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 “You’ll do.” 



A smile that Damien was all too familiar with curled Azella’s lips. “You’ll more than do, in fact. My sources hadn’t told me how handsome  you are. I shall quite enjoy this, I think.”



Damien tried not to roll his eyes.	



“This beard...” She stroked his chin. “I assume you usually keep it a bit more trim. I usually prefer my bedmates to be cleanshaven. But then, they are usually too young to grow a proper beard. Perhaps I shall make an exception.”



“Perhaps you are making an assumption , lady sorceress,” Damien said dryly.



“No,” she said calmly. “You are no innocent child, Damien. You know full well the Power that is raised through sex. You will be my Apprentice. You will share my bed. And you will do whatever else I require of you.”


	
He looked back at Azella just as calmly. “I have sworn to my wife that I would touch no other woman in that way. And since I also  know that the Power raised is proportional to the joy found in the doing, it won’t do you much good to compel me.”



Those blue-grey eyes sparkled. It wasn’t – quite – anger. Nor amusement. It was... challenge. Damien suspected that the sorceress rarely found something she wanted that she could not immediately bend to her will.



He suspected that was why she had wanted him  in the first place.




“Oh, I won’t have to force  you to make love to me, Damien. You’ll soon be begging  to do so.”
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Chapter  ONE


 Captured!



    DAMIEN WAS LIMPING WITHIN MOMENTS of exiting the market square, his
    barely-healed, frostbitten feet  aching and burning with each step.



    But he dared not stop. Dared not  let the sorceress who led him with barely
    a touch of her hand think that he  showed the slightest hesitation, lest she
    loose her deadly salamanders upon his  vulnerable, ice-bound city.



    Salamanders... Fire-elementals.  Creatures of legend as unlike the gentle
    amphibians of his own Realm as dragons  resembled lizards. They could set
    fire to stone,  for all he knew – despite  a purported distaste for
    water, he’d already seen that they had shown no  hesitation at melting
    either the ice that clogged his harbor or a path up from  that self-same
    harbor for the mob of pirates she had brought here. Or perhaps  that
    
        was
     
    a demonstration of their dislike of water. It was one of so  many –
    
        too
     
    many – things Damien’s self-education in magick had not  covered.



    And then there was that  self-same mob of pirates led by his long-vanished
    cousin – who claimed Damien’s  throne as his own.



    The sorceress cared nothing it  seemed, for such mortal disputes. She had
    come to take the Sorcerer-King of  Ilseador for her own – he knew not why –
    and had abandoned her pirate-allies  when Damien agreed to yield himself if
    she would withdraw rather than loose her  salamanders.



    If she would withdraw rather  than loose herself  on his poor,
    ice-bound city.



    The silence behind him was  almost deafening. He longed to know what was
    happening – were the pirates  standing down in the face of a city they could
    no longer burn and ravage  without their pet sorceress?



    Was the Pirate-King, Evan  Alsterling, Damien’s long-lost and deeply
    embittered cousin content with  stealing away Megan Solway, the woman he had
    loved since he was fifteen –  thirty-five years ago? Was he trying to make
    peace with his son, Damien’s  oldest friend and mentor and now also his Heir
    to the Realm? Jason... just  moments before revealed as Megan’s secret son,
    and not  her much-younger,  much-reviled brother...



    Was Evan Alsterling still  hell-bent on taking the Crown as well, despite
    that it would put him inevitably  into conflict with that selfsame son?



    And Damien’s beloved, and newly  pregnant, wife and Queen... her raging,
    weeping voice still rang in his ears,  in his heart, though the sound had
    long since died away.



    “Damien! I will find you!  And I will free you!” 



    That had been the voice of the  Rebel Duchess he had married, the one who
    had torn the Realm apart to try save  it from the evil wizard and tyrant –
    his grandfather. The one who had come to  the city alone and in secret to
    see if the newly-crowned Damien would follow in  those dire footsteps or be
    the king they hoped for – and become soul-bonded to  him, to her own dismay…
    then finally fallen in love with him when he’d all but  followed her through
    fire – and had literally  followed her through stone  – in order to
    reclaim their  throne from the usurpation of her
    not-nearly-so-deceased-as-advertised former husband.



    It had also  been the  voice of the Queen she had become  –
    with the blood-right to rule in her  own name, as a descendant of the evil
    wizard-king’s own grandmother… The Queen that  Damien hoped she could now
    be, since he could not be by her side.



    Damien wondered if the Monarch’s  Blade now blazed in her hand, free from
    its scabbard and declaring his  Genevieve the rightful Queen of the Realm,
    no matter what Evan Alsterling  might claim. Or was the Sword still
    muffled and still held in trust by Jason,  his Heir, and his beloved
    Genevieve still restrained by Duke Tomas Elsevier for  her own protection.
    His beautiful love was a doughty warrior and an  unparalleled strategist,
    but tended to hotheadedness at times...



    He daren’t look back to see if  the coruscating rainbow light from the Sword
    was visible.



    Nonetheless, he was distracted,  and a loose cobblestone stubbed his damaged
    toes.



    Damien stumbled, and bit off a  curse.



    The sorceress stopped and turned  to look at him, a small smile playing on
    her too-young face. She looked barely  more than a child, younger still with
    that long, pale hair, huge blue-grey  eyes, and crystal-white gown. A mere
    waif.



    Azella the Unpitying,  she had named herself.



    “We’re well past those fools,  and you have demonstrated yourself to be a
    man of your word. I don’t need you  to walk your feet off just to prove a
    point.”



    Instantly, they were gone from  the darkened, ice-shrouded street and
    ensconced in a warm, well-lit room  paneled entirely in wood. By the slight
    bob and sway, Damien ascertained that they  were aboard a ship. She released
    his hand and indicated he was to sit in a  well-padded chair. Perhaps she
    was not so Unpitying as all that.



    If he might have begun to think  so, her next words dispelled any such
    foolishness.



    “You are a man of honor,  Sorcerer-King,” the waif said
    sardonically, “And you have given me your word to  come away with me on pain
    of your city being burnt by my salamanders. This ship  shall bear you to my
    Keep. I shall place no constraints upon your Powers for  now, save for your
    own conscience.”  The sardonic twist to her tone  suggested she
    found such a restraint humorous.



    Damien closed his eyes, the  throbbing of his feet now that they had no
    pressure on them beating a  counterpoint to the ache of his heart. For just
    an instant, he’d hoped... But  no. Clearly she knew that, even though she’d
    withdrawn the threat, he would  feel obligated to hold to his side of the
    agreement unless she released him.



    “Until then, I leave you this  toy. Do with her as you please.”



    He opened his eyes in confusion  to see the glamour of Power fade from
    around the waif.



    You seem to favor redheads,  the voice said only in his head  now.



    The hair grew darker, redder,  the eyes went from huge and blue-grey to
    upturned and blue-green, a spray of  fine freckles across the nose... a
    younger – much, much  younger –  version of Genevieve stood before
    him. She reached up to pull a lock of hair in  front of her to examine, and
    her expression was aggrieved. Damien recoiled in  horror.



    
        Not to your taste,  sorcerer-king? Trust me, it’s not an illusion. The
        transformation is real. No  still? Very well. The girl will do in her
        native form for now then.
     



    The red hair darkened to a rich,  mahogany, the features changed again, the
    eyes became a light hazel-green. A  stranger stood before him, neither wife
    nor sorceress. Thank all the Gods at  once.



    Enjoy.  A sense of rippling amusement,  and then the sense that she
    was gone. For now.



    The glittering white gown had  also lost its luster, and was now a simple
    unbleached linen gown. The girl in  it stared at him.



    “You’re... not Azella the  Unpitying,” was all Damien could think to say.



    The girl snorted. “My mistress  go out from the Keep into danger and – worse
    – discomfort? Don’t be ridiculous.  She has better uses for her time when
    there are slaves to do this instead.” And  the worst part of it was that the
    girl said it entirely without irony. As if it  was what she truly believed.



    “Are you... her apprentice?” he  asked.



    “My lady does not take females  for apprentices,” the girl said. “It was my
    privilege to bear my mistress’s  shape and Power for some time. And now it
    is my privilege to serve you. I have  been well-trained,” she added. “And I
    am a virgin.”



    She came forwards and seated  herself on his lap, twining her arms about his
    neck. “How should you like me,  my lord?”



    Damien blanched and not merely  because the weight of her put renewed
    pressure on the soles of his abused feet.



    He’d been propositioned many  times. It was surprising to him, the number of
    nobles – both maidens and men,  not to mention their ambitious relatives –
    who thought that the way into their  king’s favor was through his bedsheets.



    But there were no slaves in  Ilseador. Even under his grandfather’s
    tyrannical rule that had not changed,  though the way King Reginald had
    treated his subjects and sworn vassals, and  even his scions, had left
    little distinction to be made.



    This,  however... This turned  his stomach as even the
    baroness who had offered him a choice of her twin son  and daughter had not.
    Well, not so badly. The expressions of avarice on said  young people’s faces
    had turned his stomach in a different way.



    “I’d... just like to get some  sleep, please,” the king said, trying to
    roust the girl off his lap without  forcibly dumping her on the floor.



    The girl rose, and helped him  over to the bed that was also in the room
    when it was clear that his feet hurt  too much for him to stand long. She
    helped him remove the soft, indoor  half-boots that were all he’d been able
    to tolerate, and that only this  morning... glorified slippers, he’d joked
    to Genevieve and she’d rolled her  eyes at him. The thin soles were soaked
    through and irretrievably filthy after  their unexpected exposure to city
    streets, the lamb’s-wool interior damp and  rough.



    But there was only the one bed.



    And he was not  going to  make the poor child sleep on the floor, or
    whatever she would be forced to  resort to.



    He removed his tunic, and she  set it aside on the chair for him, neatly,
    then appeared to be awaiting other  garments.



    Damien eyed her dubiously and  elected to merely loosen his shirt. He laid
    down, and as he had suspected she  would, the girl slipped off her gown to
    reveal absolutely nothing underneath,  and laid down next to him. At least
    she also pulled a heavy wool blanket over the  both of them... but he felt
    obscurely guilty that he had the extra layer of his  clothing for warmth.
    She also clearly had some Power of her own, for the lamps  all dimmed down
    till the barest embers glowed from their wicks.



    He trapped against his side the  small hand that sought to slide under the
    hem of his shirt – he’d loosened, but  not freed the shirt, so the attempt
    was bound to be unsuccessful.



    “Just  sleep,” Damien told her. “It’s  been a very long day. And
    surely, after bearing the weight of all your...  mistress’s Power, you must
    be tired as well.”



    “That doesn’t matter,” the girl  said. “It is my task to serve you. My
    mistress expects that I shall return to  her well-used, and that you will
    have been well-entertained.”



    The king frowned, and raked back  the errant lock of hair from his face.
    “I’m a soul-bonded and happily-married  man.”



    “My mistress will solve those  things for you.”



    She didn’t seem to see any irony  in referring to the best parts of his life
    as things to be ‘solved.’ It was,  apparently, simply another ‘fact.’



    He sighed. “How old are you  anyways? And do you have a name?”



    “Fourteen. My mistress calls me  Denisa.”



    Damien frowned. He was almost  old enough to be her father. Definitely old
    enough – Evan Alsterling had been  fifteen when he fathered Jason, after
    all. “She re-named  you?”



    “My mistress says that names are  Power, and that she will keep my true-name
    safe for me.”



    Well, the first part was certainly  true. Damien had seen what havoc could
    be wreaked when his grandfather’s  erstwhile apprentice had stolen the old
    king’s name – and thereby his Power. It  seemed to have been the culmination
    of a decades-long struggle for power – and  Power – between the two evil old
    men.



    Lord Prydeen’s accomplishment  had erased King Reginald’s name from living
    memory and made it impossible to  discern on documents. It had also led to
    the old wizard-king’s death, stealing  his ability to keep the damaged,
    angry magickal fabric of the Realm from  removing what Power – and
    
        Life –
     
    he had left.



    “She will doubtless do the same  for you, now that you are hers,” the girl
    added.



    “I am not hers,”  Damien  objected. “I am merely a hostage. Not a...
    a slave.”



    Nor  an apprentice,  he thought. Though a part of
    him wondered what this sorceress could teach him. He was entirely
    self-taught,  learning from instinct, experiment, those few books he could
    find... and,  cringingly, from his grandfather’s and Lord Prydeen’s notes.



    The girl’s eyes gleamed in the  faint light, though he couldn’t make out the
    rest of her face. “You are here.  And soon you will be at the Keep. You have
    chosen to come, but it was because  she left you with no viable
    alternative.”



    A pretty vocabulary for a slave.  Interesting.



    “Please, my lord,” Denisa  pleaded, reverting abruptly to her previous
    demeanor. “Don’t return me a virgin  to the Keep. My lady has only one use
    for virgin maidens save for these rare  occasions when she needs a vessel
    for her Power.”



    “And what is that?” Damien  asked, dreading the answer.



    “To summon demons.”
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    He was able to soothe the child  to sleep after that... though it took a
    good long while of convincing her just  to close her eyes and rest. Finally,
    he had to turn over and fake sleep himself.  ignoring her until her
    breathing slowed and steadied.



    Demons! His grandfather’s notes  included an extensive discussion of his
    researches into demonology, but he felt  fairly sure that the old man’s
    experiments had never been successful. One good  thing about evil wizards
    was that they were not much inclined to share their  discoveries, and most
    decent people burnt their grimoires when they were  finally defeated by
    decadence, heroism, or personal accident.



    Damien had fully intended to do  just that when he had gleaned what he could
    – not merely regarding magick, but  to fill in the lost history of the
    Realm, missing persons and the like. It  niggled at him that he might now
    not be able to do so. He had, at least,  bespelled the books and papers such
    that no one else than himself should be  able to open and read them.



    Once Denisa was asleep, Damien  was able to reach down the soul-bond for
    Genevieve’s reassuring presence.



    Damien! she exclaimed, and he was  surprised that her words came
    across so clearly.



    She must be in bed and able to  concentrate, perhaps even have been trying
    to reach him herself. Genevieve’s  talent for magick had far exceeded her
    desire to develop her abilities; while  they had used the soul-bond to
    communicate for years, detailed discussions  still required that she be
    touching him or meditating. Otherwise, they received  only sense-impressions
    from each other – emotions and, occasionally, physical  sensations.



    He flung himself to her...  wishing he dared do it physically as well. But a
    sorceress who wielded  Elementals and demons  as well as her own
    Power was not to be trifled  with. They might not survive her next attack so
    well.



    Because they had  weathered this one well, Genevieve informed him.



    Without the ability to burn and  pillage, without the sorceress’s backing,
    and faced with besieging a  well-stocked force with the advantage of strong
    walls, not to mention the  anticipated arrival of the vastly superior Army
    division... the pirates had  begun abandoning their king like rats deserting
    a sinking ship. Every time Evan  had turned away, another group had slipped
    back down the ice-free pathway to  their ships.



    Finally, the Pirate-King had  snarled at his own crew and departed. Though
    he had taken Megan Solway with  him.



    Lord David Solway, Megan’s  husband, had reacted with less drama than
    Genevieve had expected. He was grim,  but he was already making plans to
    rescue her. Somehow. Damien’s Queen had  asked that he run things by her
    first, but he hadn’t answered and the glint in  his eye suggested that she
    had better be sure they had spies watching his  movements.



    For now, however, the bereft  foreign lordling seemed to be spending his
    time with his children, helping them  to cope with the loss of their mother.



    Jason... was performing his  roles as Heir to the Throne and Duke of
    Emeralsee. He was as shutdown  emotionally, Genevieve said, as she had ever
    seen him, and she had known him  since he was thirteen.



    It had  been less than a week ago that Jason had learned that his father had
    not been  the monster that his mother, the Countess Alexa Solway, had always
    claimed and  that his conception had been ordered as part of some obscure
    plot by King  Reginald. And that the tyrant had been his great-grandfather.



    Last  night Jason had learned that  his mysterious father was still
    alive, indeed that he was the King of the  Pirates... and that Countess
    Alexa was not his mother but his grandmother.  That Megan – the
    woman he had always thought was his much-elder sister – had actually  given
    birth to him.



    Jason had never handled change  particularly well. It had taken him days
    just to be able to say ‘yes’ to Adam’s  proposal of marriage – though they
    had been loves and lovers and completely  committed to each other for over
    fifteen years.



    Genevieve had tried to dislodge  Jason’s new husband, Sir Adam Loveress,
    from his role as her bodyguard to take  care of Jason. But having so
    spectacularly failed to protect the king, the  Champion was refusing to
    leave Genevieve. Although he’d at least been willing  to return to Jason’s
    side when Genevieve had herself retired for the night.



    Duke Tomas Elsevier of Siovale  and Sir Timothy Ancellius, Knight-Commander
    of the Royal Guard – and de  facto  commander of the Castle’s
    defense in this case – had remained on the  walls to monitor the pirates’
    retreat. It had taken the two of them, and  Genevieve pretending to more
    exhaustion than she felt, to convince Jason to try  to rest, and Adam to go
    with him.



    The denizens of the Castle,  however, had been released from the warded or
    secured rooms to seek more  comfortable quarters now that the crisis had
    passed. She had hopes that  they could somehow begin freeing the
    ice-bound residents of the city once the  Army arrived.



    You should see the Army by  evening tomorrow, at the latest, Damien
    told his wife. And then went on to tell her where he  had left certain
    documents and how to lift some of the spells he had used to  prevent
    tampering – one of the warded rooms having been his personal office.  She
    stopped his flow of information with the psychic equivalent of a kiss.



    We’ll sort it all out,  Genevieve assured him.
    
        When  we get you home.
     



    About that,  the king said reluctantly, and  told her about the
    demons.
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Chapter THREE



 Castling


    THE SHIP CAME INTO DOCK smoothly  mid-day on the third of their journey.



    Damien stood in the bow and  watched as the sailors – as silently as ever –
    brought the great mass to a halt  exactly beside the anchor-points. There
    were more silent servants standing on  the pier to accept the hawsers that
    were tossed across and secure the vessel.



    There was no one else.



    Denisa came to his side and  indicated that he should follow her down the
    gangplank onto the pier. Never  garrulous, she was utterly silent now.
    Damien noticed that the other servants  gave way before her. She might not
    be Azella’s apprentice, but clearly that  flicker of Power or her role in
    serving as the Mistress’s surrogate in Ilseador  had earned her some rank in
    this taciturn society.



    She had begged him each night to  ensure she did not return a virgin. Last
    night she had actually wept...  and Damien had wished he could do
    something for her. He would not, he could  not bed her.



    And yet... if she died as a  demonic sacrifice for the sake of his
    inaction...



    He prayed Denisa’s fears were  overblown.



    A part of him was woefully  certain they were not.



    The trail he followed her on  wound slowly upwards, diverging early on from
    another that he could see led to  a village, perhaps even a small town,
    shrouded in mists and nestled at the foot  of a dark cliff. The cliff was a
    narrow promontory that rose high above the  beach and the village, hundreds
    of feet high. A wide river joined the ocean to  the left – the south – and
    demarcated the space beneath the cliff. The dark  greens and brown beyond it
    suggested a broad marsh.



    Damien wondered if the tide ever  rose so high that it threatened the
    village... and what, if anything, Azella  did in that happenstance. It
    seemed clear to him that the villagers served her  needs, providing those
    services that one could  have done in one’s own  keep but might
    prefer not to. Was she a good liege-lady to the people who  depended on her?



    His feet – encased in floppy,  shapeless felted shoes that would surely be
    as worthless as his own indoor  boots – followed the slave-girl almost
    automatically. Damien could detect no  hint of a compulsion  spell,
    but he had no desire to breakaway to explore  that village or anywhere else.



    His heart and soul seemed to  have been wrapped in cotton roving since
    Azella had pinched off his bonds to  Genevieve and to the Realm. And his
    mind seemed half-filled with the stuff,  making it hard to think.



    Damien hoped the effect was  temporary. He knew he needed to throw it off in
    order to face the sorceress in  the flesh. But between his internal fog and
    the heavy, dank mist that  enshrouded these environs, it seemed a hopeless
    task.



    At least Denisa had returned his  own clothes to him, cleaned and pressed,
    he knew not how. It was a small thing,  but it made Damien feel just a hair
    more confident that he would be meeting his  captor in the flesh as a king –
    shapeless footwear notwithstanding.



    There was a sense of familiarity  to the entire place, though he’d never
    been here before. Almost, almost  Damien could tell where he must
    be, but there was that mental and spiritual ‘fleeciness,  preventing him
    from making any real contact and confirming his guess.



    The trail led partway up the  cliff-face, then entered a tunnel.



    At least he hoped it was a  tunnel as he followed Denisa in.



    It was, and it was lit at  regular and frequent intervals as well. And had
    landings with seating and  refreshment. Which was all to the good, since
    there was a seeming infinitude of  stairs to be climbed.



    He wondered what his would-be  Mistress would have done if his feet had
    still been too tender to make the  climb. Would she have vanished him into
    the upper quarters as he knew she  could, or would she have made him crawl
    up to humble him further? These accommodations  seemed too thoughtful to
    match her self-described appellation of ‘Unpitying,’  but perhaps they were
    relics of some earlier occupant.



    Though someone must make  certain the jugs of water were fresh at
    each stop.



    Perhaps she merely had an  excellent chatelaine.



    Some of that mental fog seemed  to be left behind as they climbed up above
    the level where the real fog outside  was settled.



    Eventually they reached a floor  that extended beyond mere landing and into
    a proper vestibule, and went  horizontally into a proper entry-hall. The
    overall feel was of gloom, with the  decor in black with touches of ruby –
    no, he thought sardonically, blood-red as accents. The floor was
    even a black marble shot through with veins of  red, limned in red marble
    with veins of black. There were windows in the dark  granite walls, but they
    were tall and narrow and began at twice the height of a  tall man from the
    floor.



    The glimpses through those  windows were forbidding – apparently the sky had
    filled with dark clouds while  he climbed the stairs in the cliff. Not,
    Damien had to admit, that it had been  a clear and sunny day to begin with.



    He felt much closer to  clear-headed now, more capable of mentally girding
    himself to face his captor.



    Denisa led him past the  entry-hall into... a throne-room was the only word
    for it, complete with a  throne that was styled like some giant terrifying
    beast with ruby eyes the size  of fists. Here there was more red, and the
    accents were of gold, but the black  marble continued its march.



    The throne-room was empty.



    They went on, up a level, then  another. The walls began to look less like
    they had been carved from the cliff  itself and more as if they had been
    laid by the hands of men and women.



    Damien did not try to pretend to  himself that his calves and thighs were
    not burning from the unexpected  exercise, that his feet were not feeling
    worn despite the healing they had  completed. He hadn’t walked this much
    in... years. Perhaps not since he and  Genevieve had walked back from their
    secret grotto to his city of Emeralsee,  there to re-take the Castle that
    the husband she had thought long-dead had come  to usurp from Damien.



    The memory lifted the last of  his lingering despondency. He had been in
    hopeless situations before and boldly  ventured deeper in pursuit of a
    greater prize, after all – and won! He wasn’t  blind to the idea that this
    was an entirely different situation, that he had no  one to back him up this
    time as he’d had Genevieve before, or Adam and Jason  once he’d emerged from
    the Library.



    But he wasn’t a child anymore  either. Nor a half-grown boy nor an uncertain
    newly-crowned princeling trying  to be a king. He was a man grown, a husband
    and soon to be a father. He had  reclaimed two of the Lost Provinces, and
    was slowly but surely rebuilding his  Realm from the inside and out.



    He was  the Sorcerer-King  of Ilseador, dammit, no matter what this
    evil sorceress said!



    At last, Denisa came to a closed  door – one of many – and knocked.



    Damien’s directional sense  suggested to him that they were close to the
    point of the promontory, and  indeed when the door swung open, he could see
    the ocean through the huge  picture windows at the far side of the room. On
    both  far sides of the  room – this was the very tip of the Keep.



    The ocean in all its majesty,  however, could not retain his attention
    compared to the figure that stood  between those massive windows.
    Silhouetted mostly, in this light.



    “You may go, Denisa.”



    The voice was that same  honey-silk that he remembered from the night she
    had abducted him. That she had  caressed his mind with – and then ripped out
    part of his soul, all uncaring.



    Or rather, Unpitying. 



    Denisa was gone and the doors  closed behind him before Damien had time to
    register the instruction.



    “Not even a commendation for a  job well done?” he asked. “Surely she
    deserves that much.”



    “She lives. For now. There is  her reward.”



    The woman who came towards him  was taller than her handmaiden, though
    barely of average height. The long, pale  hair and huge, vividly blue-grey
    eyes were familiar, but the features were a  bit finer, with a bit more
    maturity in them. The gown she wore – heavy velvet  of a dark red with a hem
    and drooping sleeves that did not merely sweep, but  trailed on the floor –
    did not bespeak any pretense of innocence, and the sway  of her hips and the
    confidence of her movements gave him to understand that  this was a woman
    grown. One who knew her desires and made her own path in the  world.



    But her slender build, and even  the shape of her face made her look far
    younger. Had he seen her unmoving, he  would have guessed her to be no more
    than eighteen. Perhaps a couple of years  younger even than that.



    “So, you are here, Damien, my  would-be sorcerer-king,” Azella purred.



    He set his feet in a  parade-rest, folded his arms and inclined his head.
    Would-be indeed!



    She came close – not strutting  or swaying. Her movements somehow conveyed
    that if there was to be that sort of  thing in her house it would be
    
        for
     
    her benefit, not done by  her.



    One delicate finger reached out,  the nail long but not overlong, and
    painted a shimmery pearly grey in contrast  to the red and black and gold
    that was everywhere else. The finger traced along  his forearm, then up to
    his shoulder as she circled him. Down his back, and up  to trace his other
    arm.



    It wasn’t even a possessive  touch, he realized with some
    bemusement. Possessiveness intimated that there  was the possibility that
    some other might have a claim on the thing possessed.  This... was simply
    ownership. 



    It might have bothered Damien  more if he had not effectively been a
    
        possession
     
    for most of his life.  Of his grandfather, King Reginald. Of the Realm and
    his people. Even of his  wife – for a soul-bond was not a choice that was
    made but a set of requirements  passed down from on high.



    Genevieve’s love... was a  different story.



    He fancied that Azella’s amused  eyes as he looked down at her from his few
    inches advantage – he wasn’t a tall  man – hid some bafflement at his lack
    of concern or embarrassment.



    If there was, she hid it well,  stepping back from him.



    “You’ll do.” A smile that he was  all too familiar with curled her lips.
    “You’ll more than do, in fact. My  sources hadn’t told me how
    
        handsome
     
    you are. I shall quite enjoy this, I  think.”



    Damien tried not to roll his  eyes.



    “This beard...” She stroked his  chin. “I assume you usually keep it a bit
    more trim. I usually prefer my  bedmates to be cleanshaven. But then, they
    are usually too young to grow a  proper beard. Perhaps I shall make an
    exception.”



    “Perhaps you are making an assumption,  lady sorceress,” Damien said
    dryly.



    “No,” she said calmly. “You are  no innocent child, Damien. You know full
    well the Power that is raised through  sex. You will be my Apprentice. You
    will share my bed. And you will do whatever  else I require of you.”



    He looked back at her just as  calmly. “I have sworn to my wife that I would
    touch no other woman in that way.  And since I also  know that the
    Power raised is proportional to the joy  found in the doing, it won’t do you
    much good to compel me.”



    Those blue-grey eyes sparkled.  It wasn’t – quite – anger. Nor amusement. It
    was... challenge. Damien suspected  that she rarely found something she
    wanted that she could not immediately bend  to her will.



    He suspected that was why she  had wanted him  in the first place.



    “Oh, I won’t have to force  you to make love to me, Damien. You’ll
    soon be begging  to do so.”



    Damien gave her a tolerant look,  and hid a secret grin when he saw just a
    trace of irritation flicker across the  back of her eyes.



    It would be a contest of wills, then.  He wondered if she had as much
    patience as his beloved Jason – a solid year it  had taken to woo him to
    talk to the tall blonde knight. Another year before he  would consider
    leaving the library and start to learn the skills Jason and the  others had
    felt were necessary for a king.



    A full four  years from  Jason’s first efforts – or five 
    from the day that Adam and Ciriis found  him – before Damien had been
    willing to take quarters elsewhere in the Castle.



    Of course, the sorceress had a  few other tools than his oldest friend.



    She might not be able to make  him do all  of what she wanted, but
    she cast a simple compulsion  spell on Damien. He decided not to
    spend his now-meager stores of Power  resisting the spell for now.



    Not surprisingly, her spell  required him to disrobe and get into her
    massive bed.



    The bed – with sheets and  draperies of that ubiquitous red and black – was
    located in a room adjacent to  the one that faced the ocean like the prow of
    a ship. This room was to the  southern side of the promontory keep and would
    surely be dark for most of the  day. The evil sorceress was not fond of the
    dawn, it seemed.



    The dark-haired man sat naked on  the bed as the compulsion  spell
    dissipated, and gave Azella another  tolerant look. And...? 



    “Is there any chance of eating  dinner?” he asked mildly. “Walking up all
    those stairs used up a lot of  energy.”



    He didn’t mention that he’d been  surreptitiously using his own Healing
    magick to ease his tired muscles. Healing  himself didn’t work very well,
    but he could speed things up a little. It still  cost energy, however, and
    that meant food.



    She surveyed him with that look  of ownership  again, and nodded
    sharply. It was wise, Damien assumed  wryly, to feed and water one’s pets.
    Especially the expensive ones, or the ones  from which one anticipated
    getting some special use.



    Azella vanished into another  room, returning just as there was a knock on
    the door.



    She was now dressed in a negligée  of black silk that Damien had to admit
    was  rather interesting. It  revealed more than it concealed, but
    that made what little was concealed all  the more alluring. He wondered if
    someday he could convince Genevieve to wear  something like that... not in
    black, though, greens and blues were more her  color...



    Azella apparently did not notice  that Damien was daydreaming about his wife
    as she permitted a striking young  man to enter the bedchamber carrying a
    tray of food. His hair was a  particularly sunshiny golden, over skin the
    color of mahogany wood, and his  eyes were as blue as the sky. His muscles
    were well-defined, if not those of a  swordsman, and he was dressed only in
    a brief kilt of pleated fabric with  sandals that laced up his calves. A
    wide, collar-like necklace covered part of  his chest and shoulders.



    The young man instantly went to  one knee, offering the tray as he bowed his
    head. But the bow was only  momentary, and his head came back up to issue
    Damien a challenging glare.



    “Mistress,” he complained, “Who  is this old man?”



    Damien raised an eyebrow at that  description. He wasn’t vain about his
    looks – Genevieve would have tweaked his  nose and told him he didn’t need
    to be, with everyone fawning over him all the  time – but he was 
    rather pleased with the muscle he had managed to put  on despite his late
    start.



    Giving credit where it was due,  fencing regularly with the three best
    swordsmen in the Realm made sure he  stayed fit. He had recovered most of
    the strength and stamina he had lost while  fighting the soul-bond and the
    Realm last Autumn, and even if he still couldn’t  beat Adam or Jason – or
    Genevieve – at swordplay, he had been consistently  demolishing his Royal
    Guards again. The younger knights had started to have a  look of dawning
    realization that the lack of a shield didn’t always correlate  with a lack
    of skills... and to wear a rather satisfying expression of  trepidation when
    he was ready to spar.



    His stomach was flat and there  were no more strands of silver in his black
    hair now than there had been at  eighteen. Which age this boy had probably
    yet to see.



    “Variety is the spice of life,  Mikhail,” Azella replied. Her glance at
    Damien assured him that she  did  not consider him old.  If
    he should happen to care what the sorceress  thought.



    “But you only ever take your  Apprentices to your bed, Mistress. And
    
        I’m
     
    your Apprentice.” Damien had  to admire the boy’s ability to say it without
    whining. Presumably Azella did  not reward whining.



    “Not anymore, Mikhail,” she said  dismissively. “Place the tray on the bed
    and then go.”



    The boy’s face paled, but he did  as she told him. “Will I... have another
    chance, Mistress?” he asked quietly.



    She surveyed him as she had  Damien. His owner.  The look clearly
    bothered the young man – though  whether it was because she was kicking him
    out of her bed or his ambitions were  being decimated... or because he
    didn’t appreciate being a thing  for her  to own, the dark-haired
    man could not tell.



    “Perhaps,” she answered. “It  depends how well this new Apprentice does.”



    Which meant, Damien supposed,  how long
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