, he was going to at least do to it in a methodical way. He took the right path relative to his original forward heading, following it for about a minute before reaching another identical intersection. This time he went straight, and then straight again, after that, hoping to eventually find the maze’s outer wall.



He walked in a straight line for perhaps an hour without finding the outer wall. When he finally came to a stop in the middle of an intersection with no discernable differences from the one he’d begun at, he was frustrated beyond all reason.



It shouldn’t have been possible to walk that far in a single direction without bumping into the mountain’s natural inner boundary. It hadn’t been that large, after all. The idea that the original descent had taken them down deep enough to be underwater, within the ocean’s theoretical bedrock, was simply ridiculous. The tunnel’s slope had been far too mild, less steep and less direct of a means of traveling downward than the switchbacks they’d taken up.



“I don’t understand,” he muttered. “How is this possible?”



“Do you… truly want me to answer that?” asked Myr.



He shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose I do. Give me your best guess, Myr.”



“It might not be what you want to hear, Damon.”



“When do you ever disappoint me?” He grinned and leaned his head back as though talking to an invisible spirit above him. “At least you’re still here.”



“That’s exactly it,” she whispered. “I’m right here, Damon. I’ve always been right here, with you.”



“Right,” he said. “So what do you think is going on? Where are the others?”



Myr let out a tired, patient sigh. “They are in the same place they’ve been this entire time.”



He frowned, perplexed by her phrasing. “What do you mean? What’s happened?”



“The same thing that’s been happening. Nothing at all.”



Damon shook his head. “You’ve lost me.”



There was a flash of movement to his right. He stumbled back a step as a figure approached from the misty hallway. Blue and naked and beautiful, Myr stood before him in her embodied form. Damon blinked, his mouth forming a surprised little circle.



“You’ve never been able to appear to me like this in the real world,” he said.



She smiled sadly at him. “That’s true, Damon. I’ve chosen not to because it made it so much better for you. More believable.”



“Made… what more believable?”



“I’m so sorry,” she said. “It’s my fault, really. I saw your suffering and I knew… I knew I was the only one who could do anything about it.”



He stared at her. The corridor seemed to blur in the periphery of his vision.



“I know you,” she whispered. “Perhaps better than any other thinking being left alive. I knew what would make you happy, and making you happy made this entombment bearable for us both.”



“…Entombment?”



“Didn’t you find it a little too convenient?” She reached an arm across her body, gripping the elbow of her other arm and looking away. “How quickly you were able to find them all? Vel, and then Ria, even Malon. The tower, so perfectly rebuilt. The way you all came back to your old home and even seemed to fall back into how you were with one another.



“I knew it wasn’t enough to simply leave you there to live day after day. You’re a hero, Damon. You’re my hero! I ran with every idea that came to me. The ship, exploring the Endless Ocean, reconnecting with your old best friend, who of course found his own happiness in life.”



“Myr…” he muttered. “Stop it.”



“You don’t want me to stop,” she said. “You really don’t.”



“Enough!” he shouted.



She shrugged. “So be it.”



In an instant, he was somewhere else. Somewhere he remembered… and feared, from the deepest depths of his soul. He couldn’t breathe, but he didn’t need to breathe. He couldn’t move, but within the ice, there was nowhere to move to.



Entombment was the word that Myr had used. Five years he’d spent here.



He rebelled, his heart pounding even as his mind struggled to shake off that familiar fogginess. It was as though he was… waking up from a dream.
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The ice held Damon, refusing to let him escape the moment, this newly revealed glimpse of the apparent truth. It truly was as though waking from a dream, one of those cozy, nighttime fantasies he’d be so taken with that he’d find himself closing his eyes and trying to fall back in.



Waking from a dream that’s worse than a nightmare. Fear fades in seconds, but the sting from this kind of heartache only heals like the painful curse of a bad scar.



Damon did try to shut his eyes, but he found that they were already closed. He didn’t need to see to understand, to feel and experience the ice directly. He wasn’t frozen in a bodily sense, but a part of the ice itself.



He understood then why Myr would invent a dream to spare him from this. He hated her, he blamed her, but even more than that, he just felt it was all so horribly unfair. It was the cruelest thing anyone had ever done to him, an injustice beyond what words or actions could undo, and she’d done it all because she loved him. It was weak and petty to blame her for everything, but he could blame no one else.



All of it… just a dream.



No,
 he thought.
 I don’t believe it. I can’t believe it.



“I’m sorry,” he heard Myr whisper, voice everywhere at once. “I was trying to help you. Really, I was. I wanted you to have a life where you could be
 you
 . Where you could be the hero, the lover, that you are.”



There was a flash, and he was suddenly in Myr’s crystalline realm. He knew he was, in truth, still in the ice, but he could see her standing in front of him, head sagging in shame, like a loyal hound in the face of its master’s ire. He fell to his knees, too broken internally to be as mad as she was clearly expecting.



“No…” He balled his hands into fists and stuck his knuckles against his forehead. “How could you? Everything… this…?”



“You could stay here with me now,” said Myr, voice weak but hopeful. “It would be no different from when you normally visited my realm. You might eventually find happiness.”



“Happiness…” His throat was scratchy and painful. “Are any of them even alive? If I’m… still in the ice, the people I love could be dead. They could be dying right now. None of what you conjured is guaranteed or even likely to happen. Will I even… come back to the world after five years?”



Myr’s silence was like a knife in his heart. A twist of the knife already there, more accurately. He might have been able to live with having months of his life revealed to be false, undone from reality, if there was hope that he could still bring about a similar future. He had nothing resembling such hope.



“Just put me back in the ice,” he muttered. “I want the truth.”



“Why are you listening to her, then?” came a familiar voice.



Damon blinked, and was frozen again, back in the ice, as he’d asked Myr for. Except, he clearly wasn’t alone. Someone was shouting his name. It took his ears a moment to identify who it was.



Vel stood on the other side of the ice, banging on it with her fists and kicking ineffectually with her feet. His eyes were closed, and he couldn’t see her, but the ice let him know it as surely as he knew anything… which admittedly was an increasingly dubious sort of confidence.



“Damon,” she said. “I’m dreamspelling to you. None of this is real.”



What?
 He couldn’t answer her with words, his mouth too fused with the ice.



“Just trust me.” She pounded on the ice again. “Don’t be a melodramatic idiot and trust me! It happened to me, too. Not the ice, that’s your fear. Little weird, I might add. But the nightmare!”



She slammed her elbow into the ice and gasped in pain, rubbing her funny bone.



“I… don’t think I can get you out until you’re free of the ice,” she said. “You have to do this yourself.”



He felt his heart start to race as he rediscovered his claustrophobia, like a ghost who’d been standing behind him. He couldn’t do it. He was stuck, and Vel would have to leave, and the nightmare would become true again, inescapable.



“Please!” she said. “You’re the bravest man I know, Damon. Think of everyone that’s waiting for you. All the joy you’ve experienced. Remember when we first reunited in Silke?”



He remembered. He thought of seeing her through the shop window, how pretty she looked, the same, but different. One of his fingers wiggled within the ice.



And that was it. He shifted, shattering the ice into thousands of jagged little shards. The ice, and the nightmare.



 



***



 



Damon started to suck in a ragged breath, but a hand clamped down over his mouth. He was on his back, on the floor within the dungeon of the Ocean Klykia. The mist swirled across his vision, smelling and tasting sickly sweet up close.



“Stand up first,” she said. “You don’t want to breathe too much of this stuff in. It’s what created that nightmare for you in the first place.”



He slowly drew up to his feet. His body ached as though he had slept wrong, and his sense of time was completely askew.



“I was… Myr was…” He could only mumble through his confusion.



“I was shouting at you!” said Myr. “I was terrified! I thought you were… dying.”



“Sorry,” he said. “I knew you wouldn’t do something like that.”



Vel furrowed her brow at him. “Something like what?”



“Talking to Myr,” he said, gesturing to his head. “How long was I out for?”



“An hour, at most,” said Vel. “The same thing that happened to you happened to me, at least I think. We all got split up in the maze while breathing the condensed essence. Either the structure itself or some hidden monster has the ability to dreamspell in some capacity and doesn’t want us going deeper in.”



“How did you… reach me?” He felt for his chest, confirming he wasn’t wearing the amethyst amulet. He was pretty sure he’d lost it over five years ago.



“The condensed essence,” she said, with a shrug. “It works both ways. My dreamspelling is far, far stronger here than it would be normally. I was able to see you through my own nightmare without too much trouble. Jilou used to play pranks like that on me sometimes.”



“I remember.” Damon sighed, still feeling a bit out of sorts in his own body. “We should… go looking for the others.”



“Exactly what I was thinking.” Vel took his hand and threaded her fingers through his. “So we don’t get lost again.”



As much as an achievement escaping the nightmare had been, a single look around their otherwise unchanged circumstances was enough to dampen Damon’s spirits. They were in the center of an intersection identical to the ones he’d lost himself through earlier.



“Any idea which way we should go?” asked Vel.



“That’s the question of the hour, isn’t it?”



He rubbed his chin with his free hand, examining each of the four corridors they could proceed down. He still saw no meaningful physical difference between them, but there was a visible flow to the condensed essence. It was coming from one tunnel and flowing through into the rest.



“Let’s head toward the source of the mist,” he said.



“Do you think that’s a good idea?”



“No, but it’s the only idea I have.”



Vel squeezed his hand. “Lead on.”



They made their way forward, soon encountering another copied intersection and using the same method for determining their route. Vel’s hand felt soft within his, solid and reassuring and most importantly, real.
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After half an hour of following the mist, they reached a split where there was no need to gauge the direction of the air current. A voice was coming from one of the tunnels, furious shouts and snarls that were immediately familiar to them both.



“That’s Ria!” said Vel.



Damon nodded, pulling her into a sprint. This time, the tunnel led to an actual chamber, one with action well underway.



A massive golem of animated rock loomed over Ria, easily twice her height. It was made from uneven gray stone, each one seemingly picked at random, packed together into the general shape of a broad-shouldered man. A dozen prismatic white jewels stood out against its otherwise unremarkable form.



Ria was on the backfoot, spear in one hand, her new throwing knife in the other. Damon knew better than to shout and draw her attention. Instead, he simply drew his sword and rushed forward to enter the fight.



“Stay back!” he hissed at Vel.



He slid to a stop next to Ria and saw her eyes flick his way. He smiled, watching the stone golem and considering the best avenue of attack.



“It is about time you showed up, husband,” said Ria.



“I see you already managed to get yourself into a fight,” he said. “Anything I should know?”



“It is extremely difficult to hurt this thing.”



“Right.”



He started circling the monster, taking in the rest of his surroundings. The chamber was a wide circle, almost in the style of an arena, with the walls pulsing with illumination similar to the previous chain of corridors.



There was little room for advantage in the terrain, aside from potentially forcing the golem against one of the walls. A single tunnel opposite where they’d come in from led further on, though it was currently secured by a heavy iron gate.



The golem moved, its body groaning like a landslide as it brought a fist the size of a boulder down toward Damon. He dodged sideways and countered, trying to drive the edge of his sword into the gap between the rocks of its hand and its wrist.



The impact made his arm vibrate to the bone, all of the force ricocheting back and having minimal effect on the golem. The massive monster was so slow that he had time to strike twice more before it pulled its arm back, though both strikes seemed to accomplish little more than stinging Damon’s own hand.



Ria shouted and tossed herself into the fray, aiming her spear for a gap in the golem’s chest as though driving a chisel into a statue. She found a crevice that gave her spear purchase, perhaps more than she’d intended. She hung from the monster for an aimless second, two or three feet off the ground, trying to lever a chunk of it loose with her weight.



“Look out!” shouted Damon.



The stone golem seemed to have no qualms with attacking itself if it meant hitting them. It treated Ria like a fly on its stomach, swatting a rocky hand toward her with immense force. She managed to get her spear free at the last second, falling to the ground and rolling sideways.



The monster stomped with surprising speed, nearly crushing her for the second time in as many seconds. Damon knew that they wouldn’t be winning with a conventional strategy, but he also knew they could bring more than that to the table.



“Let me try something else,” he said.



He gathered his will, feeling his breath go cold as he pulled from Myr’s magic. He was caught off guard by the sudden surge of strength in his ability, reminding him of how his myrblade had felt to use at its peak. The mist, condensed essence, was feeding into his power.



He sank a hand down into the stone. Tendrils of ice leapt up around the stone golem’s massive legs, thickening and wrapping to freeze it into place. He tried to force more ice up, but there was a limit to how much he could conjure from the ambient condensation.



Ria started to launch into another attack, but the golem swung an arm at her, forcing her to dodge back. It shifted, slamming its boulder fist down and shattering the ice around one foot. Setting that leg forward, it started to pull with the other foot, attempting to yank it free.



“Husband!” shouted Ria. “Give me a boost.”



He lowered his sword, looping his hands together to make a stirrup. Ria set her foot into it and launched herself through the air at the monster while it was still distracted by the ice. She had an angle on its head, and perhaps if they could wound that…



The stone golem dug into its uncanny speed again, twisting and throwing its shoulder in a manner that knocked Ria aside just before she could strike with her spear. Damon winced as he saw her fall. Vel sped off around the edge of the chamber, worried enough to risk her life.



It was up to him to keep the monster busy. He attacked, slashing pointlessly with the edge of his blade. He noticed the jewels on the golem and wondered if damaging them might be the secret to defeating it. It seemed like a fair bet, but it was hard to land a strike on such a tiny target, especially with the golem moving again, forcing Damon to play around its powerful, lumbering strikes.



He tried everything he could think of. He froze the floor in hopes of slipping the golem up, but the ice just shattered when it set its feet down upon it. He made walls of ice in an attempt to block its strikes. Each one shattered like a pane of glass after being struck by, well, a rock.



He was wearing himself out, growing tired with each dodge, fatigued by each strike. He tried to slash at one of the jewels, but the golem landing a grazing blow to his side winded him and knocked him flat on his back. He saw the massive foot rise and knew what came next. He couldn’t even breathe, let alone focus his will to try to block with ice.



There was a hiss on the air, and the jewel embedded into the golem’s ankle shattered into a dazzling burst of prismatic shards. Damon barely had time to roll out of the way before the bottom section of the golem’s leg crumbled into innate sections of rock.



The golem wavered, losing it balance, and fell to all fours. Damon saw another jewel on its shoulder, within striking distance of where he’d ended up. He wasted no time slashing it to pieces with his sword.



The rest of the fight proceeded in much the same fashion, with the monster no longer able to meaningfully attack them. Ria jabbed her knife into the last jewel on the golem’s head, and there was a small shudder, followed by silence as their enemy lay as still as a field of boulders.



“Well then,” said Damon. “That’s that.”



“It was good that you arrived when you did,” said Ria. “The fight may have gone much differently had you not been at my side.”



“How did you end up in this chamber?” asked Vel.



“I was suddenly alone within the corridor,” said Ria. “I remembered what Malon said about the mist, so I avoided breathing it wherever I could. One of the turns I took brought me into this chamber. The golem seemed harmless at first, a pile of loose rubble, but it pulled together and attacked shortly before the two of you arrived.”



“I forgot how good of a team we make in a pinch,” said Damon. He smiled at Ria, and the grin she offered back made him acutely aware of her presence, the faint scent of her sweat, so familiar from their training.



“We have to keep moving,” said Vel. “The others could be in danger, too.”



“Let’s go,” he said. “Together.”



Vel took his left hand, while Ria took his right. He liked being in contact with both of them… but not under the circumstances.



“I need my hand free to wield my sword,” he said.



“What?” Vel blinked and looked down. “Oh! Right.”



She switched so she was in the center, between him and Ria.



“I cannot wield my spear with my left hand,” said Ria. “Switch with me, Damon.”



“I can’t exactly wield my sword left-handed, either.”



“You have your ice,” said Ria. “You can support me if we come upon an enemy by surprise.”



“Does it make that much of a difference?” asked Vel. “You can just let go of someone’s hand and draw your weapon, can’t you?”



“The margin for reacting to a surprise attack can be tiny, Vel,” he said. “You would understand if you had more battle training.”



“Don’t treat me like I’m stupid!” she snapped.



“He is not wrong, Velanor,” said Ria. “Which is more reason I should be on the side that allows my good hand free, given I have the best instincts for combat.”



“
 Right
 ,” said Damon mockingly. “The mighty Queen of Storms, so fast that even
 lightning
 would lose to her in a race.”



The bickering continued as the three of them passed through the now open gate and into the next corridor.
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There were few offshoots from the main corridor which Damon, Ria, and Vel walked along. When they did reach a juncture, it was never more than a split between two paths, with one of them often leading to a dead end. It was perplexing, if somewhat of a relief, given how linear it made their search.



“Why would whoever built this place have included so many useless paths?” asked Vel. “Do you think it was left unfinished?”



“Perhaps some of the corridors were once filled with traps?” guessed Ria. “A trapped hallway need not be extensive to trick the unwary into setting off a trigger.”



“What a comforting thought,” muttered Vel.



“Shh…” Damon squeezed Vel’s hand, pulling them to a stop. “Did you hear that?”



There was a beat of silence, followed by a terrified scream, the kind preluded by the sucking in of a heavy, haunted breath. Damon instantly broke into a run, pulling Vel along with him, Ria matching his stride on Vel’s other side.



They didn’t have to go far. Down at the other end of the hallway they were following was an archway leading to another open chamber. Two figures stood facing one another within the swirling mist that occluded the space’s visibility. One clearly human, one clearly not.



Damon drew his sword, sliding to a stop and getting a real view of the scene. He hesitated, seeing a naked woman shielding herself with one arm defensively against the monster. The fact that she was naked was entirely secondary to the fact that she looked so much like Vel.



Not Vel.
 Lilian
 .



The monster was vaguely humanoid shaped, with tattered, inky black hair, putrid, shriveled skin. It was also naked, with knots of grotesque muscle visible within its frame and sagging, wrinkled breasts. It made a hissing noise and swiveled its head around, baring a mouthful of dagger-sharp teeth.



It attacked, surprising Damon with its speed. He dodged sideways but still took a thin claw strike across the neck. Blood beaded in a hot line across his skin, but not enough for the wound to threaten his life.



Ria swung her spear, battering the monster, rather than stabbing it. It fell backward, twisting up to its feet with unreal speed. Damon slashed with his sword, but only found empty air. His slash left a cut through the mist and he spun around, searching for the monster within the shadowy space.



“There!” shouted Ria.



She threw herself sideways, pulling Vel out of the way of a lunging surprise attack. Damon slashed again with his sword, but again, he was too slow by half. He remembered his earlier bickering with Ria about reflexes and himself wondering if she might have been right, as annoying as it was to admit.



He stooped down next to Lilian, making sure she wasn’t in a vulnerable position for the monster to attack next. There was a pause in the action as Ria pulled Vel to her feet and the four of them drew together. Damon stared into the mist around the outside edge of the chamber, unsure of where the enemy had fled.



“There!” hissed Ria.



She hurled her throwing knife, and Damon followed its path with his eyes until it disappeared into the haze. A gurgling hiss told him that it had struck true. He slowly approached, weapon drawn, making out the profile of the monster pinned by the knife through the shoulder, writhing in pain as it attempted to pull free from the wall without damaging itself.



“True Divine…” he muttered. He looked back and forth between the monster, a
 zanyadai
 , if he had to guess, and Lilian, who covered herself with one arm. “What happened here?”



“I don’t know,” said Lilian. “When I breathed the mist… it was as though my body was split in two. All of my clothing tore to shreds as it happened, and then this… this…
 thing
 just started chasing me.”



“The monster was your zanyadai half?” asked Vel.



Lilian looked away.



“How do we… proceed here, exactly?” asked Damon.



Lilian walked up to him and set her hands on the hilt of his sword. He didn’t stop her as she gently took it from his fingers. She walked toward the monster with slow steps until she was nearly within the reach of its clawed hands.



She took a harrowing breath and screamed, hacking into the zanyadai with the weapon over and over again, all fury, no technique. Blood coated the blade, her hands, small streaks across her face. She didn’t stop, not even when it became clear that the monster was dead. It was as though Lilian was trying to unmake it from even resembling a living thing, rather than just killing it.



Several minutes passed before she seemed satisfied with her work. A small chunk of shoulder and arm still pinned to the wall by the throwing knife was the largest identifiable remaining part. The rest lay in a pile of gore and shattered bone. Lilian spat on it before taking a few final, heavy breaths, walking unsteadily as she made her way over to hand Damon his sword back.



“You don’t understand,” she muttered as she looked at the rest of them.



“We don’t have to understand,” said Damon. “You have our support, regardless.”



“That thing was… a part of me.” She closed her eyes, looking so young, so much like Vel. A tear-shaped drop of blood clung to one of her cheeks. “The part I
 hated
 . Just because you accept a change within yourself and become used to it… doesn’t always mean it’s for the best.”



Damon pulled a rag out of his traveling pack which Lilian used to clean herself up. He took off his overshirt and gave it to her to wear. Vel had an extra skirt to go with it, though Lilian would still have to make do with bare feet.



“I’m here for you, Lil,” whispered Vel. She held Lilian’s hand and gave her a supportive smile.



“I’m fine,” said Lilian. “Better than fine. I’m me again.”



“If this happened because of the mist, what does that imply about what we came here to do?” asked Ria. “Lilian had this… corruption within her. If the Ocean Klykia produces essence, and it can save someone from such a curse in its condensed form, is the choice to dampen it as wise as it seems?”



It was a good question, one Damon didn’t have an answer for.



“She’s not wrong,” whispered Myr. “It’s a matter of… volatility, more than good and evil. I still think it’s the right course of action, but the choice is yours, Damon.”



He stayed quiet, letting Lilian have another minute to rest and recover.



“We should keep moving,” he said. “We still need to find aesta and the Ocean Klykia.”










CHAPTER 45




 



Damon gave up any lingering hope of maintaining his sense of direction as they continued forward. The corridor remained relatively contained, a single path that twisted and turned and eventually began to slope in a spiral downward, much as how it had in the dungeon’s beginning.



But they weren’t at the beginning, and he knew that no maze, however complex, was without end. As they made their way around the last curve of the spiral, a long, open corridor stretched out ahead of them, lit at the far end by an intensely bright sphere of energy, floating atop an obsidian pillar.



“There,” said Myr, voice trembling. “That’s it. The Ocean Klykia.”



Damon was about to grin and announce the triumph to the others when someone stepped out into the open on the far side of the hallway, moving to stand between them and their goal. Malon’s hair hung loose, unbraided, and her eyes gave off a faint crimson glow.



“…Aesta?” called Damon. He already knew, if not from her appearance, then from that horrible heaviness in his heart.



“The game is over, solas,” she called back. “I let you have your fun for as long as I could. Despite my own reservations, I even joined in. It was naïve of us all to believe that this endeavor was a thing worth pursuing.”



“Aesta, what are you saying?” shouted Vel.



“She is saying whatever Lascivious chooses to have her say!” snapped Ria.



She surged forward, making to sprint down the hallway. Damon got his arms around her shoulders and pulled her back, lifting her off her feet.



“The condensed essence was enough to attract Seffi’s attention,” said Malon. “This is true. She is too far away to affect the passage of events here in person, but through her will, she made the situation clear to me. I don’t wish to cause any harm, but I cannot allow you to meddle with the Ocean Klykia.”



“You bitch!” hissed Ria.



She thrashed, trying to pull free of Damon’s grip. He squeezed her tighter, bringing his mouth in close to her ear.



“This isn’t her!” he said. “Lascivious has taken control. Aesta is being used as her puppet.”



“She took that crest willingly!” shouted Ria. “She made her choices! I warned you of this, Damon, again and again.”



“Leave this place,” called Malon, ignoring their struggle. “Head back onto the ship. I’ll join you in a few hours’ time, and we’ll make the journey home without bloodshed.”



Damon finally managed to pull Ria back. He took a step forward, glancing over his shoulder to make sure Ria wouldn’t charge past him and further complicate the situation.



“No,” he called. “Aesta, you should know by now that I’ve already learned my lesson in making deals with the Forsaken.”



“Solas,” she whispered. “Don’t do this. Don’t throw your life away.”



He took another step forward. “That’s not what she intends by forcing you to make this stand, is it? She’s using you as a hostage. Forcing us to choose between confronting the source of the Forsaken’s power and staying whole as a family.”



“Damon!” shouted Ria. “You can’t face her alone!”



He gritted his teeth and gave her a stern look. “I’m the only one of us who stands any chance. Ria, I know you want to be a part of this but… stay back. You’ll only get in my way.”



It was a hard truth, but one he desperately hoped she could accept. She’d seen Malon use her magic more than enough to understand what she could do in a narrow corridor with so much space separating her from her targets. Damon knew he was the only one who had a chance at matching her strength.



He took another step forward, holding his arms in front of him, primed but unthreatening. He approached his aesta like he might have a startled animal, though the power she could bring to bear was on an altogether different level.



Malon closed her eyes, bowed her head slightly, then glared at him, eyes blazing. She thrust her hand forward, sending a skull-sized ball of fire hurtling down the corridor and straight at his chest.



Damon had plenty of time to make a shield of ice. The fire hissed into a wave of humid steam as the two elements collided and nullified. He wasn’t sure what to make of her apparent restraint. He wanted to think that the real Malon, his aesta, was fighting back from within. It was dangerous to think that.



“Stop with this foolishness,” she called, almost tauntingly. “Turn around. Walk away. Seize your chance to abandon this quest with your life.”



“Tempting,” he said, forcing a smile. “But… I think not.”



He took another step forward, moving his leg slowly, setting his foot down as though testing tile for a hidden trap. The danger which resulted from that step was just as pronounced, if more immediate and obvious.



Malon unleashed a larger fire blast, a full-on body of flame that hissed down the hallway with twice as much speed as the previous. Damon crossed his arms as he formed another ice shield, wincing as he struggled to match the heat with cold. The steam stung his face and forced his eyes closed as it blew over him.



“Damon!” screamed Vel.



“I’m alright.” He blinked his eyes open, aware Malon could have killed him in that moment if she’d truly wanted. Malon, his aesta, or the Red Sorceress… which was he even facing?



“I know it’s you,” he shouted down the corridor. “Not completely. I can see it in your eyes, aesta. Not the glow, but what lies beneath it. Fight her, not me!”



“You can think what you will, solas, but…” She blinked, wincing and clutching a hand to her chest. “…changes nothing. I’m afraid you simply don’t understand as much as you think you do.”



With a wave of her hand, she sent an entire wall of flame charging toward him, the type of attack suited for torching a city, or incinerating a battalion. It was too much for him, impossible to block given how thin he’d have to spread his ice.



He risked a glance over his shoulder. Ria and the others had pulled around the corner to safety. It was just him, his body, that he would need to worry about, but protecting that would still take some doing.



He froze himself in a statuesque shell of ice, ignoring the bite of the cold, the whisper of claustrophobia of being encased so tightly. He still felt the heat of the flames, and the sensation demanded his attention in a way that would have made him scream, had his mouth not been frozen shut.



Steam hissed as the flames passed beyond him. Water and bits of ice dripped from his face and clothing. A loose corner of his undershirt had been partially outside the ice shell and was now smoldering, the smell like burnt hair. He quickly patted it out.



“You fool!” snapped Malon. “Turn back!” Her eyes pulsed red, flickering momentarily. “Please, solas…”



“I can’t,” he said. “We both know that.”



Slowly, Damon drew his sword, haunted by the sound of the naked metal sliding loose from the sheath. It hurt in a way that went beyond anything he could have imagined, a living, waking nightmare.



Malon shook her head, face scrunching up in a manner that mirrored so much of what Damon was feeling, himself. Her hands jerked forward as if drawn by invisible strings, a puppet twitching to its master’s tune.



Flames filled the hallway, an inferno of pain and emotion. Damon clenched his teeth, pushing so much cold and ice that he could hear the echo of Myr gasping with effort. He had to hold that level of power, as though he was forming the shield anew every second, just to survive.



Blisters bubbled across his palm and knuckles. He shut his eyes, the heat too much for them, though he doubted he would have seen much even if he’d forced them open. He took another step forward, despite the intensity of the objections coming from every exposed inch of his skin.



And then, he was through to the other side, no more than a stride away from her, sword still at the ready. He lifted his arm, staring into those familiar, yet unfamiliar eyes. She lifted her hand, wisps of condensed essence swirling to do her bidding as she readied another spell.



Damon knew how fast she was, how quick it would be over. He pulled his weapon back, aching in the face of what he knew must come next. He opened his hand and let the blade clatter to the stone just as his aesta cast her spell.



I won’t fight you, aesta. I love you too much. If you have to kill me, so be it.



The moment stretched into a dreamy, indecisive haze. Tufts of fire formed around Malon’s hand, the first stirring of what would surely be fire on a level above anything she’d previously released. Her mouth fell open, as though she couldn’t believe what she was watching herself do. Damon gave her a small, forgiving nod.



Malon gasped, yanking her hand up at the last possible instant. Fire shot upward, though much of the spell’s force was already lost in the face of her waning focus. Damon hurled himself forward, arms outstretched, and hugged her.



“Aesta,” he said. “I’m right here.”



She seized and trembled within his arms. She brought her mouth down on his shoulder, biting into it like a soldier might bite a piece of leather under the pain of a surgeon’s saw. Damon held her tight, as though his arms could protect her from the world. From herself, if need be.



He heard footsteps, but he was still caught off guard when another set of arms wrapped around the two of them, and then another. Vel and Ria were hugging him and Malon with just as much fear and concern. They were both crying, breathing raggedly, emotions pooling and overflowing.



“We’re here, aesta,” said Vel.



“All of us,” said Ria. “Aesta.”



“Damon!” cried Myr. “The Ocean Klykia! Do it now!”



He gently extricated himself from his family, hoping they could manage without him for a minute. “Do what?”



“Ice!” cried Myr, her voice verging on a screech. “Cover it with ice!”



He was skeptical, to the say the least, but she could have told him to take a piss on the glowing sphere that was the Ocean Klykia and he would have believed her. Trust was a pathway in moments of crisis.



The sphere was hard to look directly at, like the sun on a clear summer day, and it emitted a constant, low hum of power. Damon channeled ice around it, feeling, more than observing what he was doing. Myr whispered advice in his ear, though it was vague and somewhat unhelpful.



“More,” she whispered. “A little deeper. Almost… There!”



There was a loud crack like splitting timber accompanied by a flash of bright light, and a naked woman was suddenly on the ground in front of him. The Ocean Klykia let out a soft hiss like a recently quenched fire, giving off only a dim light compared to a moment earlier.



“What just happened?” he muttered.



The woman groaned and sat up. She had blue hair and mostly familiar features. It was Myr, except Myr in human form, rather than as an ice elemental, pale skinned and youthful.



“It worked!” Myr started laughing and rolled around on the stone floor like a girl in a pile of leaves. “I have a body!”



“Um… Who is that?” asked Vel. “And why is she naked?”



“Two naked, reborn women in one day,” muttered Damon. “If this keeps up, I’m going to start running out of clothing.”



He took his undershirt of and handed it to her, though she seemed completely unconcerned by her exposed state. Damon flexed his hands, attempting a quick test to see if he could still use his magic. Nothing.



“Solas.” Malon was sitting on the floor, and she brushed a few strands of hair from her face. “You did it.”



She gave a smile, small and knowing, full of wonder and love. Damon walked over and crouched down in front of her.



“You’re… sure?” he said. “My magic seems to be dampened, but is your crest…?”



“Look for yourself.” She turned around, lifting up her tunic to reveal her lower back. Lascivious’s crest, which had once looked like a surreal tattoo, shiny and smooth, was now closer to a faded scar. He traced a finger over it, causing Malon to suck in a breath and arch her back.



“Your hand is cold,” she said.



“Well, some things never change,” he said, grinning.



Vel and Lilian were helping Myr up and figuring out how to best parcel out their clothing to cover everyone. Ria watched Damon and Malon, brow scrunched up into a suspicious furrow.



“We have done it, then?” said Ria. “This feels… simpler than the final conflict I was expecting.”



“We didn’t set out in search of a fight,” said Damon. “If we had… Where would we be right now? We won through love and trust, as a family, rather than through fighting and weapons. It might not be as climactic as what you envisioned, Ria, but to me it feels…”



He shrugged, searching for the right words.



“It feels fitting, for us,” Malon finished for him. “I agree, solas.”



Damon put an arm around her. Lilian and Vel brought Myr, now clad in Damon’s undershirt and possibly Vel’s girlshorts, over to the two of them.



“You did so well, Damon,” said Myr, flashing a surprisingly dimpled smile.



“Thanks. We did it together, though.” He reached out to shake her hand, which felt small within his. “What’ll you do now?”



“To be honest, I never expected that this would actually happen,” said Myr, shaking her head. “I have no real plan for what comes next.”



“Come with us, then,” suggested Vel.



“I also think that’s a fine idea,” said Lilian. “I suppose the two of us share a birthday, of sorts. I’m still considering what I’ll do with my newfound humanity.”



“Hold on…” said Damon. “If I can’t use my magic, how, exactly, are we going to get past the lava blocking the pathway out?”



He felt several sets of eyes lock onto him in response to his rather troubling question.



“That was a side effect of the Ocean Klykia,” said Myr. “Do you truly think I would have led you through this only to be trapped forever? It won’t be the only effect that the dampening will have on the world.”



“No, it will not,” said Ria quietly. “Much has changed for everyone, with this. The revenants… they will truly be gone from Veridan’s Curve and the Malagantyan?”



“Not as much gone as, well, defeated,” said Myr. “I’d say dead, but by most definitions, they were already dead. Someone will still have to clean up the bodies.”



“Better cleaning up the bodies of monsters than the bodies of innocent men and women,” said Damon.



“If that truly is so, I suppose I will help my people resettle our lands,” said Ria. “In time. I think I deserve some time to rest. Would you not agree, husband?”



Damon grinned and put his other arm around her, drawing her close. “Whole heartedly.”



He looked from Malon on his other side, head leaned against his shoulder, to Ria, with his matridai marks on her face, to Vel and Lilian and Myr, the three of them whispering like teenage girls in an expensive marketplace.



“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go home.”










CHAPTER 46




 



Damon drove the last nail into the upper hinge of the inn’s front door, listening to the way the tiny bit of metal vibrated with increasing pitch, hit by hit, until it was flush against the wood.



He took a step back, admiring several months’ worth of hard work, now nearing completion. They would still need to fill in the windows, likely with wooden shutters rather than glass, to start.



The Travel’s End Inn
 was no more than a good stone’s throw from Malon’s tower, just around the other side of the lake. Near enough for the two buildings to share a firewood pile, though he’d need to rebuild the shed in a spot to make that entirely practical.



“We have a door?” Lilian stuck her head out from one of the open window frames.



“We have a door,” he confirmed.



Appreciative noises came from within the empty, still unfinished structure. Myr was helping Lilian sweep the floor, which had collected a few fall leaves over the course of the past week or so. Myr ran over to the same window, thrusting her head out alongside Lilian’s with some creative placement.



“Does this mean I’ll finally have my own room?” she asked. She’d cut her blue hair short, and there was something still distinctly wintery about it, locks hanging like the first tiny icicles along the edge of a roof.



“You both will,” said Damon. “Though it goes without saying that you’re still welcome to share mine.”



He was joking, but also quite serious. Though in truth, more often it was Ria or Vel, sometimes Malon, who he found himself bedding down with overnight. Not that he didn’t share such intimacy with Myr and Lilian. He’d found time for each of them, within the unfinished inn, no less, over just the past week.



It was more that both women, newly restored to their bodies and their humanity, were most interested in humbler sensations. The feeling of the rising sun kissing their skin. The taste of fresh fruit, or roasted boar. The subtle intoxication from a glass of wine, or the not-so-subtle inebriation of a couple.



Damon always smiled when he caught them in those moments, luxuriating in the way it brought him back to the simple joys of life.



“I’m looking forward to when we start accepting our first patrons,” said Lilian. “I haven’t had a job in… well, I suppose more than five years now, in truth. Money isn’t all that useful in a monster’s hands.”



She looked down at her palms. Damon reached out, letting his own hands cover them.



“I’m sure it won’t be too long,” he said. “With Veridan’s Curve and the Malagantyan safe again and the land regaining its fertility, there are more settlers coming this way every week.”



He also had an abundance of money with which to pay her. When they’d finally reached the end of their sea voyage and docked
 The Reunion
 off the coast of Silke, Lady Governor Kastet had presented them with the option of leasing the ship to the city instead of letting it sit uselessly in the harbor. Damon had worked her offer up to what he considered to be a reasonable rate.



They had more money than they could realistically spend, but with that said, when he’d brought up the idea of building an inn, the others had taken to it immediately. They all still had fond memories of their time running
 The Rosewood Inn
 , the feeling of closeness and community that had come along with it.



“I’ve always wondered how you properly screen travelers before letting them into an inn,” said Myr. “What happens if a skinwalker tries to rent a room? Or a clayshifter?”



Damon chuckled and shared a smile with Lilian.



“That wasn’t much of an issue even before we dampened the Ocean Klykia, Myr,” he said. “I think you might be a few centuries out of date on the local monster varieties.”



“I suppose…” She tipped forward out of the window, cartwheeling through it with impressive skill. “Though you should make the doorhandle out of silver, just to be safe. Obviously.”



“Obviously
 ,” said Lilian.



“I’m serious!”



Myr dove back through the window, and Damon heard Lilian laughing as they started rolling across the empty inn’s common room floor. He’d come about them doing a different kind of wrestling on that same floor a few days earlier. They really had grown close.



He looked up to see Ria on horseback, blackwood spear held tight in one hand, making her way across the clearing at an even trot. There was little need for her patrols with the revenants gone, as well as her bodyguards, who now devoted their time more directly to helping the havens resettle, but old habits were hard to break. Damon knew that better than most.



“How’s the forest looking today?” he called.



She hopped down, leaning her spear against the inn’s outer wall. “Quiet. I see you have begun putting the finishing touches on the inn?”



“Just the windows left, along with interior furnishings. I wouldn’t be surprised if we could start accepting patrons by the end of this upcoming month.”



“That is good to hear,” she said. “We shall finally have the free time needed to adventure abroad. It is tradition, among the Rem, for a newly bonded couple.”



“And I’m looking forward to it,” he said, pulling her close.



“As much as I am, husband?” She smirked, playfully dodging a kiss onto her cheek. “I wonder about that…”



“Let’s go on a walk tonight,” he said. “I’ll give you a preview of what I have in mind for the trip.”



“Perhaps you do share my eagerness.” She held his gaze, still favoring him with that smirk that he both loved and hated.



He pushed her gently on the shoulders, setting her back to the inn’s wall with a soft thud, and then gave her a ravishing kiss. She let out a soft moan, only pushing him away when Lilian and Myr’s whispering became too obvious for them to ignore.



“Tonight, husband,” she said. “I still have ground to cover.”



She ran her hand up his back, gently caressing the muscles of his shoulder through his shirt. Damon stepped back, turning around and walking off to hide his excitement from Lilian and Myr’s spying eyes.



He headed into the tower. The common room was empty, though a delicious smelling pot bubbled over the fire in the hearth. Vel’s handiwork, no doubt. She’d taken to cooking more and more whenever their aesta was away, which was a frequent occurrence in recent days.



It spoke much about the renewed state of the world that Malon was able to travel on her own, without the magic of her crest to protect her. More often than not, she was off visiting Seffi, Lascivious, though calling her that now to her face would feel like outright mockery.



Seffi had barely managed to bring Veridas Keep back down into its original foundation after Damon had dampened the Ocean Klykia and removed essence-based magic from their region of the world. She’d been understandably upset over the change.



He still remembered the temper tantrum she’d thrown upon finally catching up to them at the tower, the screeching, the door slamming. Most of all the way Malon had calmly rebuked her, that effortless authority, as though she’d been waiting for that day for a very long time.



Seffi had stayed with them at the tower for a few days, long enough for it to become clear to both her and everyone else that she needed to live like a teenager, away from her aesta, with room for self-discovery. Malon had brought her to Silke, and after a small amount of discussion with Kastet, Seffi had been given a role as a lady-in-waiting within Redpane Tower.



Lascivious, as a lady-in-waiting. Damon supposed he’d witnessed stranger turns of events, but he was hard pressed to think of any off the top of his head. He found himself drawing parallels to Vel’s situation, but aside from a fair amount of teenage dramatics that she’d shared at a similar age, they were fundamentally different people.



“Damon?” called Vel, from upstairs. “Is that you?”



“No, it’s a wandering bandit, here for loot and plunder.”



“Loot and plunder, you say?” She grinned as she came down the steps. “I suppose we may be able to work out a compromise. I need you as a taste tester, first.”



She led him over to the pot by the hand. She’d taken to braiding her hair, along with wearing an apron that she’d sewn herself, which had the effect of making her look so much like their aesta, in spirit if not by inherited physical features.



She plunged a wooden spoon into the pot and made a rolling circle with her hand. Damon opened his mouth and allowed her to feed him the steaming bite.



“Well?” she asked, eyes searching for approval.



“Hot,” he said. “But tasty.”



Scalding hot. He felt a burned patch on his tongue as he swallowed, but the flavor more than made up for it. She was using up the rest of the salted pork from the boar Ria had hunted the previous week, and the stew brought out the cured meat’s potential.



“It’s just about done, I think,” said Vel.



“Really?” Damon sidled up behind her as she leaned forward toward the fire. “I thought it could use another few minutes.”



She let out a soft sigh as he pulled her petite body in to meet his. The crush of her butt against his crotch was enough to stir his hunger for something other than food, but just as available for the sampling.



“If it was
 only
 a few minutes, we might get away with it,” she whispered.



“I can be quick.”



“Would you be quick, Damon?” She turned around in his embrace. “Truthfully?”



He opened his mouth to say yes and saw the gleam she had in her eyes. It was shaping up to be a busy night. She snuck a quick kiss and pushed him toward the door.



“Call the others,” she said. “It’s time for dinner.”



 



***



 



Damon settled down around the common table with Ria, Vel, Myr, and Lilian. Everyone was smiling, and not without reason. Two bottles of wine were set out at the table, which was a rarity, given the speed they expended the stores of their wine shelf each time they resupplied it.



“What’s the occasion?” he asked Vel.



“The inn,” she said. “It’s so near to being finished. In fact, I prepared this stew as a refresher on the sorts of things we’ll be serving once we start taking in patrons.”



“You plan on being in the kitchen instead of serving this time around, Velanor?” asked Ria.



Vel shrugged. “It’s not as though we’re lacking hands. I might prefer to be in front of the hearth sometimes, rather than on my feet.”



“Are you pregnant?” asked Myr.



Vel dropped her spoon. “What? No! What would give you that idea? Why would you even… ask such a question?”



She was blushing, but Damon knew that she was sincere. Vel wasn’t the type to keep a secret like that. He grinned at her embarrassment, but also the slightly awkward expression on Myr’s face. Her time serving as a sword enchantment had certainly taken her social graces in a… creative direction.



“Oh!” said Myr. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend. I was just asking because I know you and Damon have a lot of—”



“Myr,” said Damon. “Have some wine.”



He poured her a glass, followed by everyone else at the table, including himself. The food was delicious. The wine, exquisite. The company, however, was unmatchable.



There was a soft creak of hinges as the tower’s front door opened. Malon stepped into the common room, traveling bag sliding off tired shoulders to drop to the floor. Everyone greeted her all at once, and Damon stood to pull her into a hug.



“Aesta,” he said. “You’re back early! We weren’t expecting you for another day, at least.”



“Yes, well, I ran into a… surprise.” She pulled back, cupping his cheek and smiling. “One which compelled me to return a little early.”



She looked over shoulder. Damon saw a small child, a little girl, stride forward in the sun’s dimming light. Her hair was raven dark, but her eyes were bright blue. Azure, almost.



The little girl grinned up at him. Malon squeezed his shoulder, smiling knowingly.



“She found Seffi,” said Malon. “The two of them were arguing like sisters when I arrived at Redpane Tower to visit. It’s no wonder there was so much drama between them in times past, all things considered.”



Damon leaned forward, shaking his head in disbelief. “…Clara? I thought you said you’d be a little older when we next met.”



“My memories came on in a furious deluge, this time around,” she said. “Worry not. I’m only here to make you aware that I’m still alive. Oh, and to do this.”



She reared forward in a sudden rush, slamming her little foot up to kick him squarely in the loins. Damon grimaced and fell to one knee. It hadn’t been a hard kick, delivered by a child’s leg, as it were, but it still hurt.



“Rovahn’s… actual balls,” he coughed. “What was that for?”



“You have the gall to steal my powers from me and ask why I’m upset?” Clara shouted back. “I was immortal, and now I’m a child!”



“Clara!” said Malon. “That sort of outburst is not appropriate for a young lady. Apologize to solas.”



Clara whirled on Malon, glaring as she opened her mouth, and then hesitated. Damon marveled at how his aesta did that tone of voice so effortlessly, chastising and stern and a little scary all at once.



“I…” Clara paused, clearing her throat. “I suppose I shouldn’t have been violent with you like that. Especially given how much larger you are than I am, and how you have killed me once before.”



“Because you begged me to,” he said. He rubbed his chin, thinking back to that moment. “I suppose I won’t be taking your crest, after all.”



Clara sighed. “It seems you managed to hold out until the end. You should consider yourself lucky.”



“Trust me, I’m aware of how lucky I am.” He grinned and tousled her hair, which earned him a glare that would have been terrifying from Wrath but was a fair bit closer to hilarious coming from this little girl.



Vel pulled another chair up to the table and, after seeing how low Clara sat in it, added a pillow to bring her up to a comfortable level. Damon stood with Malon for another minute, holding her and kissing her and listening to her talk about the journey.



“It’s so good to be back,” she said.



“It’s good to have you back,” he said.



“I wasn’t sure whether I was doing the right thing by bringing Clara here.” Malon ran a hand across his cheek. “It isn’t too weird for you, is it, solas?”



“No,” he said, glancing at the spirited little girl at the table. “I’m glad you did. I wondered what had happened to her, and if she was well.”



“She was an orphan in Silke,” said Malon. “Out of choice, mind you. I thought she might spend a few months, perhaps a year here, and then we’d see about getting her into school.”



“You think she needs it?”



“For socialization, yes, absolutely.”



Damon chuckled and nodded, taking another look at the way Clara was actively glaring at Vel and Lilian as they fawned over her.



“With any luck, she’ll grow up to live a relatively normal life,” he said. “I think she stands a good shot at finding happiness.”



“No doubt,” said Malon, with a sigh. She rested her head against his shoulder. “It would seem happiness is in abundance here, these days.”



Damon kissed her on the head and tightened his hug. Laughter came from the table as Ria pulled one of the wine glasses out of Clara’s reach. The wind whistled as it cut across the open front door. He took the handle and gently pulled it shut.



He was home, and he was content.



 



THE END
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Q AND A WITH ANYA




 



Is this the last Sin and Soil book?



Probably. At least for the time being. I’m not always lucky enough to be in a position to give my book series a solid finish (apologies Winter Spire fans), but in this case, I was. I told the story that I wanted to tell, and barring any new creative inspiration, I’m going to let the characters have their happy ending.



 



Are you going to continue writing?



Yes! My next series,
 
Domestic Decay

 , is already
 
live for preorder

 . It comes out July 1
 st
 . The story focuses on Will “Lockpick” Sorling, a former teenage superhero turned supervillain who comes home to his super-family after serving a prison sentence.



Jessica (Relic), the beautiful blonde homemaker who moonlights as one of the most famous and idolized heroes in America. Rue (Webcam), a young, moody college student who has found an interesting way to capitalize on her power. Avery (Kestrel), the fiery probation officer with demons of her own and a vested interest in keeping Will out of trouble.



 



What happened to XXXX book and are you going to put it up somewhere else?



I’m still working on getting more books from my back catalog available elsewhere. It’s going more slowly than anticipated because many of them need more editing than I can easily make time for. Still working on it.



 



Are you on Twitter/Facebook/Discord/Tiktok?



Nope. I am, unfortunately, allergic to the stuff. But, if you’re interested in hearing about by books as soon as they’re published,
 
click here

 to sign up for my mailing list. For questions, comments, and general feedback, shoot me an email at
 
anyamerchant@hotmail.com

 .



 



As always, thanks for reading. I really couldn’t have kept Sin and Soil going for as long as I did without your support. Every review helps, every email of encouragement motivates me to churn out more words. My hope is to continue creating sexy adventures for you all far into the future.



 



Anya Merchant
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