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This young woman was strong... and he shouldn’t deny her any bit of that strength by insisting she lean on him. Her young man, however... 



Damien looked up and was unsurprised to see how grim Angelos looked. But if the boy took away any of Alanna’s strength when she was so vulnerable...


“I would ask for permission to call Lord Aldred out in a duel,” Angelos said, just as Damien had feared, “but it’s not my place. Not yet – and... not ever unless Alanna wants it done and chooses not to do it herself.”


Damien reached his Healer’s sense out to deal with the problem. Indigestion – or even food poisoning – shouldn’t take more than a moment to fix. Though they’d all been eating the same things, and Adam’s iron stomach really shouldn’t have been the first to react if there were an issue with improper preparation. 



Damien focused again on Alanna. “Do you want to call him out yourself, Alanna? As Adam says, Aldred is too old and... canny... to accept a duel personally. And I’m going to make sure – damned sure – that he knows he can’t turn to anyone sworn to me or Genevieve to serve that role. Likely he can find someone...”


“And I would stand for you,” the King found himself saying grimly. “Assuming you chose not to do it yourself, nor had someone else you preferred.”



Adam snorted as Alanna – and Angelos – gave Damien a startled look. “And by he’ll do it, he means I will. Since it’s a Champion’s job to stand for his king in duels. As I thought we established clearly a few months ago.”
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A note to sensitive souls:




Damien had to face true evil when he was kidnapped by Azella the Unpitying. His control - and understanding - of his magickal Power also grew tremendously. But in order to achieve that growth and learn what he needed to protect Ilseador (and the people he loves) he had to do - and be - things that don’t fit with his view of what kind of a person he is... or should be.






Now he needs to figure out how to move forwards from that - and somehow let himself believe that he is not going to follow in his grandfather’s footsteps. 





And there are other dark remnants of Reginald the Ruthless’ reign that Damien is going to need to deal with if he hopes to create a more just Ilseador for future generations... Ones that have the potential to break his heart - if not break him as well.







Proceed with caution...
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     Chapter ONE 
 
 Never Too Early or Too Old 





   MORNING AT CLOUDCROFT DAWNED all too early for Damien.



    It  was, as Adam had noted, foggy out. Lord Aldred claimed that in all the
    years  he’d come up here
    
        (though the old man had avoided Cloudcroft for the most  part, according
        to his own admissions, so how much did that actually mean  anyways?)
    
    he’d never seen fog up here before. Aldred suggested that the  unusual
    change had to do with the new streams that Damien had brought up to  water
    the high mountain-valley.



    After  breakfast, Sir Angelos requested that the King and Champion meet with
    a few of  their Guards in the hearthroom. That ‘few’ turned out to be the
    entire local  complement of the Secret Cadre as well as a couple of the more
    senior knights –  Mikal and Rodney. More senior... though none of
    the Royal Guards were  even close to Damien in age.



    The  young Second-to-be also asked his King to set magickal wards once they
    were all  assembled.



    Curious,  Damien did so, then nodded to Angelos when he was done. “So,
    what’s the  problem?’



    The  young man – the youngest in the room by at least a year at minimum –
    glanced at  Alanna. The commander of the Secret Cadre – of all of
    Damien and Adam’s  Royal Guards in this place – had her arms wrapped around
    herself and a distant  look in her eyes, and didn’t seem to notice his
    worry.



    Angelos  swallowed hard, and looked back at Damien, clearly girding himself
    to say  something he didn’t think his king would approve. His king... or his
    cousin?  Which hat did he expect Damien to wear just now?



    “Your  Majesty, if you’re going to be gone for more than a couple of days, I
    would  like to request permission to have the ladies returned to Castle
    Stellarine.”



    Ah.  Maybe it wasn’t Damien’s disapproval that concerned Angelos,
    but Adam’s.



    Lady  Emily looked startled at the young knight’s request and Miss Tasha
    looked  relieved...



    But  Alanna barely seemed to have noticed that he’d spoken.



    Master  Derrick and Lord Lewis exchanged a speaking sort of look. Mik and
    Rodney gave  small nods.



    “I  don’t know how long this” whatever  this  turned out to be
    “will  take... Adam”? The King turned to his Champion.



    “About  a day-and-a-half ride is my guess,” Adam supplied helpfully, then
    added less  helpfully, “from the map.”



    Damien  suppressed the urge to roll his eyes at the notion that all those
    chicken-scratches constituted a map. He’d had that ‘discussion’
    with  Adam last night – and for the last two weeks. But right now was not
    the time to  continue it.



    Clearly  there was something serious going on.



    “That  suggests we’ll be gone a minimum of four days then,” he interpreted.
    “I imagine  we’ll be given more detailed instructions when we get to...
    whatever-it-is.”



    
        Damn  the ‘Province-Manifest’ for not giving them more explicit
        directions.
    



    He  looked around, meeting everyone’s eyes but Alanna’s, and ending with
    Angelos.



    “If  that’s too long for you to wait, I’d like to know why. We brought up
    sufficient  supplies, I thought, and no one seems to be handling the
    altitude poorly...?”



    Not  according to Damien’s Healing sense anyways. He’d been fixing the small
    troubles that did arise when they started traveling higher faster than some
    people’s bodies could adjust – humans and horses both. Encouraging their
    bodies  to adjust what kind of blood they made being the primary change that
    they  needed, and a very simple one since the body knew what to do and just
    hadn’t  moved fast enough to do it.



    Angelos  avoided looking around at the rest for encouragement. It looked
    less like the  young man was their elected spokesman and more that he had
    come up with this  idea on his own and was hoping he would be backed up.
    Either way, he kept his  dark eyes on Damien.



    “I  don’t want to speak ill of... anyone, Your Majesty. However, in my
    
        considered  opinion,
    
    it would be best for everyone if a number of us escorted the  ladies back
    down. Perhaps all of the Secret Cadre and a couple of knights? For,  um,
    appearances?”



    And  now he did look around a little anxiously.



    Master  Derrick – the former Rebel captain and current apparent Court dandy
    – folded  his arms and nodded. “A good thought, Angelos. If the entire
    Secret Cadre – His  Majesty’s traveling Court, as it were – goes down
    together, that’s a bit more  subtle.”



    Lady  Emily gave a quick, sharp nod. “If I’d known you planned to leave us
    here  without you, I’d have suggested doing this when we were all
    down at the  castle, Your Majesty.”



    Damien  looked around as the other Guards – except Alanna – all nodded. Adam
    seemed as  baffled as he was himself.



    “We  shouldn’t all go down,” Alanna said in a tone as distant as her eyes.
    “It’s not  fair to Lady Ciriis.”



    “Ciriis chose this,” Lady Emily said in a rather unsympathetic
    tone. “And she wouldn’t wish it on any of us.”



    Tasha  shivered, and Sir Rodney put a rather big-brotherly arm around her.



    “I’d like to go down, please, Your Majesty.”



    “I’m  sorry,” the King said. He tried to make his voice as kind as possible.
    Kind and baffled, but he didn’t have to work to inject the latter
    sentiment. “I  feel like I’m missing something. Can one of you please
    explain?”



    Angelos  lifted his chin as the others looked to him. “Your Majesty–”



    Damien  waved the title aside. “That’s too cumbersome for this... whatever
    this is. Just names, Angelos. You’re all family or the next-thing
    to family for me,  as you know. And it’s not like I have so much family that
    I’d disregard what  any of you have to– What... what did I say?”



    He  broke off, because Tasha wasn’t quite crying into Rodney’s
    shoulder, and  Angelos had abandoned his central position to step near to –
    but not touching –  Alanna. The others just looked grim or abashed.



    “It’s  Aldred, isn’t it?” Adam asked in a tone of revelation. “What
    happened?”



    “He  slapped Tasha as she was helping us move rocks,” Rodney said, his tone
    grim and  protective.



    “On  the rear,” Tasha clarified, sounding somewhere between weepy
    and  indignant. “And hard. It hurt. And I didn’t do
    anything to  encourage him, Sir Adam, I swear!”



    “She  didn’t,” Emily agreed. Her lips were pursed with unhappiness. “Neither
    did I. He put an arm around me when I was coming down from
    helping Ciriis  with the baby and fondled my breast. And said that he was so
    pleased that we were staying a few days.”



    “Of  course you didn’t,” Adam told them firmly. “Neither of you. That would
    never  have been in doubt.”



    Damien  was looking at the young woman who was Second-in-Command of all of
    his Royal  Guards – and Commander of the Secret Cadre. “Alanna? Did Lord
    Aldred touch  you... inappropriately... as well?”



    She  shook her head mutely, but still wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes.



    “They  can all defend themselves, Damien, Adam,” Lord Lewis said quietly,
    “but if they  do, there’s a chance Lord Aldred will be injured. And none of
    us are anything  but the younger sons and daughters of very minor nobility.”



    And  Aldred was a former duke and the father of the Queen. A Hero of the
    Realm in  the eyes of most people, for having founded the Rebellion – though
    that was... complicated for obvious reasons for the King. A hero
    certainly for all the old man had  endured at the hands of Lord Prydeen and
    Harald of Siovale.



    And  a second father to Damien, who had lost his own so young, not to
    mention his  mentor in the art of ruling.



    “I’ve  been through this sort of thing before,” Lady Emily said unhappily.
    “The longer  we stay, the bolder he’ll get. And if he’s willing to go this
    far with you both right here...”



    She  shook her head. “None of us want to be the one who has to explain to
    the Queen  what happened. What... will happen. Nor lose our position
    in your  Guards.”



    “No,  I can see that...” Damien found he had to sit down. “I’m sorry. I’m...
    so sorry,  all of you. This should never have happened...”



    He  felt chilled to his core. Adam eyed him with concern, his own expression
    grim  and sickened.



    Lady  Emily shrugged. She seemed to be finding her center now that she was
    assured of  her King’s support. Of his belief.



    “It’s  a thing that does, Your– Damien. Things are better with you
    as king, but  people’s ways take time to change. And it wasn’t as if Alanna
    and I didn’t  already know what Lord Aldred was like. We both served under
    him in the  Rebellion after all.” Emily winced. “That... just makes it all
    sound even  worse, I’m afraid.”



    Alanna’s  incredulous gaze flickered over to her friend before she dropped
    back into that  vague, distant expression. Apparently, it hadn’t been
    
        Ciriis
    
    that she’d  been edging away from at dinner last night.



    “We’ve  tried to run some interference,” Derrick admitted. “But Cloudcroft
    is just too  small.”



    “And  you’re really the only one who can tell him to stop and make it stick,
    um,  Damien,” Lewis added. He glanced at Adam. “I’m not sure he’d even
    listen to the  Captain.”



    Damien  felt... very cold inside. The stories Count Marsham of
    Farivera had  recounted when he and Adam had visited the Restored Lost
    County... what Aldred  had implied when they’d spoken last night... Damien
    must have been lying to  himself to imagine that all of Aldred’s trysts had
    been consensual.



    Or  even if they had been in the sense that Aldred had never been refused...
    How  many women would have ever dared to say ‘no’ to the Ducal-Prince of
    Elaarwen?



    Or  later, to the Duke? Had Damien really been so naïve as to imagine that
    the  leopard would change its spots just because a priestess had spoken
    oaths of  marriage over him? After last night’s discussion, it was all too
    easy to see  that Aldred had only become more... blunt, for lack of
    a better term, in  his old age.



    It  was Damien’s duty to make sure that those situations that were past –
    stayed in the past. He might be a Healer, but this was a task for a
    King.



    Damien  looked at Sir Mikal. “Mik, if... the ladies are gone from here, do
    you think  our men will find themselves importuned? Would you feel
    safe?”



    Sir  Mikal blushed a little. He was one of the several Royal Guards who had,
    passingly offered to share Damien’s bed during one of Genevieve’s long
    absences, so the King guessed that Mik might be more alert to such nuances.



    Hopefully nuances. Tasha’s and Emily’s stories suggested that
    
        nuance
    
    might  only mean to Aldred disguising his behavior in front of his naïve
    son-in-law.  And Genevieve.



    Tasha’s  and Emily’s stories... and Alanna’s silence.



    “I  think we’ll be fine, Yo– Damien. They seem pretty easygoing about such
    things  here in Elaarwen, but I’ve never heard any stories that Lord Aldred
    is  interested in boys. In... men.” Mikal hesitated. “There’s one of the
    men-of-all-work who might be.”



    He  glanced at Lord Lewis and blushed brighter. The former Rebel rolled his
    eyes,  but nodded fairly easily in agreement. Mikal sidled a step closer to
    Lewis, and  then a second when the older man gave him a slight smile.



    Well,  that was... rather more information than Damien had thought he was
    asking for.



    But  Mikal’s phrasing made it clear that there were ‘stories’ about
    Aldred’s  interest in women or girls. Ones that had never made it to
    Damien’s ears –  though he’d paid a great deal less attention to gossip
    since he was crowned.  And they would have had to be outré tales indeed to
    have been remembered at Court  in his grandfather’s day when so many other,
    darker, things were available to  be whispered over and the Duke’s Rebellion
    was of more immediate interest.



    “All  the rest of the people here, saving Ciriis and Lord Aldred, seem
    paired up and  happy,” Derrick clarified. “And there’s no one else any of
    us couldn’t  say ‘no’ to – politely or... less politely if
    need be.”



    Dear  Gods, was Derrick suggesting that Ciriis would make things
    difficult for  the men who stayed? Surely not.



    She’d  been... insistent, but not abusively so as Damien’s first lover. Had let the almost-too-young prince that he’d been at the time alone when he’d rejected her
    advances after the  first blush of... interest had worn off and
    he’d remembered that it  wasn’t Ciriis that his heart longed for...
    No matter how good it had  felt to make love with her...



    Gods...  what sad state they had all come to if he was having to wonder...



    “Thank  you, Angelos,” Adam said firmly as Damien’s attention wavered. “All
    of you.  Thank you for bringing this to our attention.”



    “And  of course you may go,” the King recalled himself to the moment.
    “Angelos, I’ll  leave it up to you – no.” Damien stopped himself and made
    the decision. “No. You should go down.”



    He  looked around at all the obvious and less-obvious pairings of his people
    in the  room and sighed heavily. “All right. All of you should go
    down. So, whom  should be left in charge here to wait for me and Adam?”



    Sir  Rodney grinned at that. “I could stay. Tasha’s like a little
    sister to  me, but there’s no reason I have to go back down with
    her. Neither of us  is going to languish like Mik and Lew would do.
    Or like Mik would  anyways.” He took Sir Mikal’s quickly covered
    look of outrage as his due,  blowing a kiss back at the younger man. Lord
    Lewis lifted an eyebrow, but  didn’t interfere in the fairly-comfortable
    jesting.



    The  silly by-play broke a bit of the tension.



    Adam  gave a rather forced chuckle. “We’ll do it that way, then. Angelos,
    Mikal,  Alanna, Emily, Tasha, Derrick, and Lew will return to Castle
    Stellarine. Rodney  will command the rest of the knights and they’ll stay
    here and keep working on  that barn.”



    Rodney  groaned appropriately, but Tasha looked distressed. “I don’t want
    the boys  thinking I’m shirking labor.”



    Adam  shook his head. “The Royal Guards and the Secret Cadre are supposed to
    look out  for each other. This isn’t a safe place for you ladies, and we’re
    looking for  the most discreet way to get the three of you out of here. If
    any of the boys gives you trouble about shirking, you let me know.”



    Angelos  gave him a wry look. “I think they’re supposed to let Sir Tim know,
    now, sir.  And Lady Aryllis. And in their absence, me and Alanna, I
    suppose.”



    He  looked worriedly at the still-silent Alanna.



    “Of  course, Angelos,” Adam said sardonically. “And all of you boys
    were supposed to go cry on the shoulders of your training masters.
    Supposedly, all  that the Captain of the Royal Guard has to do with
    the training of the pages  and squires is the paperwork. And yet I had at
    least one of you in my office  every single day.”



    All  three younger knights flushed at that, to Damien’s slight amusement, so
    presumably they had all been among that number.



    “Off  you go, lads and lasses,” Adam said with a snort. “You’ve packing to
    do, I  imagine. Don’t stint yourself on rations for the trip back; we
    brought up  enough to cover our own stay and then some, and you’re taking
    hungry mouths  away from Cloudcroft. We’ll see you off before we go, so
    there’s no confusion,  and we want to get as early a start as
    possible now that His Majesty has  deigned to rise.”



    He  gave Damien, who was famous with their Guards for keeping odd hours, a
    rather  significant look. There were some snickers, and then a chorus of
    “aye, sirs”  and the others all began to leave the hearthroom.
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     Chapter TWO 
 
 A Story of Strength and Survival 





   “ALANNA,  ANGELOS, PLEASE STAY a moment,” Damien said, rising from his chair
    – Aldred’s  chair – when they would have been among the last to file out.



    The  pair waited, Angelos made sure the door was solidly closed before
    turning back  to face his king and his former commander. It was clear that
    he was trying not  to hover protectively over Alanna... That he wasn’t sure
    if the former Rebel  fighter would appreciate such cozening from a man so
    much younger than herself,  no matter what promises they had given each
    other so tentatively in recent  days.



    Damien  left Adam standing by the hearth, and stepped across the room to
    offer Alanna  his hands. “Milady? Are you ready to speak? Or should I leave
    you to talk to  your fellow ladies?”



    The  young woman looked up and met his eyes at last. Her grey-green ones
    were dull  and flat, the usual fierce golden sparkles entirely gone. Damien
    had never even  noticed those sparkles until now, when it was their absence
    that he noted.



    He  waited a beat. Two. Three.



    Angelos,  just a step away, seemed to be holding his breath.



    “Always  your choice, Alanna,” Damien said gently when she stayed silent.
    “But if  there’s something I should know... before...” He
    hesitated, “before I talk to Aldred?”



    A  little life came back into her eyes at that, but it wasn’t relief or hope
    or...  really anything terribly positive. “You can’t do
    
        that.
    
    Milady –  Genevieve will hear, and it will break her heart.”



    Damien  let his hands drop. “He hurt you, Alanna. I can see it, but
    at this  point the only things I have to face him with are being a little
    too handsy  with Tasha and Emily. Ciriis might have more details, but
    
        she
    
    has to  live here – I can make it clear he can’t turn her out, but...”



    “But  they also share that baby,” Adam had stepped up behind Damien’s
    shoulder.  Bracing him as always and ever. “We’re going to persuade them to
    leave the baby  with us in Emeralsee when they come down to see the new
    prince or princess, but  they’ll still be his parents. And we can’t
    ask Ciriis to stay down  there, since she’s not supposed to even be
    
        alive.”
    



    Alanna  focused on the Champion, and a little relief came into her
    expression.  “Oh. Oh, good. At least... at least you’ll see that
    that sweet babe  won’t turn out like, like...”



    And  she moved suddenly past Damien to put herself into Adam’s
    arms, crying  very softly.



    Damien  exchanged a helplessly baffled look with Angelos... though the
    younger man’s  determined face suggested that he was more relieved that she
    was willing to  accept anyone’s comfort, even if it wasn’t his own.
    This young cousin of  Damien’s was one of the more mature human beings that
    the King had ever met.  Right up there with Adam and the rest of the
    Loveress family... and  Genevieve...



    “I’m  sorry, I’m so sorry,” Alanna was getting out between ragged gasps that
    sounded  like she wasn’t taking in very much air. As if she couldn’t breathe
    in hardly at all... which would surely do her no good in this thin
    air...



    Though  to Damien’s surprise, her body wasn’t acting like she was short of
    breath.  There was a feel of magick around her that seemed to be
    acting on the  air to... concentrate it? To concentrate just
    
        one component
    
    of it – the  part that living creatures so desperately needed?



    That  was... rather elegant, actually.



    A  quick peek with magickal sight made it clear that the room
    wasn’t  exactly devoid of sylphs, but there was only one of the
    delicate-looking Fae  Elementals present and she was half-dozing in the
    fireplace. She certainly wasn’t affecting Alanna’s air supply.



    So,  it was Adam’s work. Intentionally or... instinctually.



    “You’ve  nothing to be sorry for,” Adam was saying gently, his sardonic mien
    entirely  subsumed for now. “You were hurt, child. You didn’t hurt
    anyone else.”



    “But...  but we all know that milady, that Genevieve relapsed last
    Fall when she  was finally starting to do better because of the falling out
    you had with Lord  Aldred over the baby,” Alanna’s words tumbled out between
    sobbing gasps. “Ciriis’ baby. I know that’s all right now,
    since Genevieve is having a baby  herself – there’s no risk to the throne,
    once she makes it through this  pregnancy, and she’s doing so well... But it
    was over a week after that  before she was back to being as healthy
    as she’d been, and... I can’t let her get hurt again, Captain. I
    can’t. She’s why I did this in  the first place. She’s how
    I survived this in the first place.”



    Which  was... rather too confused to make sense of. At least all in one
    piece.



    “Damien,  the wards?” Adam said softly as Alanna went silent and shaking.



    “Back  up as soon as the door was closed again,” the King affirmed. He met
    his  Champion’s eye. “You want to tell them.”



    It  wasn’t really a question, but Adam nodded as he patted Alanna’s back.
    “Part of  it anyways. About the glassware. We... told Tim and Aryllis. And
    these two are  – or will be – their Seconds.”



    He  gave Angelos a nod as well. The young man essayed a worried smile. He
    was  clearly more focused on Alanna’s needs than on whatever other issue his superiors  were
    obliquely  discussing. 



    Damien  sighed, and dropped onto the nearest chair. Heavily rather than with
    his usual  grace. The morning’s revelations – and last night’s discussion
    with Aldred  himself – had stolen the emotional energy he needed for such
    things.



    “That  – Genevieve’s collapse. It wasn’t about the problems that baby
    Emmeren would  present us with, Alanna–”



    Adam  snorted, and Damien rolled his eyes, trying not to let the emotions of
    that  memory overtake him too badly. He was... a great deal more Powerful
    now than  he’d been last Fall, and both Elaarwen and various Elementals had
    informed them  that Cloudcroft was Important. Knocking it off its
    mountaintop – even  accidentally – wouldn’t be a good idea.



    Not  to mention that they were in Cloudcroft right now.



    “Fine.  It wasn’t entirely about that problem,” Damien conceded as
    Alanna looked  up from Adam’s rather damp shirt to eye him doubtfully.
    “Putting the Realm at  risk by finding their own ’solution’ to the problem
    of an Heir – without  consulting me and Genevieve – walked them perilously
    close to treason. And that  hurt... well, it hurt both Genevieve
    
        and
    
    me.



    “I’ve  looked at Aldred as almost a substitute father for–”



    He  stopped, because Alanna had closed her eyes and buried her face in
    Adam’s chest  again. And Adam was giving him a look that suggested
    he should get to  the point, not go down these directions that could only
    upset her more.



    Damien  gave him a tight nod, and waved Angelos to another seat. The young
    man looked  dubious and perched, uncomfortably, on the low back of the sofa.



    “Anyways.  The other part – the rather bigger part – of that
    discussion, and the  one that ended with Genevieve weeping herself into such
    a state, was that  Aldred accused me of mistreating her and I
    confronted him – finally – about how he could possibly have ignored
    how Harald of Siovale was abusing –  was torturing – her under his
    own roof for eight years.”



    He  said it all in one long breath because it still made his stomach hurt
    and the  backs of his eyes burn.



    Alanna’s  head popped up at that, and a good thing she was a good bit
    shorter than Adam,  because an inch more and she’d have damaged his chin.
    “What?”



    Damien  made himself look at her steadily. “Genevieve blames herself. She
    says Aldred  told her the marriage was a bad idea, even the night before.
    But she also says that she felt it was her duty to do what
    she could to bind Siovale  to Elaarwen for the sake of the Rebellion. And I
    don’t need to ask either of  them to know where she got that idea
    from.”



    His  hands were curling into fists so tight that the King knew even his
    short, blunt  nails might draw blood. Damien pulled them into his lap, and
    stared at them,  forcing his hands to relax. “Aldred planted the notion so
    deeply into Genevieve  that she couldn’t imagine any other course. And then
    he ‘offered her ways out’  of following through on the betrothal. There is
    no way that he didn’t know she wouldn’t even be able to consider
    herself taking him up on that escape. No  matter what she’d seen of Harald
    by then.”



    But  it had given her father the ability to tell himself that he
    hadn’t  forced his only child into the hands and bed of that sadist.



    Gods  help him. Damien had tried for most of a year now to find a way to
    forgive his  father-in-law. For Genevieve’s sake. For the sake of the
    children who were yet  to be born – their own as well as little Emmeren.



    And  for his own sake as well.



    But  it would do no good to pretend the problem away.



    “And  he did it knowing what was going to happen to her,” Damien
    made himself  say, meeting Adam’s eyes. “I... had enough details from Tomas
    Elsevier during  her duel with Adam... Tomas didn’t care what I
    might learn. He figured  he’d won no matter how the duel ended. But he made
    it clear that Aldred knew  exactly what kind of man Harald was. And how he
    was treating Genevieve. And...  that instead of doing anything to
    
        help
    
    her, Aldred was considering  wedding again to have a child to
    
        replace
    
    her.”



    He  paused, trying to force down the feelings of anger and disgust and
    helplessness. He couldn’t go back in time to fix things for his
    beloved  wife...



    Warm  arms came around him and Damien didn’t question them. That warmth was
    all that  was grounding him and preventing him from doing... unspeakable
    things to his  father-in-law right now.



    “I  haven’t told Genevieve that part,” Damien admitted after a long moment
    where he  found the shallow breaths he was taking to be rather more
    helpful than  they should have been. “Not even when she blames herself
    because she never asked for help.



    “I...  have been trying to do what she’s doing. Not thinking about it too
    hard.  Because that is the choice she is making. Because she is
    trying to honor  and treasure Aldred for the good memories she has of him.
    Because he taught her  to hunt and to fight and kept her always at his side
    and taught her to rule.  Because he was there for her when her mother died.



    “And  it is her choice to make for what happened to her. Not
    
        mine.”
    



    Adam’s  voice sounded from near his ear. “Though I’ll note that Genevieve
    didn’t need  any convincing about making sure we get to raise her
    half-brother. Not Aldred.”



    “Or  Ciriis.” Damien dredged up a smile with a little humor in it to look
    over his  shoulder at Adam. “But then, they’ve never really gotten along.”



    He  looked over to where Alanna was now on the sofa, holding Angelos’ hand.
    “Adam,  you didn’t need to... Alanna needed you...”



    “We’d  all rather nothing... um, drastic happens to Cloudcroft,
    Your Majesty,”  Angelos said more dryly than any other words Damien had yet
    heard from his  young cousin. “Alanna’s more attuned to Fire than Earth the
    way I am, but when  that Fire-creature fled away up the chimney... well...”



    Damien  cast a startled look over at the hearth. The sylph was indeed gone –
    and she’d  been stirred from Air to Fire by his projected emotions?
    Dear Gods...  what had he been on the verge of...?



    He  looked trepidatiously at his young Guards. If the sylph had felt him,
    surely they must have as well...



    “I  shielded you, love,” Adam told him. “The sylph told me what was going on
    – I  gather she was more sensitive than any of us dull humans. She told me
    how to  keep your projections from getting out.”



    Angelos  looked up sharply.



    Damien  swallowed. “Thank you.” He looked at Alanna – and Angelos – again.



    Alanna  cleared her throat. “I’m... I’m not sure that it’s safe to
    tell you  anything that might... anger you. More. My
    King.”



    Adam  snorted. “I’ve been helping him keep himself under control since
    before you were old enough to hold a sword, Alanna.”



    Damien  nodded. He felt shaky, but this was important. Alanna was
    important.



    “You...  know how close I was with the first twelve ladies of the Secret
    Cadre–” he  began.



    “Thirteen of them,” Alanna interrupted. “Counting Ciriis. Which
    I’ve been told you  should.”



    Her  tone was almost accusatory.



    Damien  inclined his head. “You’re right, of course. Though Ciriis was...
    is different. She was a spy for the Rebellion and defected to,
    well, to my cause. She recruited the others mostly from among those
    who had... survived my grandfather or Lord Prydeen or Prince
    Oskar.”



    “I  know all that,” Alanna said almost impatiently, but she didn’t look
    ready to  say anything more. Angelos... looked as if this was news to him.



    “And  you know – undoubtedly,” Damien went on doggedly, more to bring
    Angelos up to  speed than anything else, “that they each came to my bed.
    That was  Ciriis’ idea, too.”



    Angelos’  eyes had gone wide. As if he’d been told, but had
    dismissed it as rumor.  He wasn’t quite so mature as not to look torn
    between horrified and...  impressed. If it weren’t such a serious moment,
    Damien might have had to fight  down a grin.



    “I  heard that, too,” Alanna agreed. “But Kamauri made it clear that no
    matter what  I’d heard, I was only replacing her as a
    
        Guard.
    
    That all the  extra training in Court protocol and dancing and such was just
    to maintain the façade. She sounded,” the young woman said dryly,
    “like she was half in love with you,  despite having Sir Randolph’s ring on
    her finger.”



    Damien  knew a small smile had crept up on his face despite all. “And I love
    her, too.  Still. Always.”



    The  little sharp breath of warm air on his ear – Adam’s silent snort – was
    offset  by the slight tightening of his arms around Damien. The King leaned
    a bit more  into the taller man. His Champion, forever and always.



    What  Damien felt for Kamauri, Ciriis – all of them – was a relic of the
    past. Though  he would spend his dying breath to protect any one of them, if
    he had to.



    Alanna  pulled her hand abruptly out of Angelos’. The young knight made a
    muffled sound  of protest, but didn’t try to stop her. “But you
    don’t... You don’t touch anyone. Not without their consent.
    And you turn everyone away who  seeks you out for... like that. Is
    that only because of Genevieve?  And... and Sir Adam? I wasn’t
    
        there
    
    at Court to see what you were like before you were wed to milady!”



    She  almost wailed the last bit. And Angelos was avoiding Damien’s eyes
    now... and Adam’s.



    So,  the boy was figuring things out that he had somehow avoided letting
    himself  know before.



    “You  can add Jason to that list,” Adam said with a sigh. “Not that Damien
    touches any of the three of us without our consent either. Nor the
    other way  around.”



    He  made an indelicate sound. “Stop looking like someone kicked your puppy,
    Angelos. We have... a complicated life, but it’s a good one. And you were
    going  to find out anyways, given your position. Alanna... can tell you the
    rest  later. Or Tim can, if you’d rather. Or me.”



    The  King’s Champion looked at their Guardswoman. “And no, Alanna. He’s not
    different now because of any of us being in Damien’s life – or in
    his  bed. It’s because he’s a genuinely kind and thoughtful human being.”



    Adam  chuckled. “Well, that, and perhaps because he’s also slightly unaware
    – or  uninterested – in sleeping with anyone. With the singular
    exception of  Genevieve, every other person who’s ever shared Damien’s bed
    has had to work to get him to let him do that.”



    Damien  gave his love – his lover – a startled look, and got rolled
    eyes back  from where Adam had ended up kneeling on the floor beside his
    chair.



    “You’re  fine once you get past that initial reticence, love,” Adam said
    with a certain  asperity. “And whether it actually takes a
    soul-bond knocking you on the  head to get you to make the first move...
    well, we’ll never find out now, will  we?”



    Damien  blinked, but shook his head, nearly lost in that loving, ironic,
    golden-hazel  gaze. Pulling his attention back to focus on the present and
    its problems  was... hard...



    Alanna  was near to tears when Damien managed to wrench his gaze away from
    Adam to look  at her. “I’ve seen you give that look to Genevieve.
    And you, Captain, you’ve looked that way at Sir Jason.
    Prince Jason. How  can you...?”



    Adam  shrugged, looking more comfortable that Damien would have guessed he
    could be  at that semi-accusation. “I fell in love with Damien at
    nearly the exact  same time as I did with Jason. And it didn’t make any more
    sense to me then as  it likely does to you now. Among other things, Damien
    was far too young. And as  a likely – and definitely my preferred –
    Heir to the Throne, he needed a  wife. He had no idea about how I
    felt until... rather recently. But I’ve  had an eye on my sweet prince for
    fifteen years – for that as much as to  look after him – and I can
    guarantee that he’s never so much as given a woman  more of a look than he
    should. Nor have I either. Nor Jason.”



    “Well,  of course, neither of you,” Alanna began, then stopped
    abruptly, looking  confused.



    Damien  winced.



    “Can  we talk about... the rest of it in a few days?” he asked. “When Adam
    and I are  done with... whatever-it-is that Elaarwen-Manifest wants us to
    do? Right now...  can you... can you feel safe telling me enough that I can
    hold Aldred to  account? Just sending you and the others down to Castle
    Stellarine can protect  you – for now – but he’ll be coming down to
    Emeralsee for the birth of our  child. And later on, presumably.”



    The  King paused. “And it’s not just about Aldred himself. If he’s been as
    much  the... ah, ‘roustabout’ as Count Marsham put it, then if I can force
    him to change his ways, I have a chance of making real
    change in the  atmosphere at Court. I do know some of what goes on in the
    dark corners,”  Damien added with frustration, “but I can’t do
    anything about it without  someone complaining to me. Or I turn into the
    tyrant that my grandfather was.  For all the ‘right’ reasons, but once I
    cross that line... it’s easy to take  the next step and then the next...”



    He  looked at Alanna imploringly. “Genevieve doesn’t want me to take her
    father to  task on her behalf. Will you let me do so on
    
        yours?”
    



    Alanna  looked down into her lap. Her arms had crept up to hug herself
    again. She bit  her lip as she quite obviously wrestled with herself about how much to tell them.



    Damien  waited.



    At  last, he was about to say... something... Either giving up for
    now or  trying one last time to persuade her, he wasn’t sure which...



    But  Adam squeezed his hand and Damien subsided as Alanna looked up at
    Angelos, a  world of worry in her eyes.



    The  young man didn’t waver. “Nothing can change my mind, Alanna. About you.
    About us. I’m buying you a betrothal ring as soon as we’re back
    home. Or in Elaarwen,  if there’s a smith who can fashion something you’d
    like.”



    He  glanced a little nervously at Adam, then reached again for her hand and
    lifted  it to his lips.



    “You’re  sure?” she asked softly. “I... what I have to say, it’s... it’s
    pretty ugly.”



    Her  eyes fell. “It left me ugly. And... small. On the
    inside. As  badly as... as anything I did on the battlefield.”



    “You  told me about the battlefield flashbacks,” Angelos reminded her. “And
    I don’t think that makes you ugly in any way. Wounded, perhaps.
    Deserving of  every bit of honor and care, perhaps–”



    “This wasn’t like that!” Alanna’s eyes  flashed, then went dull
    again. She shrank into herself, but didn’t withdraw her  hand. “And I
    have... flashbacks from this, too. I’m afraid... It’s happened  before when
    I’m, when I’m with...” She stopped.



    Angelos  looked confused, and even Adam, bless him. Which said a great deal
    about what  wasn’t a part of Jason’s lingering reactions to his time with
    Oskar... Thank  all the Gods...



    But Damien knew this one.



    He  slipped out of his chair and went over to kneel in front of Alanna.
    “When  you’re intimate with someone. Because that takes you back. It’s
    harder than the  battlefield in some ways, because there you may have seen
    or suffered – or done – terrible things, but you had a measure of
    control. You chose to be  there in the first place. To take the
    training, to be in that battle – to join  the Rebellion. But these
    
        other
    
    kind of flashbacks – you were powerless.”



    Alanna  shuddered, but didn’t look away from her King. “I don’t know which
    is harder,  honestly. To know I did things or to have been the one
    done to...”



    She  shivered. “I’m sorry, I’m taking up so much of your time. You should be
    on the  road...”



    Damien  resettled himself cross-legged before her. “We don’t have a
    deadline, as far as  I know.”



    Adam,  who had claimed his chair, snorted. “I think there is one,
    but it’s not  urgent. Yet. I’m sure Her Grace the Province-Manifest will let
    me know if we’re  delaying too much. As she did down at the castle.”



    When  he’d had a seizure that had – not almost – stopped Adam’s
    heart.



    Alanna  gave the Champion an unnerved look.



    “Ignore  him,” Damien told her, sensing that he needed to lighten the mood a
    hair before  she could go on. And needing to set that most-terrifying memory
    aside for  himself as well. “He’s perfectly happy with the
    situation. Appeasing  Elaarwen-Manifest pleases Adam entirely.”



    Adam  chuckled. “It’s because doing that involves pleasing you, my
    sweet  prince.”



    Angelos  was blushing bright enough to match Alanna’s auburn hair.



    Damien  threw a grin over his shoulder. A slightly wry grin, given 
    how  very much he’d resisted all of it... and given how they still
    didn’t  have a sustainable solution to any of the ramifications of their
    situation...



    Adam’s  answer was a lifted brow... and a slightly smug smile.



    Damien’s  own ears were probably more than a bit red as he looked back at
    Alanna. “I have  my own flashbacks, as I told you. And I’ve helped with
    others as I could. I  couldn’t do anything to fix the problems they
    stemmed from before.”



    Alanna  took a deep breath, and her hand squeezed Angelos’ till her knuckles
    – and his  – were white. “It... started when I decided to train as a fighter
    for the  Rebellion. Milord duke... noticed me early on. I’d come up
    from Siovale  – they don’t train women to fight there like I’d heard Lady
    Genevieve could  fight. I wanted to fight like her.”



    Damien  nodded, keeping his eyes on hers so she could choose when and if to
    meet them.



    Alanna  swallowed. “He... noticed me. She didn’t. There
    were lots of  girls with the same idea. I don’t know if he... If I was the
    only one. Though  there seemed to be fewer as time went on. So maybe.



    “It  was just... touching at first. Like Emily and Tasha described.
    I didn’t  tell anyone. Who could I tell after all? He was the brave Rebel
    Duke, standing  up against the tyranny of the king down in Tallspire. I was
    just a landless  girl of a very minor noblefamily who’d lost our lands. I’d
    been raised to be  grateful to Duke Tomas, who’d taken us in when we fled...
    but it was Duke  Aldred whom Mama and Papa thought might see us back to our
    ancestral lands.  He’d right all wrongs, they said. So how could I tell 
    them?”



    Damien  winced. He hadn’t rehabilitated Alanna’s family. Yet,
    anyways.



    “It...  went beyond that kind of... touching after a while,” Alanna
    was going  on. “He... caught me in empty corridors. From behind. And... a
    noblewoman’s  petticoats and corset protect her a bit, but I was dressed as
    a fighter. Thin  leathers and breeches... they don’t, they aren’t...”



    She  failed in her words for a moment.



    “It’s...  a mixed bag,” Damien commented into the quiet as Angelos looked
    angry and...  sick and disgusted. “A Court gown bares a woman’s breasts to a
    much greater  degree. And her neck. And...” he glanced over his shoulder at
    Adam again. “If  it’s someone you want to be touching you, those
    thin leathers can...  make some lovely memories.”



    Adam  snorted. His eyes glowed with some of their memories, for all
    that it  wasn’t the right moment.



    But  Alanna nodded. “I... I know. There were... other times...”



    She  looked away from... well, from Damien, but also from Angelos. But she
    didn’t  leave hold of his hand. And to be fair, the young man looked like he
    was trying  not to look too interested in that thought.
    
        Definitely
    
    the wrong  moment. Though perhaps they could find a way to make her some
    other memories eventually. When she was ready.



    “It  was... it was shortly before my first battle,” Alanna went on. “He...
    the  Duke... I mean, I know he didn’t hunt me down, it was just opportunity
    presenting itself. I wasn’t important enough for anything else, so if I had
    just been more careful about where I went or with whom or...”



    Damien  reached out a hand and put a single finger under her chin,
    encouraging but not  forcing her to look at him. “Alanna. None of
    it was your fault. He  shouldn’t have touched you without asking,
    in words.”



    Though  there was still the question of whether she would have felt free to
    say ’no’...



    She  looked into his eyes and... nodded slightly. Damien gave her a ghost of
    a smile  and moved his hand away.



    “He...”  She began, then looked stricken again and glanced up at Angelos.



    “Nothing  you can say, Alanna,” Angelos reminded her, then looked at Damien.
    “Cousin – do  you really need to make her do this?”



    The  King looked up at his young knight. “I have enough to call Aldred to
    account on  her behalf, yes. Along with Tasha and Emily. But whether what I
    will call him  to account for is enough for Alanna... is up to her
    to decide.”



    Alanna  closed her eyes and shook her head. “It’s... It’s not. He... caught
    me and told  me to come to his tent after dark. We were camped on the border
    with Zialest.  Milady – Genevieve – and her husband were supposed to be
    bringing up the  reinforcements from Siovale in a day or two. He said he
    didn’t want to tell my  commander I’d disobeyed another order.”



    She  looked at Damien briefly, hopelessly. “The last time... a day or two
    earlier...  I’d gotten put on latrine duty and given a lecture by my C.O.
    about how I could  do so much worse than to have caught Duke Aldred’s
    attention. Everyone knew how  I wanted to be just like Genevieve, after all,
    and he’d trained her...”



    Damien  had to swallow hard himself. Poor girl, she’d tried to save
    herself.



    Alanna’s  eyes had closed again. “So, I did as he said. I presented myself.
    And he... he  told me that I was nearly as pretty as his wife had been. He
    knew Mama had been  a cousin of Duchess Giendra’s. He said... he said he
    wanted to put his fingers  in my hair just like he used to do with hers
    while, while he...”



    “While  he... kissed you?” Angelos suggested as she stopped again. His tone
    said he  hoped that was all that she wasn’t saying.



    The  young knight was an eternal optimist, Damien had discovered, and he’d
    been  gently raised by loving parents, far from Court... Angelos had been a
    young  squire five – no, it was nearly six, now – years ago when Damien had
    been  crowned. That... had probably been long enough for him to lose far too
    much of  his country-bred naïveté, unfortunately...



    The  King closed his own eyes for a moment, then looked up at the young man
    with a  small shake of his head. Then back at his all-too-young Guardswoman.



    The all-too-old  young Guardswoman.



    Alanna  had told him a week ago that she’d been sixteen at her first battle.
    Barely of  legal age to make her own choices.



    Damien  had lived in his grandfather’s Court since















































































Don't forget!!!



Find your next great fantasy read by Mangala McNamara at https://www.RisingDragonBooks.com



For SPICY - I recommend starting with Book One of the Chronicles of Ilseador: The Rebel Duchess!






For more in the  Romantasy  genre (and in this same world) - check out my  Knightess of the REalm series, beginnin g with the standalone novel 

 A  Not-So-Sacrificial Maiden



And if you loved this book, please tell a friend, leave a review, or simply read it again!
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