
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter 1 
Elden Forger had expected his return to Sordavakos to be a bit messy, but he hadn't factored in attempted murder before breakfast. He gripped the cherrywood handle of his beautiful flintlock pistol — a gift from the king himself — and prepared to deal with the assassin fiddling with his door's lock, undoubtedly also a gift from the king himself. 
The swaying of the ship along with its incessant creaks and groans had become second nature to Elden over the past week. His first few days, admittedly, had involved so much drinking that it'd been hard to draw the line between inebriation and seasickness. 
It was the first time he'd truly been allowed out of Hearthold unattended since arriving nearly a decade earlier. The kindly offer of grog and smokeweed from the sailors had been one he'd taken up with enthusiasm, much to their delight. 
There we go, he thought, listening to the assassin finally find the teeth of the lock's tumbler. Come right on in.

One of the Shadow Brigade, maybe, if not an investigator sent by the Master of Whispers. The king's decision to send him back home after so long away, regardless of his stated pretense, was a test, just as Elden had expected. A test, or more of the mind games old King Rento was so fond of. 
He pressed his back more tightly against the wall, hoping he could nestle inconspicuously into the cavity created by the door at full swing. It opened, and Elden felt that wonderful lift of excitement that such situations so often brought out of him. Danger was a drug, and a delicious one, at that. 
He waited while his intruder came into his room, muscles tensed, breathing silent. It was probably the nicest room on the ship. King Rento had paid for his trip, treating him well on a surface level, as was tradition. 
The door swung back as the ship bobbed along on the ocean. The assassin crept toward Elden's hammock, eyes passing over the chest with his clothing and the ceremonial sword he rarely wore and had never drawn. 
Swords were out of custom in the capital. He wondered what his aesta, the Battle Maiden, perhaps the most renowned traditional duelist in all of the Shattered Isles, would make of that. 
Focus, he thought. Your prey has presented itself. 
He waited for the man to lean forward before springing the trap. He moved across the cabin, still barefoot from sleep, and cocked the hammer of his pistol audibly while pressing the barrel into the man's shoulder blades. 
"I see you've taken quite the interest in my traveling possessions," he said. "Yes, let's get those hands up, and while you're at it... who sent you? Did the king give the order? Or was it Sapphire, that old blue-eyed bitch?" 
"Rovahn's balls!" The man jerked weirdly, banging forward against the chest he'd been opening. "I didn't think you were in here! Or awake, if you were! Oh fuck. I wasn't gonna steal nothing. I swear it on my ancestors!" 
The man waved his hands around and fell to his knees. He seemed like a simple thief, the kind eager to condense down to a pathetic mess in the face of gunpowder and consequences. But was he? Elden came around to the man's front side, dropping to a crouch, still holding him at gunpoint. 
"Quite the performance," he said quietly. "A lesser man might be fooled. A man with less experience in King Rento's court would undoubtedly buy your sophisticated and committed acting. Do I look like such a man?" 
"I… what?" 
Elden leaned in closer. His cabin was on deck, right behind the captain's, with little windows that showed the purpling morning sky and let in just enough light for him to hold the man's gaze. 
"Tell the king…" He paused, considering how to sculpt a sufficiently cryptic verbal counterattack. "Tell him... thank you for the pistol." 
"So… you're not gonna tell the captain?" sputtered the man. "Here! This is good coin from the last rich traveler we had! Two silver sables! Just don't tell him. Please… I'll be whipped and dismissed." 
The man proffered the grimy coins in his open palm. Elden chuckled at his commitment to the bit and carefully scooped them up. 
"What do the coins mean, though?" he muttered. "Are these still a message for me? Or is this related to my aesta, the way she rebutted the king's offer of wealth?" 
"…What?" 
"Tell the king…" He took another second to muse through his thoughts. "Coin always spends better in the Shattered Isles." 
"Uh… has you been hitting the smokeweed, milord, or…?" 
"Be on your way now," said Elden, sliding his pistol back into its holster. "I need to prepare myself." 
He brought his travel chest out on deck and found a spot to stand where the wind caught his cloak in that accidentally dramatic manner. Approaching Sordavakos from the east left it illuminated by the morning sun at the perfect viewing angle to prime the complicated emotions his former childhood home stirred within him. 
His aesta, Blaire, would be there, though he knew not whether she'd be expecting his arrival. 
Aesta — the word, in the Remenai tongue, meant more than just guardian or adoptive mother. It spoke of a sacred duty to Jad, the Remenai world god, a traditional role with tenets and philosophical weight that centered around taking in and raising vulnerable orphans. 
He hadn't spoken to Blaire in nine years and a scattering of months, nor Lorin or Kessa, the other orphans raised by the Battle Maiden as her own after she'd led Merinia to victory in the Betrothal War and settled down, giving up her place as the king's champion. 
"One more drink before departure, Lord Forger?" The ship's captain bungled into him from the side, brandishing a wine flask." 
"I'm good, thanks," said Elden. "Today is a day of focus. I need all my faculties sharpened to an edge." 
"Yes, yes, of course," said the captain. "You're here on the king's business! Been a right while since we've had such a prestigious passenger. The Battle Maiden's own ward and the king's… favored guest." 
"You're allowed to say hostage, my good man," said Elden. "I won't take offence. Though your aversion to the word bolsters your trustworthiness in my mind. One of the king's spies would have no qualms in dangling my status over my head." 
"Er… sure, then," said the captain. "Must be a relief to finally be free of Hearthold after so long hostaging." 
"I learned a great deal from the experience," said Elden. "The machinations of court. The intrigue and economy of Merinia's capital. How to threaten a man with a pistol while in the midst of waltzing with a noblewoman dressed in her finest." 
"Ah, I see." The captain furrowed his brow. "I'm sure that's… useful. Sure you don't want a sip of this? Might help you get a bit back in touch with the slower pace of things out this way." 
Elden eyed the captain from where he stood beside him on the railing. He was bald, pudgy, slightly inebriated. It was hard to imagine him as anything other than what he appeared to be, which was always the perfect cloak for subterfuge. 
"Tell the king an even pace is faster than a quick step," said Elden. 
The captain shrugged. Elden heard a few bits of raucous laughter from the rest of the crew as the pudgy spy rejoined his fellows. 
 



Chapter 2 
The defining feature of Sordavakos was its large, welcoming cove, which always seemed too expansive for the number of ships usually setting anchor within. Morning mist billowed just above the water, obscuring much of Haven's End, the sole Merinian settlement on the island, which ran along the central part of the crescent-shaped coast. 
Elden's emotions were a mixed bag, nostalgia butting up against contemporary expectations, sights and sounds drawing up memories unbidden. He thought of how much time he and Lorin had spent running up and down the beaches, always looking for treasure and often finding it, or at least what had passed for it as kids, washed up in the sand. 
Kessa had always preferred the areas outside of town, the high cliffs their aesta had warned them not to climb, which they'd climbed anyway. The closer sections of the Silent Forest which their aesta had warned them not to explore, and they'd always insisted they hadn't with leaves in their hair and sap on their fingers. 
True Divine, he'd missed them. He'd missed them even as he'd forgotten them, in a sense. Hearthold had been a different world, so removed from the quiet remoteness of the Shattered Isles that it had given him culture shock when he'd first arrived as a sheltered eleven-year-old boy. 
Living in Hearthold Castle had changed him. He'd served the king first as a page, then as a squire to the prince, and finally as a young lord, untitled but ambitious. His life felt like it had begun in court, but the quaint and cozy island which lay in front of him stood forth in quiet contradiction. 
He crossed the gangway after giving his best to the captain, who'd treated him well regardless of being a potential spy, and then wasn't sure what to do next. He'd expected his aesta to be waiting for him, perhaps clad in her silver armor and surrounded by her loyalists, even, but there was no sign of her. 
He did immediately notice a shockingly pretty young Remenai woman watching him expectantly, arms folded across a modestly endowed chest. Gods, it was good to lay eyes on a woman again after weeks of nothing but sun-burnt sailors and the occasional, overly-friendly visits from the ship's cat. 
The girl's hair was dark brown, straight but with just enough curl to have a wild tangle to it that begged to be tamed by strong fingers. Her ears came to a long point as with all Rem, and her eyes were disapproving, a fact he noted before resolving out their vivid blue color. Their gazes locked for a beat too long, a flicker of something intriguing but unnamed passing between them before Elden forced himself to look away. 
"Are you one of my aesta's new runners?" he asked. "Good. Take me straight to her. I'm here on the king's business, and her guidance would be most helpful." 
He gestured to his travel chest, rolling out one of his shoulders as he took a breath of the salt-tinged air. It was warmer in the Shattered Isles than Hearthold, a fact he wished he'd remembered when he'd packed his wardrobe. The Rem girl was still just looking at him, so he frowned and made an exaggerated, sweeping gesture toward his luggage. 
"Come now, be about my business!" he said. "You do speak Merinian, yes? My Konokai has atrophied in my time away, unfortunately." 
"Along with anything resembling manners, it would seem," muttered the girl. 
It was her tone, so quiet and serious that brought the memories, the recognition, rushing back. Elden stared at her, mentally aging up the little half-rem girl who'd basically been all but a sister to him under their aesta's care close to a decade earlier. 
"Lorin!" The name came out of his throat more as emotion than syllables. He rushed forward, sweeping her into a tight hug, the kind of hug she should have greeted him with in the first place, had she been anyone but her reserved self. 
Hugging Lorin made him acutely aware of how much had changed. She was basically the same height as him now, tall, but not as tall as a full-blood Rem. But it was more than just her height. 
The press of her body against his, the way she molded against him, soft yet surprisingly firm. Once more he had to shake off the effects of weeks at sea, his own pent-up need turning an innocent embrace into a smoldering fire that had no business burning. 
"Your ears…" He let out a laugh, desperately redirecting his focus. "They come to a point now! Kessa and I used to wonder about that. Lorin, True Divine… it's been so long!" 
He reached up to touch said ears, letting his finger tickle the tip. Lorin suddenly pushed him hard in the shoulders. He was still smiling as though it was part of their old wrestling games as her hand struck him hard enough across the face to make stars explode through his vision. 
"Find your own way to aesta!" she hissed. 
She stomped off, hands clenched into fists, looking simultaneously like the little half-Rem girl he'd once known and the beautiful young woman she now was. A chorus of laughter came from the ship, where most of the sailors had been watching his departure. 
The captain sidled up next to Elden and slapped a hand down on his shoulder. "Let me guess? You mistook her for one of the Rem courtesans that're so popular back in the capital? Let me tell you a secret. The Rem on this island act all stuck up and snooty, but in the dark they rut like rabbits in heat. I bet that one, in particular, would be fun to—" 
Elden spun, his fist connecting with the captain's jaw before the man could finish the sentence. Fury, cold and righteous, roared through him. 
"That woman is dear to me, you crass bastard. You will show her respect." 
"He hit the captain!" One of the sailors came charging down the gangway, drawing a cutlass from his belt, ready to defend his dear leader. 
Elden rubbed his knuckles, feeling a bit of rawness where they'd connected to the man's jaw. He casually pulled out his pistol and pointed it into the sailor's face. 
"You should be glad that I only hit your captain," he said. "Now. If you'll excuse me. I have places to be." 
"That's truer than I think you know." 
He heard someone behind him at the same moment he felt a hard blow slam into the back of his skull. It wasn't quite strong enough to knock him out, but more than sufficient to drop him to his knees. He would have turned and taken aim again, but his pistol no longer seemed to be in his hand. 
He blinked and dimly wondered if perhaps the blow had been enough to knock him out after all. 
 



Chapter 3 
Elden let his hands trail down the bars of a jail cell within the guard's post in Haven's End. He'd been woozy for most of the walk through town, which had made the inconceivable humiliation of being arrested during his grand homecoming surprisingly bearable. 
A head wound will do wonders for a man's ego, he thought. 
"It was a private feud," he said. He eyed the guard captain as the man scratched a pen across parchment, no doubt inking a report of the incident. 
"How so?" asked the guard captain. 
"He insulted a member of my family!" snapped Elden. "But more importantly, I am here on a royal investigation, not a drunk in need of a night’s sobering sleep." 
"You forget the way things are here, Elden Haven." 
"Forger." Elden closed his eyes and breathed out. "Elden Forger." 
"Ah. I forgot." The guard let out a little laugh, not unkindly. "That was the name the Battle Maiden refused, no? I was young at the time, but I still remember how much of an insult that was perceived to be. So the king gave it to you instead…" 
Elden nodded, but there was something else in the man's statement that stuck out to him. "I know you, don't I? You've been here since before I left." 
"You do," said the guard. 
He subtracted a few years and more than a few pounds, added some hair and the ruddy cheeks of boyish youth. "Ben Stancher. Something tells me you've grown out of climbing orange trees." 
They'd been about the same age a decade earlier and gotten into trouble here and there together, when Elden hadn't been distracted by Lorin and Kessa's hijinks. It felt like a lifetime ago, and in most ways, it had been. 
"Look, I don't doubt that you're here on the king's business, Elden," said the captain. "Which makes it confusing to me why you would forget the king's mandate in regard to Sordavakos." 
The king had issued numerous mandates at the end of the war, but few had been all that relevant to Elden during his time in Hearthold. Surviving the king’s moods had taken precedent over studying history. 
"I remember," said Elden, in a bored voice. "Vaguely. Haven's End is, by treaty, bound by both Merinian and Remenai law in most things. Pistols violate their world pact, the jadhara." 
Among other things. The jadhara extended to dictating whether fish could be sold for profit, or whether someone thirsty could ever be denied a drink of water or wine. It was ancient law, full of tradition, superstition, and nonsense. 
"Pistols are banned here," said Ben. "If word got out that I let you point one at someone and simply walk away, the Rem would not have taken it well." 
"They still keep to themselves in the Silent Forest." 
Ben grunted. "Most of them, most of the time." 
Except, of course, Lorin. Elden was aware of her complicated history with the Remenai of Sordavakos. 
"We were rooting for you, you know, Lord Forger." Ben spoke Elden's title with a teasing, but not unkind edge. "Truly, we were. The Battle Maiden is the only thing holding together the truce between the Remenai and the Merinians here. Whenever skirmishes break out on the other islands, people die. Usually in large numbers." 
"There was never much I could do about it in the capital, unfortunately," said Elden. 
"We just hoped you wouldn't die at the whim of the king. Don't think your aesta could handle her precious solas being snuffed out by the king she once led armies for." 
Elden let his fingers trail down the bars. He'd come close enough to death, more than once. He thought of Elara, his servant and friend and… more. The poison. No, it wasn't time to let his mind go there, not with so much to do. 
"I'll be needing my pistol back, on that same note," said Elden. "It was a gift from the king. He won't react well if I explain that it's been lost." 
"Might not be up to me," muttered Ben. 
There was a knock at the guard post's door. Ben hurried over and opened it, stepping back with a bow to allow Blaire Haven to enter. 
Elden recognized her immediately, but the same sense of identity confusion he'd felt with Lorin roiled through him as he tried to make sense of his aesta's appearance. 
She wore a dress — a simple, form-fitting gown of grey blue that bared her shoulders and hinted at her collarbones. She seemed shorter than he recalled, shorter and older, the passage of time evident in the silver strands woven through her chestnut brown hair. It was a healthy grey, however, somehow adding to her beauty rather than subtracting from it. 
The predominant difference that left him near dumbfounded was how… soft and womanly she looked. No sword at her side, no hard expression with narrowed and serious eyes. She looked like the ladies of court in Hearthold — a fair bit more naturally pretty than most of them, but with that same reserved and beautified demeanor. 
"Aesta," he muttered. 
She turned and blinked as she saw him in the cell. "Solas." 
Solas. The term of endearment, reserved for young male orphans an aesta takes in as her own, sounded strange on her lips now. It was a relic of a past he'd thought he'd outgrown, but hearing it aloud brought it all rushing back. 
Hurrying over, Blaire came right up to the bars. Elden reached a hand out to touch hers but she swept him into a complete, awkward hug, with two poles of metal keeping them from coming fully together. 
True Divine, the memories came in waves, everything from the way she'd forced him to bathe as a boy, to how she once had to talk him down from up high in a tree with fear in her voice, to being caught sneaking out in the middle of the night with Kessa and forced into window cleaning as punishment. 
"If you'll take responsibility for him, Lady Haven, I see no reason not to release him into your supervision," said Ben, with the key already out. 
"What happened?" asked Blaire. 
Her expression finally hardened into something that stirred even more of Elden's memories of childhood discipline. Ben scratched his neck and glanced at Elden, seeming tactful enough to give him a chance to confess. 
"Someone insulted Lorin, and the situation got a bit out of hand," he said. "I may have drawn my pistol." 
Blaire let out a sigh, but she was still smiling fondly. "You should have known better, solas. But I suppose you have been away for… some time." 
"Too long," he said. 
"Far too long." 
She let her hand touch his, finger tracing over his knuckles. True Divine, how was she so much shorter than him now? 
 



Chapter 4 
Elden stood outside the guard's post next to Blaire while he had his first real reunion with the town of Haven's End. Ben had given him his pistol back, though he'd entrusted the brim powder and shot to Elden's aesta for "safe keeping." He carried his travel chest at his side, glad he hadn’t packed it heavy. 
"Much has changed over the years," said Blaire. She set a gentle hand on his shoulder. 
"I can see that," he muttered. 
He surveyed the bustling port town with a mixture of nostalgia and sadness. Haven's End had been his childhood home, a place where he'd run wild through the narrow alleys and climbed the rigging of docked ships. But the town that greeted him now bore the scars of hard years. 
The once vibrant marketplace was a shadow of its former self, with fewer stalls and traders hawking their wares. Many of the colorful awnings that used to provide shade now hung in tattered strips, the fabric faded and torn. Even the smells were different — the enticing aromas of spiced meats and fresh-baked bread overwhelmed by the musty odor of old, wet wood. 
Elden's gaze swept over the weathered buildings lining the harbor. Haven's End had always borne a mixture of new Merinian construction, with older Rem stone traditional huts. Most of the latter were now clearly abandoned, and the lack of many new buildings in the Merinian style hinted at the settlement's slowing growth. 
"What happened here?" he murmured, his heart heavy with the town's decline. 
Blaire gave him a tired smile. "Life, with its intrinsic ups and downs. A culmination of bad seasons, poor trade... and the king's taxes. This place has paid a toll, but our people are resilient." 
"I haven't forgotten," he muttered. 
He just looked at his aesta for a long moment, still catching up with the reality of being back. Sordavakos had been a sight of numerous battles during the Betrothal War, with Haven's End weathering heavy Remenai raiding. 
The peace in the wake of the war had only come after thousands of lives had been lost. Elden had never known his birth parents, much the same as Kessa and Lorin. Blaire had been their aesta, raising them as her own. Not just them. 
He smiled, even though the memory was one of his saddest. He'd been a bit older than Kessa and Lorin, about a year, though they were true orphans without knowledge of their real birthdays. He'd realized it first, the depressing and inescapable truth of what it means to be an orphan that will never be taken in by a family. 
His aesta had been his family. Lorin and Kessa had been his family. And it was also what made it so hard to come back. Haven's End was a sad little frontier village that most people back in Hearthold wouldn't care about even if they knew about it. Being home, despite the nostalgia and the people he'd dearly missed, made him feel small. Made him feel like his aesta, suddenly shorter than the boy she'd once coddled. 
"Are you alright, solas?" she whispered, rubbing his shoulder. 
"I am. Just taking in the sights." He turned to look at her again, once more struck by her mature beauty as her hair caught the sea breeze and danced sideways toward one shoulder. "How are Lorin and Kessa?" 
"That is a complicated question." Blaire began walking along the path which would lead up to the monastery, on the cliff overlooking the village, near the edge of the Silent Forest. "They're both still here on the island." 
"I had my reunion with Lorin fresh off the ship. Gods, I didn't even realize it was her at first. She's so beautiful now. I… may have commented on her ears." 
"Ah. That's a sore spot for her. She has a complicated relationship with her heritage." 
"She gave me a sore spot of my own," he said, touching his cheek. 
"She wanted you to write her," said Blaire. "She kept writing you until… well, it must have been a few years ago at this point. But she kept going long after you'd stopped." 
"I never got the letters. Not a single one." His voice was acidic in a way that nearly poisoned the mood. "I knew the king was reading every letter I sent out, which is why all of my letters were so banal and empty. I suspected he was also guarding my incoming mail, but I never knew for sure." 
Blaire stopped walking, touching his shoulder again. "You need to tell her that as soon as you get the chance, solas. It would likely change things for her." 
"Let's hope," he muttered. 
There was another aspect to his anger at the king's manipulations that he desperately wanted to bring up, but couldn't quite voice aloud. A question that had been on the tip of his tongue for nine long years and a scattering of months. 
Why didn't you fight for me, aesta, he wondered. Why did you play me into King Rento's court like a sacrificial game piece?

"What of Kessa?" he asked instead. 
"She's still here, though chafing a bit, as you might expect." Blaire sighed, a wisp of sound laden with a mixture of fondness and exasperation. "Kessa… has not changed in how she views matters such as submitting to authority or committing herself to a normal job." 
"She's no more than a year or so younger than me," muttered Elden. "How does someone, even a young Merinian woman, approach their second decade without gaining some sense of work ethic?" 
"Not everyone changes in the same ways as they grow older," said Blaire. "She walks her own path these days. Just with heavier steps than she took as a girl." 
"She was always the headstrong one," he chuckled, the memory drawing a genuine smile. "But surely she's settled down in at least some way? Found a craft, perhaps, or... someone to tame that wild spirit?" 
"Not even close. To that end, I doubt there's a single man on this island who could handle her." 
They started walking again. It was late fall, but the weather in the Shattered Isles was generally warmer and milder year-round. Elden rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and undid the top button. 
The path winding up to the cliffs was steep, a fact he remembered from his time away. He was a step or two behind his aesta, and he saw her foot slip on a loose rock. Dropping his travel chest, he was just fast enough to catch her as she fell backward. 
"Thank you, solas," she whispered. 
She was pressed up against him in a way that made the thinness of her dress and the softness of the woman's form underneath it singingly obvious. He'd wrapped his arms around her to steady her, embracing her from behind in a manner that was a bit too close for comfort, not that his body complained. 
There'd been a widowed woman in court, Lady Fiona, who Elden had often flirted with during formal banquets, despite her being near the same age as his aesta. They'd joked about it on a regular basis, the humor feeding into what had been a genuine sexual attraction between them. All those jokes seemed to condemn him now that he'd made his return, exposing the fire behind the smoke. 
"I forgot how treacherous the way up can be if you don't watch your step,” he said. 
One of his hands was resting on her hip and he pulled it back, feeling his fingers trail off her one by one. 
"Too much for you to handle?" she asked, smiling over her shoulder. "Has Hearthold spoiled your appetite for hiking?" 
"The trails around Hearthold aren't as wild as they are back here." 
She gave him an odd, knowing smile, but it faded as quickly as it arrived, her eyes growing serious. "Come. We have much to discuss, and I'd rather do it at home." 
 



Chapter 5 
The Monastery of Silent Prayers had originally been built by the Cult of Arconn's Way, though they'd only inhabited it briefly before the war. The terms of the truce, namely the concession that Haven's Way would respect the jadhara, was enough to deter the original inhabitants from ever returning. 
Elden had only ever known it as the monastery, or more to the point, home. As he and Blaire came to the top of the long, winding cliff path, the old wooden building came into full view, seeming unchanged in his time away. 
The cult had never gotten the chance to paint it, rare as paint tended to be out in the Shattered Isles, which left the monastery's exterior a pleasing shade of oak. The roof was a mixture of original, imported pink clay roof tiles interspersed with darker red ones patched in over the years. 
A bell tower extended upward from the monastery's back section, still equipped with its original bell. Elden remembered how Blaire used to send them off to ring it in warning, mostly for incoming storms, but occasionally for unknown groups of ships, and once, for the Rem. 
The bottom of the tower was still surrounded by the same rain barrels Elden remembered using mainly for drinking water, given the river was just a short walk into the section of the Silent Forest that Blaire had always allowed them to explore freely. 
"How does it feel?" Blaire smiled, watching him with a curious intensity, as though this was a moment she knew she might cherish later. 
"Hard to put into words," he said. 
Not all of it was good. Elden felt a powerful, reflexive rush of claustrophobia, being forced into a space that didn't seem like enough for him anymore. He'd expected that upon the king's initial demand for him to set sail homeward, and even considered staying at The Ashflower Inn instead. 
But that would have never worked, and it was too late now. He met his aesta's gaze, her own complicated emotions suddenly naked for his inspection. She had questions about more than just how he felt returning to his childhood home. 
"Let's go inside," she said, touching his hand. "I’ll make you some tea." 
He didn't say anything. He noticed the stained-glass window, once the cult's pride, so he'd been told. It was a brilliant image of the god Rovahn and the goddess Leandra, the two halves of the True Divine, embracing one another in dramatic fashion. 
A tiny crack in the top left corner was the only place that showed any sign of damage, and he and Kessa had put it there, playing around with a piece of jade they'd found that glinted just right when thrown high enough into the air. 
"Solas." Blaire surprised him by stepping in close, hand gently touching his shoulder. "Come inside. Take a rest and talk to me." 
"I'm not a child anymore, aesta." He slowly pulled her hand down, but held it, surprised at its softness. She'd had callouses once. "But yes. Some tea and rest are what the afternoon calls for, I think." 
She smiled at him, but hesitated as she approached the door. "Ah. I must have left it open. Strange." 
Elden narrowed his eyes, hand immediately reaching down to draw his pistol, though he knew it was empty. "Let's not take any chances." 
"Any… chances?" His aesta's expression was surprised and a little amused. "On what? I've done this before. It's not as it is in the capital." 
Elden was barely listening. He stood sideways, opening the door slowly, hoping it wouldn't creak, as it once always had. He swept the barrel of his pistol up to cover the room as he pushed inside, wondering if it might be one of the sailors from the ship, or if the king had written ahead to have someone search the monastery, or… 
His paranoia waned as the familiarity of the space caught up with him, along with the situation. Blaire had often left the door a little open when heading out, as had Lorin, sometimes even Kessa. He let out a chuckle and slid his pistol away, though he still needed to see about getting it reloaded. 
The main chapel area of the monastery had been converted into their common room, which might have felt sacrilegious if not for how dogmatic and generally toxic the original cult had been. It made for brilliant lighting from the stained-glass window in the evenings, when the setting sun caught it at the right angle. 
The raised dais where the sermons had been given from had been converted into a small shrine to Jad, the Remenai world god. Blaire's beliefs were a complicated mix of Merinian and Remenai, hence her taking on the role of an aesta to begin with, out of respect and reverence for the traditions of her defeated enemies. 
The chambers for the more senior monks were on the monastery's left side and had been converted, over time, into rooms for Elden, Lorin, and Kessa. The communal sleeping chamber on the other side was the one Blaire had taken for herself. She'd used the extra space as an armory of sorts, at least in the time before Elden had left. 
He slowed as he passed by his own room, the door seeming to beckon him to step back in time as he swung it open. It was much as he'd left it — simple and sparsely furnished, a narrow bed tucked against the wall, a desk that he'd once sat and reluctantly learned his letters at, a single window with a view of the trees. 
It wasn't so bad, he thought. Then or now. I would have struggled if I'd stayed, but coming back… makes it feel different. 
Returning to the common room, Elden sat down at the same dining table he'd eaten at for nearly every meal until he'd been almost twelve years old, even going so far as to sit in "his" chair, which still had that familiar and interesting wobble to it. 
Blaire disappeared into the kitchen area in the back, returning a few minutes later with a teapot, some cheese, and the small date scones she'd always loved to make. Elden picked one of the scones up, expecting to only nibble at it, and devoured it in a couple of bites as the flavor brought him back. 
"True Divine… It's so good to see you well," said Blaire. "It's hard to express how much I missed you, solas. How worried I was over your circumstances." 
"Aesta, please," he said. "It really wasn't so bad once I adjusted. I was afforded a fair amount of luxury. I was staying in the castle, not the dungeon." 
It was true, but not the full truth. The king had, in fact, put him in a room to punish him on first arrival. A tiny room high in one of the off towers that was little better than a cell, with the heat so punishing in the summer that he'd had to lay on the floor in his underwear to cool down. 
"The tension between King Rento and I had been building for years," said Blaire. "His paranoia is, as I'm sure you know, legendary. He suspected and perhaps still suspects me of treason." 
"I know all of this firsthand, aesta," he said. "I understand." 
Blaire reached out and took his hands, turning and leaning forward, her knees almost touching his. Her dress billowed in a way that Elden tried not to notice, the fullness of her bust with just a hint of alluring, mature hang. 
"I sent you because you were older than Lorin and Kessa," she said, closing her eyes as the admission came out. "You were older, and I thought… you would fare better. As a boy. Well, as a man, now, clearly." 
"I fared just fine," he said, forcing the words to be true. "It really wasn't so bad once I became used to King Rento's ways." 
"I know those ways well," whispered Blaire. "Oh, solas. I know them well, indeed. He can be a difficult man." 
Elden had to look away. The paranoia and mind games of the king had pushed him to his breaking point numerous times. He'd distrusted every servant, every nobleman, every knight and squire. Everyone, except of course Elara, and letting himself care about her had been as much of a mistake. 
"You don't need to tell me everything just yet." She squeezed his hand again. "Just having you back is enough, even if it is only temporary." 
"I'm glad to be back," he said, wishing it was true. He might have been forced into his life in Hearthold, but it was now his life, distinct and separate from the years he'd spent on the island. "Aesta. Why did you stop wearing your sword?" 
Blaire blinked, seeming surprised by the question. "I… haven’t worn my sword in ages. My sword was Rhiannon, the Arc Blade, and I gave it up after the war, when you were no more than a toddler." 
"You know what I'm asking," he said. "You still wore a sword, on most days. Along with… more practical clothing. Sometimes your old armor, even." 
"That was nearly a decade ago, solas," she said, with a shrug. "I haven't made a habit of it since around when you left." 
Yes, he thought. But why? 
He didn't force the point. Too many emotions were flying through the air to tactfully force anything. 
"We both have questions for one another," said Blaire. "Which is why I must also ask the hardest one of all. Why have you returned?" 
He winced, and she immediately reacted to his pain, touching his hand. He felt a rise of affection and awareness, old emotions and new. 
"I'm not asking out of any sense of imposition," she said firmly. "You are welcome here, and you will always be welcome here. But so much has changed. To understand the full extent of what's happening, especially what the king perceives to be happening, I must know what he told you when he sent you off." 
Elden nodded slowly, not about to hold anything back from her. "Rento nested his request in an offer, throwing it in almost as an afterthought, as he so often does. He made many points about how being confined to Hearthold was stifling for me, as though he wasn't the one enforcing the confinement. He told me that coming home to see my aesta and my family would be a growing moment. 
"And then, as though it had only just come to his mind at the last second, he brought up a man he had an interest in here in Haven's End. Taryn Coldwater. He pointed out that since I’ll be on the island anyway, it would be quite easy for me to make contact with him and discuss matters related to the condition of current events." 
"He was that vague even to you?" asked Blaire. 
"He's usually far vaguer," said Elden. "That's a fact." 
Blaire nodded slowly. "The man you came looking for has been on the island for a few years now. He went missing about three weeks ago" 
"I suppose the king wishes me to investigate his disappearance, then,” said Elden. "A reasonable enough task. Everyone usually knows what everyone is doing within Haven's End. The island isn't large enough for much in the way of secrets to exist." 
Blaire didn't say anything. Her expression took on a heavy aspect that reminded Elden of who she'd been, who he'd expected to see when she'd first entered the guard's post. The Battle Maiden, champion of Merinia. 
A fact clicked together that he should have turned over far earlier. There was almost nothing of interest on Sordavakos. The Verris Clan, the local Remenai, were powerful on Sordavakos but almost inconsequential on the scale of the realm. The brimstone produced by Ashala, the volcanic island further north along the archipelago, was a valuable resource, but there were other islands closer to it and more heavily involved in its trade. 
Nothing of interest… except his aesta, the Battle Maiden, who King Rento still carried a wealth of paranoia toward. He froze, staring at her, wanting to speak the realization aloud but somehow knowing he couldn't. Not without uncovering more about what he was dealing with. 
She was family to him, and yet in all likelihood, she was also the king's prime suspect in Taryn Coldwater’s disappearance. Why would the king send him, of all people, to investigate? Another one of Rento's loyalty tests, born of both justified caution and fantastical paranoia? 
"More tea, solas?" she whispered. 
"Ah. Yes." He smiled and pushed his cup her way. "What is that flavor? Lemongrass?" 
"Lemongrass and ginger." 
"It's delicious." 
 



Chapter 6 
Elden helped his aesta clear the table once they'd finished with tea. The mood had shifted since he'd brought up his purpose in returning. He knew she could sense it too, a constant hum of inescapable tension and awareness. 
"Solas," she said as he set his cup down on the kitchen's fine stone counter. 
"Yes, aesta?" 
"Promise you'll tell me in advance of your departure," she said. "I don't want you leaving without me knowing." 
His paranoia flared once more, but he forced it down. This was the kind of request his aesta would make, a simple demand for a little more time with him, a chance to convince him to stay a night or a weekend longer. 
"Of course," he said. "It would be uncouth for a proper lord of Merinia to leave without so much as a goodbye." 
She laughed and folded her arms. "Ah, I see. You've learned some lessons from your time in court, then?" 
"Certainly more than just marksmanship." There was an odd rise in a different kind of tension as he held her gaze. "On that note, you still have my shot and brim powder ." 
"Yes," she said. "I do." 
He waited a second or two, one finger tracing the lines between the stones of the counter. "Would you give me those back, aesta?" 
"Solas…" She let out a fond but tired sigh. "I don't think it would be the best idea for you to be walking around the island with a loaded gun." 
"I'm not going to be waving it around without caution." He stepped closer to her, watching her carefully. "I'm just uncertain of what this investigation may entail." 
"Probably less excitement than you're envisioning." She smiled in a way that was infuriatingly knowing, but that had always been her style. "You're still so young. Not every problem is fit to be solved at the barrel of a gun." 
He nodded, slowly. "Well, I can't force you to give me the shot and powder back." 
"That's correct." 
He stared at her, at a loss for words. She was still his aesta, firm but unyielding when it came to her rules under her roof. 
"Come now, solas," she continued. "You know that such weapons are against the jadhara. That matters here." 
"It's not so much as an afterthought in the capital, but I suppose that's not where I am anymore," he muttered. 
"It's not," said Blaire, smiling. "You're back home." 
They were both quiet for a moment, and the silences within the Monastery of Silent Prayers always lived up to the name. 
"I should head back into town before the afternoon wears thin on light," said Elden. "I have many questions about what happened to this man." 
He watched his aesta, trying to gauge her reaction, but Blaire gave away nothing. "If you need to, then you should. Having you here is a blessing, solas, even if it's only in passing. I know you now have duties." 
There was so much in Blaire's voice, fondness laced with preemptive disappointment that underlined how the happiest moments could sometimes cut the most deep. 
Elden stepped forward and swept her into a hug, but it was one for the both of them. Again, he was reminded of how soft she was, how much of a woman she was. That'd always been the case, but now it was a fact that seemed to force its way in, eyes open or closed. 
"I think I need to walk around," he said. "Reacquaint myself with the town." 
"I'll be here when you return," said Blaire. 
She cupped his cheek in her hand, but hesitated, as though realizing he wasn't enough of a boy anymore for the gesture to seem fitting. Elden touched her hand with his fingers anyway, even as the sensation veered into odd, strangely heated territory. 
He took a breath as he exited the monastery. What had the king intended by sending him home? Was this truly a test of loyalty, as it seemed? Or the first move of some larger game set up by Merinia's eccentric ruler? 
Elden forced a smile he didn’t entirely feel as he waved and turned away from Blaire and began heading down the hill toward Haven's End. His boots kicked up dust from the path, seeming to collect it at an accelerated rate compared to walking through Hearthold. The scent was familiar — dirt and salt and the faint sweetness of pollen. 
Reaching the outskirts of town, he paused at the top of the main road, taking in the sight. It was both strange and familiar, a tapestry woven with threads of memory and the stark realities of the present. Same crooked rooftops, same jumble of buildings clustered around the natural harbor — yet everything seemed both smaller and shabbier than he remembered. More weathered. 
He recognized the general store, its faded sign still proclaiming "Dry Goods and Sundries" in peeling paint. Next to it stood Tin Claw Smithy, the clang of hammer against metal a reassuringly constant rhythm. Farther down, near the docks, he saw the shipwright's guild — though calling it a guild had always seemed generous when it had only ever been three or four men, usually more interested in ale than oceanic ambition. 
He saw plenty of people, as well, and noted their reactions to him. He wasn't sure whether it was his clothing, a fair bit finer than what most of his old hometown would typically wear, or if they'd just heard about the incident at the docks upon his arrival. 
"Afternoon," he said, waving to a young mother with a toddler whom he thought he might have known from years past. 
She gave him a polite but guarded smile and hurried along without saying anything. Eventually, Elden arrived at his destination, The Ashflower Inn. 
It seemed reasonable to expect the rumors regarding Taryn Coldwater would eventually reach him if he simply took his time and bought the right drinks for the right people. He made his way into the familiar tavern, again feeling as though everything was a bit smaller, rougher, more makeshift. All eyes turned his way as he approached the bar. 
It was the afternoon crowd, not enough to fill the common room, but more than he might have expected. Of course, Haven's End didn't exactly offer as many options as Hearthold would have about where to drink. 
"Too fancy for here, milord!" shouted a man in the corner as Elden took his seat. He swiveled his gaze around, irritation spiking, but someone interjected before he could. 
"He's from here, you dolt!" snapped Lorin. "It's Elden." 
There were a few muffled, chastened whispers. No apology came, but neither did any further mockery. Lorin had a tray in her hand with bread on it. A headscarf covered her hair and ears, which made his recognition flicker for an instant. 
She hadn't been wearing that at the docks, but he wondered if it might have saved them some awkwardness if she had been, given how she'd reacted to his touching of her ears. Dropping the bread off at another table, Lorin came around to the other side of the bar, watching him with intense and serious eyes. 
"Elden," she said. "What'll you have?" 
"An ale I suppose," he said. "Along with a moment to speak with you alone." 
"I'm working right now." She poured him the drink, set it down carefully, and made to walk away. Elden downed half of it in a large gulp and grabbed her arm. 
He thought she might slap him again, but that was the risk he had to take. Lorin had only ever grudgingly listened to him when her emotions were high. 
The one lesson he'd taken to heart from his childhood was to not mince words with her, and not put off an apology when one was due. But was an apology due? His cheek was still faintly red from her slap.
"I did write," he said, remembering Blaire's earlier advice. "As much as I could." 
"No, you didn't," snapped Lorin. "Why would you lie about something like that?" 
"The Master of Whispers filtered my letters," said Elden. "I could only… speak in generalities. Never about how I was, or how I… missed you. All of you. I wasn't allowed a single letter you sent in return." 
He saw her eyes narrow and, for a horrifying second, he thought she wouldn't believe him. The truth was so petty and pathetic, painting a picture of a king that was hard to believe, even for Elden, even after experiencing the man first hand. 
"Oh…" Lorin eventually said. "Ah. Carroll, I'm taking a few minutes off!" 
She took off the apron she'd been wearing and hung it on a dowel by the edge of the bar as she hurried around to the other side. This time, it was Lorin grabbing his arm, pulling him along. 
They went into the alley to the side of the inn, which lead to a nice grassy area that Elden remembered occasionally hosting outdoor fires during the summer. Lorin turned to him once they were out of view of the street, alone, and then pressed herself into a hug against him. 
"Lorin…" 
He embraced her back with just as much affection, feeling a sob run through her, feeling wet tears dampening his shirt. He held her in his arms, squeezing her tight, ready to protect her against the king, the world, any harm that could possibly come her way… 
He felt one of her ears again with a fingertip. 
"You buffoon!" she snapped, pushing him in the chest, but with a hint of a smile this time. 
"They're fascinating to me," he said, holding his hands up. 
"How would you feel if I just started touching you wherever I wanted?" she snapped. 
Her face was a little flushed, hair messy from work, slender chest perfectly accented by her tight, tan tunic shirt. 
"I think I'd survive," he said, smiling. 
 



Chapter 7 
They found a log to sit on near the trees by the edge of the hill leading up to the cliffs. The leaves rustled in the wind as the two of them leaned in toward one another, knees occasionally brushing together. They stared at each other more than they spoke, still adjusting to what amounted to their sibling's return in a new, adult body. 
"You're here to investigate what happened to Taryn?" asked Lorin. 
Elden nodded, having given her the quick version of the reasoning behind his return. "I didn't realize how much was tied up in the king's request until I arrived here. I had no idea that this man was a spy, though I should have guessed it earlier." 
"Taryn wasn't a spy!" snapped Lorin. 
He furrowed his brow. "You knew him?" 
"He… came into the tavern a lot," she admitted, with a shrug. "He was quiet. Good natured. He didn't actually say much for all his time there, but we'd talk a bit. Most of the men on Haven's End only know how to make crass comments and complain about the ale. Taryn… was different." 
Elden kept his expression neutral, but felt his innards twisting on a base level. It was exactly what a spy seeking information on the Battle Maiden would do. Casually cozy up with her seta, one of her female adopted orphans still living under the same roof, and record all their secrets. 
"Lorin," he said. "I need to ask you something, and I need you to promise you won't make a big deal of the question." 
"Of course," she said, nodding. 
"Or slap me in response to it." 
She made an annoyed noise. "Oh, please, Elden. I can control myself." 
"I hope so," he said. "Let's pretend that Taryn was a spy, for a moment. Did you ever tell him anything that may have… hinted at aesta being disloyal to the king?" 
Lorin's eyes instantly became furious. She pulled her arm back, prepping for a slap for the ages. Elden grabbed her arm, only catching her smile, the teasing edge to the gesture, as the two of them were falling off balance over the back of the log. 
He landed on his back, still clutching her forearm, with Lorin straddling his midriff. She looked surprised in that stunned, uncertain way, her free hand resting on his chest. 
"Are you still going to slap me?" he asked, smirking and jutting his chin out. 
"It was a joke," she said, yanking her arm free. "But I will slap you again if you don't stop making that face." 
"Is that right?" 
She held his gaze, not seeming to breathe, still caught between action and reaction. Elden felt the intensity of the change he'd been thrust back into, from seeing Lorin as a little half-elf tagalong crybaby to this elegant and beautiful young woman now quite literally astride him. 
They glanced away, and he knew she was thinking exactly what he was. Above all else, the jadhara dictated the laws and structures of Remenai family relationships. 
They'd been raised by the same aesta, and in the eyes of the Rem, that was no different from being siblings.  In some ways, it was a more serious designation, given how aestas were traditionally entrusted with arranging marriage matches that repaid the charity received from the Rem clans who supported their orphanages. 
Blaire's situation as a Merinian adopting Remenai ways was, of course, a little unique, but not in this. The peace between Haven's End and the Verris Clan had been tenuous in the time before Elden had left, and he doubted it had changed for the better in his time away. 
"I have to get back to work," said Lorin, pushing herself up. 
"Will you be home tonight?" 
"Of course," said Lorin. "I'm not running around at all hours like Kessa." 
"Rovahn's balls," muttered Elden. "Where is Kessa, anyway? Why didn't she greet me at the docks?" 
Lorin snorted. "She's probably out working on another scheme, or maybe even trying to trade with the Rem savages in the Silent Forest." 
Elden blinked, brushing a bit of grass from behind an ear. "You mean the Verris Clan?" 
"I mean what I said." Lorin tried to tame some of the mess of her hair as she retied her head scarf. "Anyway. I need to go." 
"What about Kessa?" he said. "I still need to talk to her." 
Lorin shrugged. "She might be in that old spot by the waterfall where the two of you always used to climb. Do you remember?" 
"I do," he said. "You never came with us because you were always afraid of heights." 
"I'm not afraid of heights, I just didn't like climbing in the spray and coming home soaking wet." 
"Kessa didn't mind it." 
He felt a bit childish prodding her there. Lorin and Kessa had been close, closer than he'd been to either of them in some ways, but also strangely competitive. Elden had learned in his own way in Hearthold that friendship and rivalry could be two sides of the same coin. 
"Kessa's changed too, you know," said Lorin. "You should… take her with a grain of salt." 
"What's that supposed to mean?" 
"Sorry, Elden, I have to get back to work," said Lorin. "We can talk about it later." 
She started to walk off, and then looked back at him and seemed to change her mind, running over to give him a parting hug. Gods, he'd missed her. All of the concerns and claustrophobia he'd felt toward coming home faded into the background. 
Still going to have to adjust to sleeping in your tiny childhood bed, he thought. In the thin-walled monastery, under your aesta's rules.

He brushed the worry off, along with a twig in his collar that he hadn't noticed earlier. The locals afforded him less attention as he made his way back through town and then up the path leading along the cliff. The way to the waterfall where he and Kessa had always climbed would lead him past the monastery. 
He paused as he continued along the trail next to his childhood home. He could hear what sounded like a sword swishing through the air in the distance. Unholstering his pistol, he crouched low and hurried along the path, aware he should have known something nefarious would catch up to him eventually. 
But that wasn't what he found, though the sight caught him just as off guard. His aesta was outside, sword in hand, clad in leggings and a practical if skimpy cotton half-shirt. Her hair was tied back in a neat ponytail, and her pale skin glistened with sweat. 
She was training, moving through various slashes and chops in a manner that brought Elden back to his own sword instruction under her as a youth. His aesta might have seemed a touch more feminine than what he remembered on the surface, and even now, he didn't see the same level of muscle definition on her soft frame. Her movements, however, were still perfect. 
She was a fast and confident duelist. The Arc Blade, Rhiannon, had been the core of her power during the Betrothal War, but it would have been all but useless without her technique and talent. Even lacking the relic, she was clearly still formidable in a way that made Elden simultaneously proud and concerned. 
Any doubts he'd previously had about whether his aesta could kill a man faded from his mind. He'd been thrown off guard by seeing her in a gown, seeing her with a bit of elegant grey in her hair. She was not a woman who would falter from a task that required violence. 
Elden closed his eyes, wishing he'd taken the long way around to the waterfall. 
 



Chapter 8 
Kessa wasn't at the waterfall, at least not around where Elden remembered the two of them playing the most. He sat on a rock, looking out over the cliffs next to where the river hissed into spraying, whitewater freefall, and let old memories come to the fore. 
Kessa had been too smart for her own good. Blonde and pretty in that borderline worrying way, even as a little girl. Chafing under authority. Always speaking her mind, even when it would have paid to keep her mouth shut. A voracious reader, but with a morbid streak that had her quoting facts about massacres and regaling the other orphans with gruesome tidbits about ancient execution methods. 
Kessa had been different from him and Lorin in one other way which he'd never really understood. Most of the orphans came into the monastery young, often at an age to still be easily adopted without inconvenient memories that might get in the way of parental bonding. 
Elden distinctly remembered how much it hurt to be at the orphanage when the showings were happening for one of the new children. He remembered how Lorin would cry, and he'd comfort her, trying to answer questions about why they weren't being adopted, what it must feel like to be wanted by a family. Even now, those memories still cut him deep. 
Kessa had never even bothered coming out for most of them once she'd understood what was going on. Blaire had never forced her to. Elden wondered if Kessa would have stayed at the orphanage if she had presented herself for inspection and managed to keep a polite tongue for even just a few minutes. She would have been taken in by someone… or maybe not. 
He shook his head, feeling his ego taking psychic damage just from putting himself back into that delicate mindset. He was Lord Elden Forger, and he'd traveled all the way from the capital city to investigate a missing person's case for his unbalanced and paranoid king. 
He glanced around, letting himself go back in time as he examined what had once been a childhood haunt of his. Except… it wasn't quite the same place, at least not as he remembered it. 
An overhanging section cliff that had almost seemed like an aerial plateau on the far side of the waterfall had collapsed, sheering off in a rather neat manner that most who weren't familiar with the terrain would have overlooked. 
He crossed the river using the old set of stepping stones they'd always taken advantage of to get from one side to the other. Approaching where the fallen rock had once been, he caught sight of a stump with a rope tied around it. 
The rope was inconspicuous, tucked away in the grass and rocks just so as to make it hard to see at a distance. Elden felt his sense of mystery tingling. He followed it to the edge of the cliff, confirmed that it hung down to a ledge below, one which must have been exposed by the landslide. 
He tested the rope, took a breath, and began to lower himself down. This act of climbing, more than anything, brought the memories flooding back. Especially the memory of how damp the spray coming off the waterfall was. Lorin hadn't been exaggerating the reasons for her aversion to climbing on this cliff. 
He wavered as he touched down on the lower ledge, unsure at first if his feet were planted properly. There was more room than he'd realized initially. A whole section of the cliff face must have come loose. He had a view out over Haven's End from where he stood, heavily blurred by the mist, which implied that the view from the ground would be too obscured to make out much. 
Set against the cliff on the ledge was a crack-shaped-cave, large enough for him to pass through but only if he crouched a bit and maybe shifted a little sideways. Elden glanced up, as though he needed confirmation that this was where the rope led to, and then committed to the path he was on. 
He bumped his head once on the way in, but only the first foot or two of the opening was narrow. It quickly opened up into a fairly decent sized space, though his eyes needed to adjust before he could confirm its true dimensions. The air was musty and wet, smelling of cold moss rather than mold. 
As interesting of a find as it was, it was still a cave — lit only by the light squeezing through the crack at his back. Elden was about to turn around when he heard something behind him. Abruptly, he was aware of a presence, someone now standing between him and the cave’s entrance. 
"How did you find me?" 
He didn't recognize her from voice tone, more from the soft, silky confidence underlying it. Kessa had always been so sure of herself, dangerously so. 
"Lorin gave me a hint," he said, turning around. "The rope led me the last of the way. What happened to white knuckling the cliff side, Kessa? We never balked at a good climb as kids." 
"Elden?" A hand was suddenly touching his head and chest as though trying to find a door in the dark. "True Divine. It really is you, isn't it?" 
He caught a gleam of something metallic reflecting the light from the cave entrance in her hand. "I notice that you're holding a knife. Did I interrupt a meal? 
"Better safe than sorry," she whispered, though she slowly tucked the knife away. 
"Who were you expecting to find you that you'd need that level of caution?" 
"No one. It just pays to be in control of a situation." 
He heard the striking of flint, and a lantern burst into flame an instant later, illuminating the space. The cave was as large as a decently sized room, which was ideal, given that it appeared to be what Kessa had been using it for. 
A bedroll was spread out across a conveniently raised shelf of rock along one wall. A number of books were stacked next to it, along with a small sack that he presumed either contained clothing or other supplies. None of that held his attention for as long as the back of the cave, however. 
Set against rock composing the space's far wall, with bits of stone at its base suggesting it had only been recently revealed, was a door. Elden stared at it, glancing once back at Kessa, who had a knowing smile. It was made of bronze and heavily tarnished, but still one of the most exquisite examples of metallurgy Elden had ever seen. 
A relief in the image of a demoness was set into the door's front side, though calling it a mere relief wasn't adequate for description. It was more as though a demon had been submerged into molten bronze, covered completely within the door in a way that left her contours, her very nude and exposed contours, completely on display. 
Elden would have described the demoness as the most seductive piece of art he'd ever seen if not for the monstrous head. The demoness's facial proportions were vaguely inhuman, gaunt cheekbones, wrinkles in the wrong places, a snaking tongue running across full and luscious lips in front of predatory teeth. Elden was simultaneously drawn in and unnerved. 
"Rovahn's balls," he muttered. "What is this?" 
"That is the question I've spent the past month trying to answer," said Kessa. "Look at the ears." 
Elden furrowed his brow, noticing how they came to a point and realizing what that meant. "This is some… Remenai demon?" 
"I'm not sure," said Kessa. "It's clearly something from the Age of Essence, back when magic and monsters were a major force in the world. I've been trying to discover more on my own but haven't even figured out how to get it open yet." 
"This is ancient…" muttered Elden. "It would have to be for the land to have shifted so much to conceal the cave in the time since." 
"Oh no, the cave has always been here," said Kessa. "We just never noticed because the crack was so inconspicuous before the rockfall. You dared me to squeeze through it once." 
"I did?" 
"Cost you a square of aesta's lemon bars after I pulled it off. I didn't bring a lantern with me, so I never saw what was inside." 
Elden nodded slowly, only then turning to look at Kessa, given how quickly the marvelous door had captured his attention. He blinked, stunned by how much his fellow orphan had grown up, filled out, and become a woman. 
Kessa had always been pretty, even as a scrawny, poorly clothed orphan. But now? Now she was something else entirely. Her blonde hair hung loose against her shoulders, fair and faintly damp from the waterfall's spray. Her eyes were pale blue, beautiful and somehow challenging even at rest. 
She was dressed simply in a tunic and leggings, practical clothes for spelunking and exploring, though he suspected she would have looked just as captivating in a burlap sack. Her figure was as striking as her face, the tunic doing little to hide the generous swell of her rather large breasts straining against the fabric. 
He almost found it hard to look directly at her, but all the dirt smudged across her face and hands had a balancing effect on the weight of her beauty. She was scrutinizing him with similar curiosity, and it suddenly felt as though they'd been silent too long within the tiny, shadowy cave. The naked relief of the demoness seemed to set the mood. 
"What's really going on here, Kessa?" he asked. 
"Let's talk on the cliff." She did a little stretch that pushed her chest out, watching him as though gauging his interest. "I need some sun." 
 



Chapter 9 
He waited for Kessa to climb the rope before following behind her, though the going was easy enough on the way up that he didn't really need it. Kessa was sitting on the stump when he reached the top, smiling in a secretive manner. 
"I've been uncovering that door for weeks now, Elden," she said. "My original thinking was that it was just a relief of some kind. Old Remenai art that I might be able to pry out of the cliff face and sell, or trade to the Verris Clan, even." 
"Probably would violate the jadhara," he said. 
"They like me enough to let minor transgressions slide. But yes, that was going to be my last resort. My plans have changed, to say the least." 
"How so?" 
She leaned back on the stump. There was a tiny fleck of dirt nestled against the upper cleavage of her breasts, or possibly a mole. Elden made himself stop staring at it instead of trying to determine which. 
"I feel as though I've shared enough of my secrets for one day," said Kessa. "What are you doing back here, Elden? This doesn't feel like a coincidence." 
Was that suspicion he read in her expression? He found that interesting, but not in a good way. He was still reeling from the idea that his aesta might be a suspect in his investigation and would be doubly pained to have to add Kessa to his short list. 
But outright lying to her about why he'd returned would only lead to her distrusting him the second she heard the truth from Blaire or Lorin. Elden laced his fingers together, meeting her gaze. 
"King Rento sent me back to the island to investigate the disappearance of Taryn Coldwater," he said. "Lorin and aesta seem to know who he is. I would assume that you do, too." 
"Everything's connected then," said Kessa, with a nod. "Taryn must have been here either spying on or carrying messages to the Remenai." 
Elden said nothing, wondering if that might actually have been the case. The king had never explicitly said that Coldwater was spying on his aesta. He'd come to that assumption and, while it seemed like the likelier one, Kessa's reasoning held a certain amount of logic. 
"Did Taryn know about the door?" he asked. 
Kessa sighed. "I'm not honestly sure. He was weirdly obsessed with me, and to a lesser extent, Lorin. Always trying to chat us up as though his intentions weren't plainly obvious." 
Elden nodded, taking it as more confirmation that Taryn had wanted info on his aesta. "Did he ever come out this way?" 
"Once, though not all the way to the edge of the cliffs," said Kessa. "It may have just been an unlucky coincidence. I was climbing up from below a few weeks ago, and he saw me pulling myself up to the ground. I tried to play it off like I was just climbing for climbing's sake. I think he bought it. " 
"How do you know?" 
"Let's just say that the waterfall was particularly misty that day and I was wearing a white shirt," said Kessa, with a smirk. "Also, that was when I was still chipping rocks away from the front of the door. I would probably have noticed if more stone had been pulled away from the bottom if he had managed to get it open." 
"This is right before he went missing?" 
"As opposed to… after?" 
"You know what I mean," said Elden. 
"Yeah," said Kessa. "A few days before, I think. I feel awful remembering it. I was never really all that kind to him." 
"What's behind that door, Kessa?" he asked. 
"I have no idea. Like I said, I still haven't gotten it open. Which is why I think the assumption you're leaning toward is probably not the case. It's far more likely that he either attempted to bargain with the Rem or did something else foolish. The Verris Clan came to Haven's End to search his house shortly after his disappearance." 
"I'd far prefer him be in a cave than in the middle of Verosai, but I suppose reality isn't always obliging." Elden folded his arms, trying to arrange the puzzle pieces he'd been presented so far. "This is something to go on, at least. Thank you, Kessa." 
"I'm glad I could be of help to you." Kessa stood up from the stump slowly, stepping closer to him. "I hope it's not too much to ask that, for the time being, you keep this little discovery a secret." 
"Aesta doesn't know about the door?" 
"I haven't told her, so no, I would assume not." Kessa's blue eyes flickered with something devious. "Come on, Elden. Doesn't it just make sense for it to be our little secret?" 
"Secrets can be a dangerous thing when missing people are involved," he muttered. 
"You just arrived home from Hearthold," she said, smirking at him. "With your polished accent and your fine clothing. I'm sure you kept plenty of secrets for the ladies of court, no?" 
"The ladies of the king's court didn't have mud on their faces and grit under their nails." 
He reached a thumb out, wiping some dirt off one of her cheeks. Kessa blinked, more than just surprised. He caught the faintest hint of something simmering underneath. Irritation? Wariness? A darker emotion, perhaps? 
"A quick dip in the river and I'll be as clean as the day I was born." She dusted her hands off and turned her back to him, walking away. "It's your choice. I certainly can't make you do anything you aren't interested in doing." 
"Kessa." 
She turned around, raising an eyebrow. 
"It's really good to see you again." 
"Oh, Elden." 
She ran back over, sighing but smiling. Elden wrapped her in a tight hug and, for a moment, felt like everything about his return made sense. 
True Divine, he thought. She most definitely has grown up and… filled out.

They walked back to the monastery together. More time had passed than Elden had realized, and the sun was dipping low on the horizon, dropping down beyond where there were higher cliffs further toward the island's center. 
Kessa was a step ahead of him as they came through the door into the spacious monastery, but she stopped as she walked inside, which left Elden bumping into her from the back. 
"Ah." Blaire's voice came from within. "We were… just on our way out." 
He took in the scene as Kessa stepped out of the way. Blaire and Lorin were both wearing cotton bathing robes and carrying towels, barefoot and flushed. Elden stared at them both as he stepped backward, feeling a bit awkward. 
"Perfect!" said Kessa. "Give me a second to change, and I'll go with you." 
She hurried off to her room. Elden looked at his aesta, who gave him a fond, if embarrassed smile, and then at Lorin, whose face was as red as he'd ever seen it. Lorin still met his gaze somehow, eyes holding his with an oddly curious edge. 
"What can I help with?" he said, swinging his gaze to stare at the stained glass like it was his first time ever seeing it. "Anything? I should be helping out since I'm here anyway with idle hands." 
"Oh, solas, you needn't," said Blaire. "Just get some rest. You're still fresh off the ship." 
She touched his shoulder, a slight movement, but enough to tug her robe open a bit, showing off pale tan lines highlighting the furthest extent of her usual clothing, and the enticing cleavage beyond. 
"I slept on the ship over," he said. "Better to put my energy to good use." 
"We could use more wood," said Blaire. "For the fire. I'm making a stew for dinner, and it's got to simmer on the heat a while. Just jam one of the larger pieces in. Whatever will fit." 
"I'll take care of it, aesta," he said. He smiled at Lorin. "Thanks for the tip about Kessa." 
"I'm glad you were able to find her." She gave him a sweet, borderline heart-melting smile. "We've missed you, Elden." 
"I've missed you all just the same." He grinned back at her, feeling the moment lighten for an instant, at least until the silence and the fact of the two nearly nude women in front of him both grew conspicuous. 
He heard Kessa's footsteps approaching and turned her way, eager for a distraction from the strange tension. Rather expectedly, she was also in a robe, also carrying a towel, also still as busty as he'd noticed earlier. 
"We'll be at the river for a bit, solas." Blaire gave him a firm smile that seemed to politely add on so don't wander out that way. 
"Enjoy." He waited until all three of them were out the door before breathing out. 
This wasn't an aspect of being home that he'd stopped to consider. He wondered if it would have dissuaded him if he had, or perhaps the opposite. 
 



Chapter 10 
Elden checked on the wood stove, throwing a log onto the fire, as requested by his aesta. The stew smelled fantastic, and he only then realized how hungry he was. 
He waited in his room, aware of the temptation to linger in the common area to catch a glimpse of the freshly-bathed women on their way back in. The impulse was a strange one, hard to ignore from how often it seemed to rear its head. 
A simple reaction to seeing them for the first time after so long, he thought. …Right?

He found the question as intriguing as the dilemma it represented. The obvious factor at play was time. His time on the ship, the long journey devoid of privacy and feminine energy. His time away before that, nearly a decade without seeing the women of his family. And of course, the time it would take him to adjust and match what he remembered from when he'd left to what existed upon his return. 
Elden sat down on his bed. He was uncertain of whether it would still be a suitable fit for him, given how much he'd obviously grown in the intervening years. He kicked his boots off and stretched out, surprised to find it adequate in length, if a little narrower than his double bed back in Hearthold. 
My memory was of a child's bed, he thought. But not every memory is accurate.

Without meaning to, he drifted off to sleep, far more tired than he'd realized. It was that midday, unexpected nap sleep, stolen on impulse like a loaf of warm bread cooling on a windowsill. 
He woke up, aware it was evening, perhaps an hour or two later. Blaire was at his door, and the sight of her seemed like a second homecoming. She had on a beige gown with thin shoulder straps that seemed too feminine and comfortable to be a piece of daytime clothing. She blinked, perhaps only then noticing him stirring. 
"Were… you watching me sleep?" he muttered. 
"Guilty." She flashed a bewitching smile and slowly walked over to his bed, expression growing serious again. "I lied to you, solas." 
Her words instantly cut through the lingering fog. What did she mean? What had she said? "How so, aesta?" 
She slowly came over to his bed, smoothing a section of sheets out next to his leg before sitting down. He could feel her weight on the mattress next to him, so familiar. Too small to be the Battle Maiden, but she was, and forever would be. 
"I spoke with the king about you." She leaned back on her arms, favoring him with a far-off but tender expression. "Perhaps three or four years after you'd left, I wrote the king requesting a chance to see you. Begging to see you." 
He winced slightly, remembering how dark that time had been for him. "I was fine, aesta. You needn't have worried." 
"I did worry. Moreover, I missed you in a fashion that bordered on obsession. I hated myself for having surrendered you over while simultaneously being paralyzed by the greater situation." 
He watched her face, unprepared for the raw emotion of old memories written across her features. "I suspect I know what the king said." 
"I suspect you don't. He invited me to Hearthold. He seemed genuine in his response, as much as that man can be. But I never made the journey. A cold and rational part of me, the part I relied on so much during my time wielding Rhiannon, insisted that it was a trap. I was paranoid." 
Elden let out a dark laugh. "Not paranoid. Smart." 
"Regardless, I wasn't there," she whispered. "I could have been, had I made that choice." 
"I would not have wanted it. Had you placed yourself in his power, I might be the one harboring guilt today." 
"Oh, Elden." She stretched out on the bed next to him, and again, he was reminded that it was not a large bed. "I can believe it, somehow, when you say it. I must have made at least a few correct choices to have you back, here and now." 
"Aesta…" He stared into her eyes, feeling suddenly warm as love seemed to reverberate between them. Too much love, veering into heady, heated territory. 
Blaire leaned forward, the motion slow and deliberate, confident but willed, and kissed him on the cheek. Her lips felt hot, and a tremor of sensation rippled from the point of contact. 
Elden turned toward her more directly, wanting nothing more than to kiss her back, for whatever reason, on the lips. Insanity, if not perversion. Gods, what was he thinking? He found her hand instead, squeezing it tight. His fingers intertwined with hers, lacing together with a level of intimacy that still seemed beyond the line for a solas and his aesta. 
"The stew…" she whispered, voice almost too quiet. "I came to tell you that it's ready. If you're hungry." 
"Famished," he muttered. 
She brought his hand up to her mouth, kissed his knuckles, and then looked at him. Elden saw a rather girlish and uncertain expression on her face, so different from his memories. She slowly let go of his hand, but let her fingers trace over his shoulder as she stood up. 
He was full of questions as she walked away, most of them aimed inward. How long would it take for this awareness, or sensitivity, or… attraction to fade back to baseline? 
True Divine, it was absolute torture. The king had once brought him and a few other lords to the king's private gardens, where a few of the women who were part of his harem had been sunning naked in the open. His memory of that experience, the challenge of keeping his gaze polite, pretending not to notice the nude women watching him, smiling at him, felt suddenly relevant. 
 



Chapter 11 
Elden found Lorin and Kessa seated at the dining table ahead of him. They were leaning close to one another, speaking in quiet tones, looking like a pair of sisters in posture if not appearance. 
"I feel like the odd man out," he said, smiling as he took his own seat. "Figuratively and literally." 
"That can be fixed." Lorin slid her chair over to his with a smile. "Better?" 
"Much," he said. "What were the two of you talking about?" 
Lorin and Kessa exchanged a glance, neither of them answering immediately. 
"You," said Kessa. 
"Kessa!" Lorin reached over and slapped her shoulder. 
"Don't be so shy, Lorin. It's true. Nothing untoward. We were speculating about your adventures in Hearthold." 
"Ah yes, my epic adventures in Merinia’s capital," said Elden, in a dramatic voice. "Ask me whatever you want. Though I think I might need some food before giving any thorough answers." 
Blaire brought the stew out, ladling portions into the same ceramic bowls Elden remembered eating out of a decade earlier. She leaned forward across the table as she served him, her gown billowing open slightly as she did. 
He spooned up a bite, blowing on it to cool it before tasting. "It's delicious, aesta.” 
"Thank you, solas," she said, flashing a smile. She glanced toward Kessa, eyeing her bowl. "Aren't you hungry, seta?" 
"Not in the mood for lamb," muttered Kessa. "Besides, I ate this morning." 
"You didn't come home last night," said Blaire. "Again." 
Kessa shrugged. "Point being? I seem to remember telling you numerous times before that you needn't be so inquisitive about my sleeping and eating schedules, aesta." 
Elden noticed Lorin glance at him apologetically and sensed that neither the tension or argument were new. 
"It's hard not to be when you're so consistently vague," said Blaire. "It paints a bleak picture in my mind about the nature of whatever project or scheme you're currently fixated on." 
"Did you note her phrasing, Elden?" asked Kessa, shaking her head. "She places a level of scrutiny on me that puts her judgment ahead of reality." 
"Where were you this afternoon then, seta?" asked Blaire. "If my scrutiny is so uncalled for, why don't you give me a satisfying answer?" 
She looked from Kessa to Elden, and he remembered Kessa's request for him to keep quiet about the door. Could he still honor that, push come to shove? 
"I went berry picking and did some reading," said Kessa. "As to where I spent my night, that's my business, not yours." 
Blaire's attention flicked to Elden again. He let out a breath, knowing he couldn't escape picking a side. 
"That's about where I found her," he said. "We caught up for a bit and then walked home." 
"Really, aesta, what are you even expecting from me on an island like Sordavakos?" asked Kessa. 
"An apprenticeship, or at the minimum, some form of productive output. Look at what Lorin's days consist of." 
"Aesta, do you have to drag me into this?" groaned Lorin. 
"You have said as much about Kessa yourself, seta," said Blaire. 
"Traitor," muttered Kessa. 
"Oh, please, Kessa," said Lorin, narrowing her eyes. "I'm on your side when it comes to your privacy, but there is an aspect of laziness in your aversion of work that still needs to be acknowledged." 
"Lorin, I officially disavow you," said Kessa. "Elden is my new favorite sibling." 
"Does this happen every meal?" asked Elden. 
"Trust me when I say that we're playing nice for you, solas," said Blaire. 
"Look," said Kessa, slapping a hand down on the table. "The ultimate truth of my situation is that I'm full of ideas but lacking the capital to execute them. If you would be more willing to part with some of your holdings, aesta. Enough coin for me to buy or charter a ship, for example…" 
"I've told you this time upon time, seta," muttered Blaire. "It doesn't work like that." 
"You're the Battle Maiden! Or you were, at least." Kessa spooned a bite of stew into her mouth, speaking around it. "I'm not demanding that you support me financially. I'm merely stating the obvious. It's going to take me longer to apply myself successfully without the backing which you could easily provide, if you so chose." 
"I'm with aesta on this one," said Elden. "I can at least confirm that her assets are in a trust controlled by the king." 
"What?" snapped Kessa. 
"Rento has not allowed me to touch that coin in years," said Blaire. "Since around the time that… you went away, solas." 
"I'm not surprised in the slightest," said Elden. "He wouldn't let a copper penny slip into your hands without demanding, at the very least, an appearance from the Battle Maiden. Rento treats everything like a game of tactics." 
He noticed how his tone immediately piqued Lorin and Kessa's attention. They glanced at him, then at each other, then back at him again. 
"You were around King Rento at the castle, Elden?" asked Lorin. "Did you interact with him enough to get an impression of him?" 
"Yes," he said. "Unfortunately." 
"What's he like?" Lorin leaned forward, watching with distant eyes. 
"He is a complicated man," muttered Elden. 
"That’s basically a nonanswer, and you know it." Kessa brought her chair around to Elden's other side, sitting near enough for her knee to brush up against his. "Give us the truth." 
"The truth is, as I said, rather complicated." He smiled, but there was no mirth to it. "The king favored me as though I were his nephew at times. He was as wary of me as one might treat an unpredictable enemy at others. He told me things that, to this day, I wonder if he ever told anyone else. And…" 
"And?" said Lorin. 
Elden gave a small shake of his head. "…He never stopped poisoning people and testing their loyalty. From start to finish. King Rento seemed to take a great deal of pleasure in keeping everyone around him as paranoid as I think he personally felt, deep within." 
"Poison? This is the king of Merinia we're speaking of." Kessa brought a hand to her face, clearly fascinated. "The hero of the Betrothal War. The man who finally pushed back the Rem. Aesta, does this track to you?" 
"I would prefer to let solas speak his own truth," said Blaire. 
"Did the king ever try to poison you?" asked Lorin. 
"…I don't know," he said, after a moment. 
Lorin snorted. "How can you not know something like that?" 
"Because I don't fucking know!" he snapped, dark emotions spilling over. 
Blaire and Lorin both tensed. Kessa watched him as he composed himself. He didn't want to tell them this, didn't want it to have to still be a part of him despite how much he'd suppressed the memory. But now, it felt like he had to tell them. 
"I had a servant," he said quietly. "The second I'd been assigned while in Hearthold, after the first had retired to be with her grandchildren. She was perhaps a year younger than me. I was sixteen at the time." 
He shrugged, unsure of how to continue on, much as he'd been back then. 
"Elara was her name. I only knew her for a few months, though it seems like so much longer now." 
"Oh, solas…" whispered Blaire. 
"She would tease me in private while being the standard of professionalism in public. Little pranks and secret games and playful whispers just for us. She always used to steal my food… joke about how she was tasting for poison." 
Just stop here, he thought. Why would you want to tell them about this? 
"I thought she was joking," he said, voice taut as a thread. "I… thought she was joking. If I'd realized sooner… but no. I tell myself that I should have guessed sooner, or I should have been hungrier that day. Eaten first. But no." 
"Elden…" Lorin grabbed his arm. "Oh, Elden." 
"King Rento was so angry when he found out," he muttered. "To this day, I still think him to be the most likely suspect. Certainly, he would have had the easiest time. But it could have been one of his enemies. I always hoped it hadn't been him. Because for it to be Rento would mean I have to kill Rento, which as you can imagine, would be somewhat… inconvenient." 
"A bit." Kessa took his other hand, rubbing her thumb across his knuckles. 
"I think I’ve veered off question," said Elden, clearing his throat. "Though I still have no good answer beyond that Rento is… a complicated man. Moreover, not a man to be underestimated." 
He glanced at his aesta, but saw the grave expression of the Battle Maiden staring back at him, eyes deadly serious. 
 



Chapter 12 
The mood of dinner was remarkably sour after Elden's story. He had enough experience in court to know that the topic of poison was rather thorny during mealtime, even lacking the rest of emotion the memory he'd shared had carried. 
Blaire had made a fruitcake to surprise him with. It was delicious, but Eldon was done after a single small slice. He excused himself to his room and retired to bed, finding sleep with surprising but welcome ease. 
"Elden?" A whisper, Kessa's voice, at his door. "Are you still awake?" 
He was, and something about her voice drew him deeper into wakefulness. "Kessa. What is it?" 
She came into his room. It was dark, with only the ghost moon's light and a scattering of stars illuminating her as she walked toward his bed. She had on a half shirt and girl shorts, not nearly enough clothing to smother the full curves of her body. 
Don't notice that, he thought. Keep your eyes respectful. 
"I wanted to talk to you before you went to bed, but it didn't seem like the right time." 
She sat down on his mattress. Elden rose up a bit, shirtless and also in just his underwear. 
"Well," he said. "Go ahead then. Talk." 
"Don't be rude," said Kessa, prodding his leg. "I don't think Lorin knew what she was asking when she brought up the king. I certainly didn't suspect it would dredge such dark memories for you." 
"It's in the past," he said. "Years ago." 
Kessa watched him with such intensity that it made him wonder if she was trying to read his reaction, like Rento so often did. 
"Did you love her?" she whispered. 
He sat up completely, anger flaring, and seized her arm. "That's what you woke me up for, Kessa? To ask me if…?" 
He couldn't get the full question out past the sudden lump in his throat. He was squeezing her arm tight enough to hurt, but she didn't pull away. 
"I came to thank you for keeping my secret, like you said you would," she whispered. "I guess I was just curious about that too. I wish I'd met her." 
"The two of you would have gotten along," he muttered. "Or you would have hated each other." 
"Oh hush." She playfully pushed his shoulder but then grew serious, holding his gaze in the moonlight. "How much danger are we in?" 
"That depends on whether I can figure out what happened to Taryn Coldwater and explain it to Rento. He's afraid of aesta, you know." 
"She's a powerful woman," said Kessa. "He's right to be intimidated, even as a king." 
"She was a powerful woman," muttered Elden. 
"Don't underestimate her just because she started wearing dresses and letting her hair grow long." 
"It takes more than that to throw me off guard," he said. 
"Does it, now?" She shifted a little closer to him, brushing a few strands of blonde hair out of her face. 
He didn't pull back, as annoyed by her game as he was curious as to where it might lead. The closeness of her was suddenly so vivid and compelling that the air felt hotter, the room smaller. 
"You would have been eaten alive in Hearthold," he growled, annoyance winning out. 
"Past tense?" Kessa smirked and tilted her head on a diagonal. "Who's to say I don't decide to go back with you when we leave?" 
"Hilarious." 
"I'll hide in your luggage," she said. "Smuggle aboard the ship." 
"I'll claim I don't know you once the captain catches you." He matched her angle, knowing she'd back down first. "Watch them throw you to the sharks." 
"Oh…" Kessa's mouth twitched, the side of her hand brushing his leg through the sheets and seeming to leave a line of vivid heat. "You wouldn't dare." 
"I'd drag you to him…" He took hold of her arm again, but not hard this time. "Turn you in." 
"Just like you turned me in to aesta today?" Her smirk widened into a full-on, gloating smile. 
"I still could," he whispered. True Divine, he could barely focus on what they were saying. Each breath Kessa took seemed more compelling than her syllables. 
"You won't." 
Kessa blinked fast, leaning even closer. Elden didn't know what he was doing, and had even less of an idea about how to stop. He kissed her, a small peck at first, just to see if she'd get flustered and run out of his room in a huff. 
That was not at all what Kessa did. She stared at him in shock, blinking fast but otherwise frozen, and then put an arm around his neck and pulled him closer. She retaliated with a deeper kiss, her uncertainty seeming to lose out to heated hunger. 
Elden felt his manhood swelling to attention, confirming that the situation was as dangerous and wanton as it seemed. He'd seen how beautiful Kessa was as a grown woman, but he'd never thought about this before, what it would mean, how it would feel. 
True Divine, he thought. This is insanity. 
The room around them dissolved, leaving only the thrum of his pulse and the sweet taste of her mouth. The air was cold, faintly imbued with the scent of fruitcake, moonlight whispering through the window. Elden's fingers tangled in Kessa's hair, blonde strands soft around his fingers like silk. 
He had to stop himself. Kessa was… Kessa. They'd been raised by the same aesta, an inescapable fact regardless of his time away. The last time he'd seen her naked was when Blaire had bathed them together as shameless toddlers. The thought seared through Elden's midriff as he desperately wondered what Kessa would look like naked now. 
The sound of footsteps, light and deliberate, echoed up the hallway, shattering the spell. Kessa pulled away at the same moment he did, like they'd been split apart by a woodsman's axe. He couldn't see her expression in the dark, but he could see the movement of her shoulders, breathing like she'd just run the length of the cliffside trail. 
The door to Elden's room swung open, and he recognized their aesta's silhouette on the other side. "Solas. Seta. What are you both doing up at such a late hour?" 
"I had some questions for Elden about the capital," said Kessa, with surprising smoothness. "He's going to smuggle me aboard his ship when he departs." 
"That isn't very funny," said Blaire. 
"Exactly what I said." Elden sighed and laid back down in bed, heart still pounding, manhood still visibly aroused. 
"I'll find a way to convince him," said Kessa. 
"Yes, well, that would still best be a conversation to have in daylight," said Blaire. 
Kessa stood up and walked out of his room without glancing back. Elden expected Blaire to exit with similar immediacy, but instead she came into his chamber. 
"How's your bed?" she asked, sitting down next to him. "Not too tight of a fit, is it?" 
"It’s not too bad, at least for one," he said. 
She found his hand and held it, her fingers normal against his this time, though it still stirred the memory of how they'd laced them together earlier. 
"It's been a dream to have you back, Elden," she whispered. "A prize that I thought to be out of reach, even if it's just for a short time." 
"I'm just as glad to be back," he said.
It was true, but perhaps not as true as what she meant. He did have a life back in the capital, waiting for his return. Complicated in its own way, but certainly simpler than whatever had just happened that night. 
"I love you." Blaire leaned over him, her nightgown billowing in a manner that even in the dark showed off the pale fullness of her breasts. 
"Aesta," he said. "I love you too." 
She leaned in, and for a confusing but not unwelcome instant, he thought she was going to kiss him as he'd kissed Kessa, an unapologetic press of lips. But no — she shifted to his cheek at the last instant, the touch of her mouth still hot enough to stir a shudder of pleasure from top to bottom. 
"Goodnight." 
She rose and left his chamber. Elden struggled to get back to sleep around a heart that wasn't ready to calm down. 
 



Chapter 13 
Elden found the act of waking up in his childhood bed, after so long away, to be a surprisingly novel experience. The nostalgia was there, of course, but he'd been feeling so much that he'd acclimatized to it. 
It was more the sensory experience. Voices always echoed in the common room, with its high ceiling and stained glass, and he could hear that Blaire, Kessa, and Lorin were already up. The sound of them talking filtered in less as words and more as a general presence, making him smile before he'd even pushed the sheets back. 
It was a smile that faded as the events of the previous night came back to him. He'd kissed Kessa. Kessa… had kissed him back. Rovahn's balls, he was out of his mind. He'd expected to come home as a bit of hero to his family, well-missed and well-intentioned. Instead, he'd strode into the orphanage on his first night back like a sailor looking to get his money's worth from the local brothel. 
He roughly began pulling his clothes on, reeling his assessment in a bit. He'd kissed her, but then again — he'd only kissed her. A kiss was nothing, in the greater scheme. A kiss was so much less than what might have happened, had they not been interrupted. 
The point seemed hollow as he tried to derive relief from it. Would they have stopped on their own? The question itself seemed to fascinate the part of his mind that was eager to mentally relive those intense, strangely exciting moments. 
Get ahold of yourself, he thought. She's your orphan sister. 
He was the last one up. Blaire was serving breakfast, leftover fruitcake along with porridge. He remembered how delicious her porridge was, so good that it had just about ruined him on the dish whenever he was served it elsewhere in the world. 
"Morning all," he said. 
"Morning solas," said Blaire. 
"Morning." Kessa didn't look his way from where she sat on the far side of the table. 
"Good morning, Elden!" 
Lorin stood up to greet him before he'd found his seat. She wore a blue and white dress and had her brown hair tied back in a neat braid. He smiled somewhat reluctantly as she approached him with her arms outstretched. 
"Morning, Lorin." 
He hugged her back, trying not to fixate on the way her hair smelled or the softness of her petite body against his. She hugged him for a bit longer than he thought necessary, and as they parted, he noticed Kessa giving them the side eye. 
"Do you have plans for today?" asked Lorin. "You should come see me at the inn again." 
"I think that can be arranged." Elden did up one of the buttons on his shirt sleeve he'd missed. "I had planned on continuing my investigation in town. I need to see where Taryn Coldwater lived." 
There was still the mysterious door to consider, but lacking any clear way to get it open, the obvious move was to start with the victim's living space. 
"I could show you where Taryn lived," said Kessa. "If you want." 
She was on the other side of the table, but Elden felt as though she was as near to him as she'd been last night as he turned to look at her. The secret seemed to smolder between them as their eyes met. 
Breathe, he thought. Focus on why you're here. 
"If you want to, sure," he said. "That would be helpful." 
"We'll all walk into town together, then," said Blaire. "I'm not sure if I mentioned this to you, solas, but I help out with the little ones at the school three days a week. I'll be there until later this afternoon." 
"That's fine. I'll keep busy." 
He finished his breakfast and returned to his room once more to grab his pistol, which infuriatingly, was still unloaded. His belt didn't feel quite right without it at his side, however. 
He caught his aesta's gaze flick down to it disapprovingly as he came back out, but it was a passing glance. She was smiling and seemed, more than anything, happy to have her entire family up and active and about to go walking together. 
The trip down the winding cliff trail into town was a pleasant one. The salty tang of the sea breeze mingled with the sweet fragrance of wildflowers dotting the path, a stark contrast to the smoky, oppressive air of Hearthold. Elden breathed deeply, savoring the crisp, clean scents that stirred nostalgic memories of his childhood. 
As they descended, the sounds of Haven's End drifted up to greet them — the rhythmic clanging of the blacksmith's hammer, the laughter of children at play, the distant calls of gulls wheeling overhead. It was an atmosphere Elden had almost forgotten about, one that spoke of real life and simple circumstances rather than the stifling formality of the capital. 
"This is the school," said Blaire, as they passed by the old communal hall. 
"I know," said Elden, with a smirk. 
He'd gone there once and distinctly remembered the heavily weathered desks with little carvings across the surface, how stifling the heat could be during the summer, eating fresh bread from the bakery next door. 
"I'll see you all tonight," said his aesta. She waved as she headed up through the doors. 
They dropped off Lorin next. She gave Elden another tight hug before heading up the steps into the inn. He glanced at Kessa, who’d been watching them with a small frown. 
"She seems to have really missed you," said Kessa, as though it were a bad thing. "The two of you are certainly getting along well." 
"Well enough," he said. "I have to imagine she's feeling some… confusing emotions after how long we were apart." 
He cleared his throat and waited, leaving room for Kessa to bring up the kiss. He wasn't sure he wanted her to, as though they could both just forget about it if they said and did nothing. 
"We're off track," muttered Kessa. 
"How so?" 
She gestured to the other side of the main road leading through town. "Taryn's place. It's next to the general goods store. The little apartment that used to be their storehouse." 
She waved him onward, walking a little ahead. The cotton leggings Kessa had on did a marvelous job of showcasing her backside. She was wearing a black summer half-shirt in the style that their aesta used to complain about, with thin shoulder straps and gaps on the side that showed far more skin than necessary. 
He wondered if the impulse to force the conversation about last night was really coming from a place of wanting to clear the air, as opposed to a darker desire to return the mood to that moment. What was the right move? 
You both stepped across the line, he thought. Just come back and treat it like the mistake it was.

"I'll need to find a way to get the door open," Elden muttered, trying to churn his thinking forward. 
"The Verris Clan already did that for us," said Kessa, demonstrating how freely the door swung. "Though I wonder if Taryn would even keep it locked normally. You know how things are in Haven's End." 
"I suppose I do." The idea that something as default as locking a door when not home was underneath the general concern of the islanders made him realize, not for the first time, that he really was a world away from Hearthold. 
He stepped into Taryn's cramped apartment. It was a single room, with a loft holding a low bed set above a desk, a bookshelf, a bureau, and a broken lockbox. A small hearth in the corner was the only real convenience the space had beyond being what Elden had remembered it as — a spare room for the general store. 
"Not exactly the most comfortable living situation I've ever seen," he muttered. 
"Does it make your childhood bed more appealing, Elden?" teased Kessa. 
"I made it work last night." 
Kessa had been glancing around the room, but her eyes immediately snapped toward his at the comment. Elden cleared his throat and began pushing around some of the papers on the desk. 
"Some sketches," he muttered. "Taryn seems to have been something of an… artist." 
He stared in mute surprise as he actually digested what the sketches were of. Familiar looking women, some more than others, sketched in the nude in rough charcoal style. Elden's amusement shifted to affront as he saw one that, while unfinished, looked suspiciously close to his aesta. Behind it was one of Kessa, complete, and one of Lorin, also complete. 
"Unbelievable," muttered Kessa, as she peered over his shoulder. "Though I suppose it's not that much of a surprise." 
Elden raised an eyebrow. "How so?" 
She looked momentarily startled. "Well he… was clearly obsessed with me and Lorin. Not that surprising that his lurid thoughts didn't stop there." 
Elden nodded, flipping through the sketches again more out of twisted fascination than expecting to find a clue. It seemed hard to picture an actual spy of the king spending so much time on what amounted to useless erotic sketches. But if that was the case, then why had he been sent to investigate the man's disappearance in the first place? 
Who the hell was Taryn Coldwater? 
He paused on the last sketch, the newest, judging from how unfinished it was. The subject hadn't been fleshed out beyond a circle for the face and the outline of a profile, but it was the rectangle surrounding their body that piqued Elden's attention. A rectangle… much like a door. 
A word had been written beneath the unfinished sketch. Lascivatos. It was a Remenai word. Strange. Probably not relevant. But still… 
"Check this out!" said Kessa. 
She'd climbed up to the loft. Elden folded the sketch and slipped it into his pocket. He scaled the ladder after her, crouching a bit low to keep from bumping his head as he came into the loft. 
Kessa pointed a pistol directly in his face. "I found this under Taryn's bed. I never would have guessed in a lifetime that he'd—" 
Elden seized her wrist and yanked upward hard, aiming the weapon safely toward the ceiling. He saw surprise flicker across Kessa's expression, followed immediately by defiance. 
"Don't do that," said Elden, in a low voice. "Don't ever point a firearm at someone unless you intend to fire it." 
"I doubt there's any brim powder in it," said Kessa, trying to pull her arm away. "Nor did I have my finger on the trigger. Don't you trust me, Eldon?" 
He'd pulled her closer with the movement. Too close. The cramped loft was basically just a landing and a bed. He was still holding on to her wrist and felt it strangely hard to let go, even as he became aware of her body, the way her chest heaved with each breath. 
"Guns have a way of going off on their own sometimes," he muttered. 
"That's always a risk, no?" Kessa's words became quieter as she leaned in slightly. 
"Not one we have to take." 
"Scared?" 
"Of you?" He smirked, knowing how it would make her burn and standing close enough to feel the reflected heat. "Not a bit." 
"Liar." 
Again, he was the one kissing her first, goaded into it by her eyes and the gun and the damn half shirt that all but offered her breasts up to him on a platter. He kissed Kessa, and yanked at her arm, and pinned her down on Taryn Coldwater's bed, straddling her as their mouths met with insane, unbridled passion that had been building since— 
BANG 
"Rovahn's balls!" shouted Elden, wincing as his ears rang from the gunshot. There was a hole in Taryn's roof, letting in a guilty beam of light, motes of dust filtering down from pulverized plaster. 
"What?" said Kessa. She frowned and dug a finger into her ear. 
"I fucking told you!" he snapped, pushing away from her. 
"What?" 
 



Chapter 14 
Elden left the task of explaining the misfire to the woman who ran the general store to Kessa, feeling too annoyed to speak without numerous expletives. He was annoyed at himself, most of all, for stepping over the line after what had already happened the previous night. 
He had the thought to search Taryn Coldwater's apartment for more shot and brim powder, but didn't find anything, though he didn't look for all that long. Kessa was apologetically waving off the store owner, having tucked the now unloaded pistol under one arm. 
"Gods dammit," muttered Elden. 
"It's not that big of a deal," said Kessa. "Though I should probably put this away somewhere safe. I'm not quite as bold as you are, wearing a pistol out in the open." 
"It's unloaded," he pointed out. 
"It's still probably in violation of the jadhara." Kessa swallowed, her expression growing more serious. "The Verris Clan takes violations quite seriously on the island. I don't fault you for forgetting about that in your time away." 
Her words held a double meaning as edged as any sword. Intimacy among two orphans raised by an aesta was also a violation of the jadhara. They were, in the eyes of the Rem, more than just siblings. There was an aspect of sacred, genuinely religious tradition that forbid them from what they'd almost just done. 
Even if Elden were to set all of that aside, this was still Kessa. He couldn't imagine how their aesta would react to finding out that they were sneaking around together. She might throw them out. She might break down crying. And then there was Lorin to think about… 
"Let's just… try to be safer in the future," he muttered. 
"Accidents happen, Elden." Kessa shifted into a stretch that curved her back in an infuriatingly interesting way. "But I agree. We're smarter than this." 
She came closer to him and touched his chest with one hand while holding the pistol with the other. "I'm going to head back to the monastery. Come find me later?" 
"Sure," he said. 
He could finally think again as she walked away, and the place his thoughts immediately went was back to the door. Strange that Kessa hadn't really mentioned it to him that day, though he supposed she'd been working on the problem for far longer. 
Taryn had at the very least seen the door, judging from both Kessa's account and the sketch Elden had found in his apartment. He took it out, confirming that the details fit, and scrutinized the word in Konokai written at the bottom. 
A rather obvious fact jumped out at him later than it should have. For Taryn Coldwater, a Merinian, to be writing in Konokai at all bespoke a deeper connection to the Remenai. Few people, even in Haven's End, bothered to learn the Rem language. It was a detail that pushed Elden toward the conclusion that the man really had been on the island to treat with the Verris Clan, rather than spy on his aesta. 
Treat with them about what, he wondered. Don't assume this means the situation is less volatile. 
He reeled in his focus, knowing he'd found a clue and had the means to unveil it. The Ashflower Inn was mostly empty, with the last dregs of the morning crowd heading off to work. Elden spotted Lorin sweeping in the back, and the two of them shared a moment of eye contact and smiles. 
"What can I get you?" she said, bounding over. 
"It's a little early for ale," he said, with an exaggerated sigh. "Let's play it safe and go with wine." 
"Wine it is. How's your day been going?" 
"Better now." 
He smiled as he watched her work, so glad that the two of them had found a proper rapport. Talking and interacting with Lorin made him feel like he was back home, warm and cozy and simple. He had a powerful urge to sweep her into a hug that he had to brush from his mind as he watched her examining a half full wine bottle with adorable scrutiny before pouring. 
She reminded him of Elara in so many ways. The thought stung him like sharp ice on bare skin, but it was true. She had a calmness to her that was attractive. Gods, the last thing he needed to be doing with so much confusion toward Kessa was letting feelings like that ferment in his heart. 
"Here you go," she said, setting a glass down in front of him. "Did you hear a bang before? I swore it was a gunshot." 
"It… may have been," he said, with a guilty smile. "Hey. Can you read something for me?" 
Lorin furrowed her brow. "What do you mean?" 
"I found this." He took out the sketch and spread it out on the bar counter. "It was among Taryn Coldwater's things. But obviously I can't make sense of it." 
Lorin's eyes narrowed, a sudden flush coming to her face. "So you thought that obviously, I can?" 
"Well, yeah," he said. "If you don’t mind. It's just a word. I didn't think I'd be asking all that much." 
"I don't speak Konokai," said Lorin. 
He chuckled, trying to hear the jest in her voice. "You did before I left. You could read and write, too. Come on, Lorin." 
"Enough!" She pushed the sketch roughly away from her. "I am half-Remenai and half-Merinian, and I live in Haven's End! I don't need you making assumptions about what I know or what I'll read based off the fact that my ears come to a point!" 
"Rovahn's balls," he snapped. "Why are you being like this?" 
"Finish your wine and fuck off." 
"I'm in no mood to drink anymore!" 
He shoved the glass back hard enough to spill a bit over the lip and stormed out of the inn. He found himself amending his previous conclusion. Both of his fellow orphan sisters were incomprehensible in their own ways. 
What had he done wrong? Lorin had been fluent in Konokai. She'd been proud of that fact, even. He remembered a time when he'd been in Haven's End, not far from where he now stood, with her and his aesta. A couple of Rem scouts had come into the settlement, and Lorin had shyly gone up to them to practice conversation in Konokai. 
He shook off his annoyance, recognizing that he'd been away for nearly a decade. Back when he'd left, he'd also spoken a bit of Konokai, enough to passably say a few small things in conversation, hear the important bits. He took the sketch out again, turning the word over in his head, but not making any connections. 
There was one other option. He walked through town, taking a right at the main intersection and continuing to a spot on the cove's tip that had a nice view of ocean and docked ships. 
 
 
 



Chapter 15 
Haven's End's school had been a garrison for the Merinian army during the Betrothal War. It was a squat building with a watchtower next to it, with the old training grounds now used as a play area with a sand pit and child-sized chairs and climbing obstacles for the little ones. 
He knocked at the door but could hear overlapping voices inside and doubted that he'd been heard. Pushing in, he passed by the smaller room into the large, instructional area, and found his aesta. 
She was teaching the little ones, the genuine toddlers, who apparently had just finished tiny little sketches on parchment not unlike the one in his pocket. They were all competing for Blaire's attention, tugging at her skirts and trying to show her their efforts. 
She had a wide, genuine smile and seemed to delight in emoting for each child's work. It took Elden back in time to see her so alive and so comfortable in the role. He remembered being on the other end of it — experiencing his aesta's attention and tutelage in a way that made him feel lucky. As lucky as an unclaimed orphan could feel, at least. His aesta had that gift. 
"Oh." She only then noticed him, glancing up with a different smile. "Solas. Please, come in." 
"I just came to…" He cleared his throat, surprised at his own depth of emotion. "Ask a quick question. But I can wait." 
"Let me just finish admiring all of these beautiful drawings that my students have made for me, and I'll be right with you," said Blaire. 
He recognized that she, not unlike Lorin, hadn't simply been waiting in the monastery and twiddling her thumbs for the past ten years. She'd been living her life, carving out a piece of the world to try to influence and improve. She'd changed across that span of time. 
Elden had known her as his aesta, and as the Battle Maiden, but this version of her, this soft woman with infinite patience for the barely formed doodles of toddlers with runny noses, was just as much her, too. He watched her pull out a handkerchief to wipe at one little boy's particularly snotty upper lip, doing it gently, but leaving no mess behind. 
"Give me one more each," she called to the room. "Try again on the back of the parchment so we don't waste the paper." 
She came over to him as the children found places to continue their work. He shook his head, somewhat in awe of her skill. 
"You always were so good with children," he said. 
"I wish you'd had that mentality back when you were one," she said, with a smile. "You were the most rambunctious of the lot. Not that I didn't love you for it." 
"I like to think I still am," he said, with a smirk. 
"You and Kessa seem keen on competing for that title." Her eyes flicked down his body, and he felt an odd thrill as he mistook the focus of her attention for a moment. "That loud bang I heard earlier wouldn't have happened to be…" 
"My pistol is still unloaded and unfired," he said, in the perfect half-truth. "I'm here seeking your help on a more straightforward matter." 
He grabbed a loose scrap of paper and a charcoal pen to scribble down the word on, not wanting to whip out an erotic sketch for his aesta even if it was a half finished one. She quirked her mouth sideways as her eyes took the word in. 
"You can't remember the translation for Lascivatos, solas?" she said. 
"It just isn't coming to me." 
"Think it through," she said. "Here's a hint. Remenai have a dislike for direct loanwords. They tend to reminize words before using them in Konokai instead of pulling them directly. 
Elden massaged his temples. "Aesta, I'm not one of your students." 
"Oh, but you are. You are, and you always will be. Humor me, solas." 
He groaned, but allowed himself a smile as he played along. "Lascivatos. Last… Lacious, that's an island, I think. Lascivious, maybe?" 
Blaire nodded. "Lascivious was one of the Divine Remnants, also known as the Forsaken. They were powerful demigods during the Age of Essence, capable of being reborn upon death in new, seemingly mortal bodies." 
"Interesting…" He felt an odd coldness in the room. The children had gone silent, absorbed in their art. 
"Where did you encounter this word?" asked Blaire. 
"Amongst the possessions of Taryn Coldwater." 
Another perfect half-truth from her rambunctious solas. He wasn't quite ready to bring the door up to her, given Kessa obviously treated it as her own secret. 
"Interesting…" Blaire shook her head. "It's quite the mystery. You may be in for a longer investigation than you first thought if the king wishes to get a true answer about what this man was involved in." 
"It's certainly starting to seem that way," he said. "Thanks, aesta. This is a step in the right direction." 
"You're the one who translated it, solas. I just gave you a bit of a push." 
"Sure, sure. I'm going to head back to the monastery. I'll see you later today?" 
"Of course. I'll be back to make dinner." 
He left her with her flock of children, still feeling an odd juxtaposition of past and present. The walk back to the monastery afforded him time to think. He would take another look at the door with Kessa that afternoon, though he kept his hopes measured. Even translated, the sketch wasn't much to go off. 
Lascivious. He was still turning the word over in his head as he came back to the monastery. The sound of splashing water pulled his attention away from heading inside immediately, however. 
Lorin and his aesta were still in town — he'd confirmed that too recently for it to be either of them. Which meant that, in all likelihood, Kessa was bathing in the river. 
He committed himself to giving her some privacy even as his legs started to carry him off in that direction. The word lascivious seemed to echo in his head as he stepped quietly through the trees, stopping in a place where he could see the riverbank without easily being viewed in return. 
Kessa was floating on her back in the water, completely naked and absurdly beautiful. He knew he shouldn't watch. He knew that rationally — he really did. Kessa was his orphan sister, just like Lorin. They had a complicated past, having been so close as children, having shared so much. But now she was grown, and every inch of her was a woman. 
Her long, blonde hair fanned out on the surface of the water like spun gold. The sun, breaking through the canopy above, caught droplets of water that clung to the strands, making them glitter like jewels. Her eyes were closed, head tilted back as if she were asleep, completely unaware of his presence. 
Are you pretending, Kessa, he wondered. Did you want to get caught? 
His gaze drifted lower. Smooth, pale skin, almost glowing in the dappled sunlight. Her breasts were even larger than he'd have guessed from how she looked clothed, the nipples tight pink buds against the cool water. 
His throat felt dry as he imagined those nipples pressed against his lips, his tongue teasing them to hardness. He forced the thought away, forced himself to look away. His gaze snagged the curve of her hips, the dark triangle of hair at the apex of her thighs, the way all of her seemed to jiggle against the river’s motion. He shifted, his erection pressing uncomfortably against his trousers. 
He needed to get away from her. Now. Forcing himself to turn around, Elden marched himself back toward the monastery. He heard a sharp intake of breath come from the river. Had Kessa seen him? Gods, as though the situation could get any more uncomfortable. 
How was he supposed to live under the same roof as her anymore? It wasn't just her beauty — his aesta and Lorin easily matched her, in their own ways. It was that element of playful, irreverent challenge that had Kessa teasing him and goading him and kissing him back whenever the moment got out of hand. 
Kessa's clothing was strewn across the floor of the monastery's common room, as though she'd decided to bathe on a whim and stripped on her way out the door. Elden's manhood was still throbbing as his eyes landed on her girl shorts, a plain tan pair on the smallish side that would have seemed unremarkable had he not just witnessed the bare crotch they usually contained. 
He grabbed them, faltering on the remnants of his control, and let his fingertips run across the cotton. Was he imagining the lingering warmth there? Without a doubt. The faint smell they gave off, feminine and musky, was real, however. Kessa was real, and if he'd simply revealed himself and joined her in the water, she would have let him do anything to her. Everything. 
Lascivious. 
"Gods, what’s wrong with me?” 
He threw the girlshorts down and rushed into his room, shutting the door firmly behind him. Weeks on that damnable ship, only to come back to a trio of tempting beauties whom he could never have. He needed to find a better outlet for his misguided desires before they truly caught up with him. 
A wicked voice in the back of his head whispered to him. He reached into his pocket and took out the half-finished sketch of the bronze door. Stretching out on his bed, he admired what little detail the drawing presented, letting his mind veer in a direction that, while strange, was still safer than what reality had recently been presenting. 
 



Chapter 16 
Elden spent the afternoon in the monastery. Kessa came back briefly, while he was still in his room, but he didn't announce his presence, finding it hard to know how to act normal after his debauched bit of spying. 
As much as he wanted to go and examine the door again, he suspected Kessa might either already be there or arrive there at some point during the afternoon. True Divine, had he already developed reason enough to be avoiding her? He scowled, annoyed at the situation, but unsure how to make it any better. 
Blaire and Lorin arrived home around sundown. Lorin avoided his gaze when he came out to greet them, still clearly annoyed from their encounter that morning. As much as Elden felt willing to apologize, he wasn't sure whether doing so without knowing exactly what he'd done to annoy her would be productive. 
The tension persisted through dinner, along with Kessa's absence. Blaire had bought some pork and potatoes at the market and the food itself was exquisite, better than what he usually had in Hearthold, even. 
"That was delicious, aesta," said Elden. "Thank you." 
"You're most welcome." Blaire frowned, looking back and forth from him to Lorin, who was still suspiciously silent. "There's still some time left in the evening. I thought I might enjoy the weather outside." 
"It does seem like a beautiful night," he said. "So different from Hearthold, having this much natural beauty at one’s fingertips." 
"One of many differences," she said seriously. "Would you care to keep me company?" 
He wasn't really all that keen on it, but aside from finding a chance to sneak off to the door, he didn't have much else to do. 
"I suppose I could," he said, with a shrug. 
"Perfect. Give me a minute or two to change, and I'll be right out." 
She got up and headed to her room. Lorin was still prodding at her meat. Elden started to stand, but his heart wouldn't let him leave such distance between him and his orphan sister, even if it meant fumbling in the dark. 
"Lorin," he said. "I was gone for almost a decade. I might, on occasion, say things that make you mad or expose my own ignorance. You can just correct me when I do. You don't have to read deeper into my meaning." 
"I don't wish to speak about this right now, Elden," she muttered. 
"So be it, but at least see that it's unfair for you to be mad at me if you won't explain." 
"The world is unfair." 
She stood up and walked to her room with controlled steps. Elden sighed and finished the wine he'd been having with dinner before stomping off to the yard. 
The island felt tranquil, almost magical. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves of the nearby trees, carrying the fragrant scent of oranges and wildflowers. 
The sky was a collage of vibrant hues, painted with strokes of navy, purple, and pink as the sun dipped below the horizon. The first stars began to appear, their faint light twinkling against the darkening sky, along with the magnificent teal curve of the ghost moon. 
"You can take off your boots, if you want," said Blaire, from behind him. 
He turned and smiled as he caught sight of her in her half-shirt and leggings, the training clothes he'd seen her in last night, and realized what she had in mind. The surprise was in the fact that she held two practice swords, and one of them was known to him. 
"Aesta," he said. "You kept my sword." 
"Of course." 
She smirked at him as she slowly walked over. Her fingers brushed his as she handed him the weapon. 
"True Divine," he muttered. "I was, what? One year? Two years away from getting a true metal blade?" 
"Just about." 
"I used to carry this everywhere with me," he said, running his fingers over the polished wood, remembering the scratches and nicks. "It reached a point where Kessa and Lorin wouldn't even practice with me anymore and I had to seek out the older boys in town." 
He'd been so certain he'd follow in the Battle Maiden's footsteps, perhaps even with a magical sword of his own. It felt like someone else's life now, a forgotten, forlorn destiny. 
"You needn't seek them out tonight," said Blaire. "I'll practice with you." 
She lifted her own sword and took several steps into the section of the yard where it was clear she held her own practice. The grass was thinner, beaten down from footsteps and time, but supplemented by thin moss. 
"I'm not a swordsman anymore," he said. "Marksmanship is the game of the nobles in the capital." 
"You aren't in the capital anymore, solas," said Blaire. 
He gave her a begrudging smirk. "Fair enough." 
He lifted the tip of his practice sword, adopting the zero stance his aesta had taught him to always start from. Blaire's hair was tied back in a simple ponytail, but the ends still danced in the wind as it picked up, along with a few rebellious strands that flew across her forehead. 
She matched his stance and held his gaze, beautiful and intense, but still not the Battle Maiden he remembered. Her first strike was so fast and powerful that it stripped away his lingering doubts, along with his sword. She twisted into a follow-up, pulling short with her practice sword a hair's width from his neck. 
"My sword grip has clearly atrophied," he said, still in good humor. 
"You truly didn't practice during your time in the capital?" asked Blaire, sounding legitimately concerned. 
"I told you," he said, with a shrug. "The lords consider the gun to be the weapon of the times. All of my weapon training had pistols and muskets as its primary focus." 
"Guns and muskets will always rely on brim powder, which is limited in supply." 
"I was good at it," he said, as though that countered her point. "I really was. I took pleasure in my ability to stand out from the rest of the young nobles by hitting the hard targets, or winning a wager to snipe an apple from a distant tree. It was one of the few ways I had to… justify myself, I suppose. As more than just a hostage." 
"Oh." Blaire seemed stunned by the admission. "I wish I could have seen it." 
He bent down and picked up his practice sword. "So do I. Let's keep going." 
He managed slightly better in their second round, parrying for a bit before going on the offensive. He feinted and tried a sword slash that was more fanciful than practical, one that he'd come up with as an eleven-year-old. Blaire easily disarmed him. 
"Better, but you should take this seriously," she said, standing close to him. "I am happy you found a hidden talent for marksmanship, but your pistol will not serve you here on the island. I want you able to defend yourself through other means if you intend to be here for a time." 
"That is sensible." He bent down with a sigh to pick up his practice sword. "It's just…" 
"Just what?" 
He held his arms out slightly. "Aesta, I came back by happenstance. If another year or five had gone by without the king sending me back to Haven's End… I wonder if I would have ever returned. Which makes me wonder if I really even belong here now." 
The question had nothing to do with guns and swords. He thought of Lorin, how prickly she'd been toward him. Kessa, the bizarre and dangerous chemistry they'd discovered. He'd barely been back for more than a day, and already seemed to be courting disaster. 
Blaire stepped forward, not to start another round, but to sweep him into a tight hug. 
"You will always belong here, solas," she whispered. "I will entertain no claims to the contrary." 
He squeezed her back tight, feeling his heart beat faster at the closeness of her even as it warmed under her acceptance. 
"Thank you." He still had his practice sword in hand, and couldn't resist shifting it to get a small touch in against the back of her shoulders. "Looks like that's my round." 
Blaire laughed and gently pushed at his chest. She'd set her own weapon down and grabbed at his arm, trying to disarm him. Elden pulled backward, but she got a leg behind his, suddenly shifting his momentum into a trip that was so neatly executed it was borderline gentle. 
He kept hold of her and she came down with him, bodies landing in a tangle. She moved atop him, and he took it as a sign that the round was ongoing. Grabbing at her arms, Elden struggled for purchase, but wrestling was a different exercise than swordplay. 
The momentum of their playful struggle shifted, and quite suddenly, he found himself on top. His chest pressed against Blaire’s, her arms pinned beneath his weight. He hadn’t intended to overpower her, hadn’t even realized he possessed the strength to do so. 
"Looks like this one's mine," he said. 
Blaire’s breath hitched. For a heartbeat, she lay perfectly still beneath him, eyes wide but affectionate. He could feel the soft curves of her body molded against his, the warmth radiating through the thin fabric of her leggings and half shirt. Her smell — a mix of cooking scents, sweat, and something uniquely her — filled his senses, intoxicating the moment. 
“Well done, solas,” she murmured, her voice husky and low. He felt the gentle rise and fall of her chest against his, the quickened rhythm of her heart a mirror of his own. 
Neither of them moved. Elden’s gaze dropped to her lips, parted slightly in surprise, and a jolt of awareness shot through him. This wasn’t how any of it was supposed to be. This wasn’t how an aesta and her solas interacted. 
As if sensing his thoughts, Blaire’s eyes met his. The amusement that had danced in them moments before was replaced with a flicker of something else — confusion, uncertainty, and a smoldering gleam that mirrored the hot flush rising in his own chest. 
The air was alive with unspoken tension, a silent acknowledgment of the line they'd crossed, the boundary blurred by their playful struggle. The weight of his body, the closeness of her, the intensity of her gaze — it was all too much, too intimate, too wrong. 
Time seemed to stretch, the noise of the birds and insects fading into the background. The warmth radiating from Blaire's body seeped into him, a current of unsettling desire. Elden's gaze dropped to her lips once more, so close now, and he felt an overwhelming urge to lean in, to taste the forbidden fruit of her. 
He hesitated, a mere inch from her lips, the scent of her hair pulling him in. His aesta held his gaze with her soft, unreadable brown eyes. A muscle twitched in her jaw, the only outward sign of the turmoil raging beneath the surface. 
"Perhaps that's enough practice for one day," she said, her voice tight and controlled. The playful lilt was gone, replaced by a formality that felt like a wall rising between them. 
Elden rose slowly, his own body a battlefield of emotions. The air felt heavy, charged with a new kind of tension — dangerous and thrumming. He took a breath, not feeling entirely in control of himself, and hurried back to his room. 
 



Chapter 17 
Kessa didn't return to the monastery that evening. Elden stayed up in his room, paranoia and worry slowly getting the better of him until he could bear it no longer. He had to sneak out to the door. 
The question of just how to go about doing that was an interesting one. He was a grown man of twenty years. On one hand, it wasn't as though his aesta could forbid him from going out in the later hours of the night. On the other, she could certainly try, and he'd have to at least pay the price of raising her ire. 
The memory of their practice duel and the wrestling that'd followed was still vivid in his mind, almost singingly so. His image of his aesta had been in flux since he'd first seen her upon return. He recognized that much of it was on his end, changes in perception through viewing her through a man's eyes. 
She'd felt so soft when he'd pinned her, intriguingly so. Gods, he almost wished she would come out and keep him from attempting to sneak out. He could make sense of their relationship through that, the expression of authority, the power of an aesta over her solas. 
He brought a towel with him alongside his lantern, pistol, and, taking the lesson of the evening to heart, his ceremonial dress sword. His plan was to claim that he was going to bathe, which he did need to do, and simply sneak off to the door instead. 
But Blaire didn't confront him as he left the monastery, or as he was crossing the lawn. He found the way to the cliffs significantly harder to navigate in the dark, but not insurmountably so. Soon enough, he'd found the spot with the rope where he'd climbed down the previous day. 
Again, the climb itself was a trickier beast at night. He managed it by gripping the lantern's wire handle in his teeth and kicking his feet around to feel for the ledge. There was no light coming from the crack leading to the cave, and no obvious sign of Kessa once he'd reached the other side. 
The cave itself was a foreboding space, musky and dark and made sinister by the bronze demoness set into the door. Elden's first impulse was to turn back, having not found Kessa. He considered the possibility that she might have found a way past the door, only to have it shut behind her, and currently be trapped within. 
It was possible, but he recognized that it would make for strange timing. It also seemed a touch too convenient for all missing people, be they his wayward orphan sister or a king's spy, to have disappeared behind a door he couldn't open. 
He stared into the eyes of the bronze demoness. There was a sharp, dangerous beauty to her face, despite the hideous tongue and predatory teeth. Lascivious. Taryn Coldwater had scribbled that beneath his sketch. 
Lascivious, of the Forsaken. If this was her door, what key would she allow to open it? Elden had an idea, one he recognized as likely being more from the amount of stimulation he'd experienced over the day than strict logic. He wondered what would happen if he treated her like a woman. 
He scowled, feeling foolish even at just the thought. It was that impulse which seemed forever poised to land him in trouble, whether it led to stealing Kessa's girl shorts or pinning his aesta. 
But then again, the worst that would happen from a kiss was him feeling like an idiot and perhaps having a slightly bad taste in his mouth. He stepped closer to the door, giving in to the idea. 
"I hope you don't come alive, somehow," he whispered to the demoness, as he planted a soft kiss on her lips. 
Soft arms wrapped around his shoulders from behind. Elden flinched, only just stopping himself from drawing his pistol and opening fire. 
"Not funny, Kessa…" 
Even as he spoke the words, he noticed that the arms around him were too tan, with gold rings on several fingers. He turned around and saw, in stunned silence, a woman he'd never seen before. 
She spoke in a language he couldn't understand. It almost sounded like Konokai, but he couldn't quite make out the words and knew it was from more than just his atrophied comprehension. 
She was undeniably beautiful, almost eerily so. Her skin was the color of deeply tanned leather, richly brown and smooth. A simple white toga clung to her curves, revealing one sculpted shoulder and the swell of her full chest. 
Gold glinted against her skin in multiple places — bracelets on her arms, rings on her fingers, and a necklace with a ruby pendant nestled between her rather large breasts. Her hair was the color of black ink, thick and glossy, and it fell in waves down her back, held from her face by a gold circlet. 
Her eyes, though, were what held Elden captive. They were an impossible shade of violet, bright and beautiful, like amethysts glittering on a jeweler's pillow in one of the expensive shops the king would frequent in Hearthold. 
"I can't understand you," he said. "Who are you? Do you speak Merinian? 
The woman gave him a smirk. "Who I am is unimportant, but I can speak all languages, with enough focus." 
Elden had noticed something else off, beyond the woman's sudden appearance. The ambient sound of the waterfall had cut off completely. In fact, the air was so silent that the only noise came from his own breath, the pounding of his own heart. 
He drew his pistol and aimed it in the woman's face. "I decide what's important. Tell me who you are." 
She stepped forward, so close that the gun brushed her nose. She kissed the tip of it, seeming to mock the way he'd kissed the door from the sharpness of her eyes as she pulled back. 
"I am the guardian of what lays at the other end of those stairs you seek to descend," said the woman. "Power, riches, and so much more. I am the test to see if you're worthy of plundering my depths." 
She might know my gun is unloaded, just as she knew how to speak Merinian, he realized. If this is a trap, I’m already in it. 
He slowly sheathed his pistol and took a step toward the woman. "Is Kessa down there? Did she find a way in?" 
The woman let out a languid, teasing laugh. "Now why would I answer a question like that? If you wish to see for yourself, why not simply open the door? Explore every inch. See it laid bare before your eyes. But first… you must prove worthy." 
"I am Lord Elden Forger of Merinia." He stepped into her space, adopting the dismissive tone he so often used in court. "I am worthy." 
"Prove it." She leaned nearer, smiling in a way that reminded him of the demoness. "Show me. Let me see for myself." 
He knew it was a terrible idea. He also knew, after his arduous, weeks’ long ship journey, and the new indecent trial presented by his aesta and Kessa, that he was going to do it anyway. Why condemn oneself over the inevitable? 
He seized the strange woman by the front of her toga and yanked her to him, kissing her deeply. It was as though he'd triggered a sexual trip wire, the hunger she kissed him back with, the way her arms wrapped around him with reflexive desire. 
Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer as she moaned into his mouth. The air was thick with tension, the previously oppressive silence now underscored by their own horny noises. 
The woman's toga fell away, revealing plump breasts with large brown nipples and the hips of a goddess of seduction. Elden's hands explored every inch of her, as if trying to memorize her contours. Her skin was like silk, smooth and yielding to his touch. He had to have her. Now. 
She pressed herself against him with lewd undulations, pulling him into a primal, animalistic embrace. Elden fumbled his belt loose and slid down his trousers. He lost all sense of control, his passion and desire taking the reins. The world narrowed to the two of them, their bodies entwined in a mad dance of lust and pleasure. 
The woman's violet eyes flashed with an inner fire as she arched her back, her breasts straining against his chest. Elden's mouth roamed her neck, nipping and sucking at her skin. He felt her pulse racing, her body trembling with each touch. 
He laid her down on the sleeping pad he assumed Kessa had been using. She ran her hands over his chest, her eyes seeming to bulge outward in expectation. Elden's manhood was similarly eager, and she made no objection as he spread her smooth thighs apart. 
Their heavy breathing was the only sound in the silence, their bodies moving in perfect unison. Elden felt himself losing all sense of restraint, passion raging like a wildfire. The woman's responses only fueled the flames, her moans and gasps urging him on. 
"Yes, that's it," she hissed. "Prove your worth. Prove you can handle what the depths will throw at you. Take me as you wish to take the kestian as your own. Make me yours!" 
He grunted as he speared into her. The woman wrapped her arms and legs around him and whispered words he couldn't understand against his ear. He began thrusting at a gallop, feeling Kessa's sleeping pad shift across the smooth rock on each heady, forward motion. 
It was wanton depravity, and it was exactly what he needed, what his body had been aching for, surrounded by such beautiful, unattainable women. He kissed her again, pumping faster, letting his fingers dig into her immaculate, tan thigh. 
The sheer forbidden bliss of the moment stole away any control he had over himself. He existed in a vortex of pleasure, bound by the movements of his hips, the reactions of his lover. 
And True Divine, was she reactive. For as sensitive as Elden felt after the temptations of recent days, the tanned woman made all the right sounds, urging him on with subtle rocking motions of her hips. She was as sexually capable as any woman he'd tasted before, if not far more practiced. 
"Gods!" he growled against her ear. He pinned one of her arms, dominant and lustful, as their heated rutting came to its wild crescendo. 
The woman let out a cry of ecstasy that echoed off the cave walls. Elden cradled her head against his shoulder as he unloaded inside her, feeling the squeeze of her lane against his manhood. 
She was there, warm and sweaty and real beneath him, right up until she suddenly wasn't. Elden was standing again, fully clothed, staring into the unseeing bronze eyes of the door. 
There was a faint grinding noise as it slowly began to move sideways, sliding into an unseen cavity within the cave wall. He took a step back, still recovering from whatever he'd just experienced and unsure whether to trust reality. 
"Proof enough?" he whispered. 
 



Chapter 18 
Ahead of Elden lay a spiral staircase cut perfectly into the stone, cloaked in darkness that seemed to push back against the light of his lantern. He could hear the waterfall again behind him, along with faint chirps, probably bats rather than birds. From within the depths behind the door, he heard nothing. 
"Kessa?" he called. "Kessa!" 
Gods, he wanted her to shout something back, or better yet, come running up the stairs, confused and perhaps a bit amused at his concern. But in all likelihood, she hadn't gone ahead of him. 
The thought should have been reassuring, but it left the onus of delving into the dark squarely on his own shoulders. He could always turn back, go to sleep in his bed, wake up the next morning rested and sensible and ready to explore. 
I need to see what's down there, he thought to himself. Gods, I wish I didn't have to do this.

He harbored no fear of the dark, but there was an element to the staircase that stirred a deeper, more primordial fear. It was akin to the scent of a fresh death, or the feeling of a predator stalking in the distance. A general sense of unease burning like healthy coals, ready to be stoked into outright panic at the merest breath. 
The door was open, but the thing about doors is that they could also close. The notion of being trapped underground, unable to get out, was genuinely terrifying. 
He unsheathed his sword and found a way to wedge the wooden scabbard into the door at an angle. If it closed with the same grinding force it opened with, he doubted it would hold completely, but it might at least buy him a crack to squeeze through. 
The sense of danger was real as he stepped past the threshold, but so was the sense of discovery. The stairs spiraled on, continuing perhaps thirty feet downward before coming to a stone landing. Unexpectedly, it wasn't carved from the rock, as the stairs had been, but neat grey brick. 
He stepped forward and, blinking in surprise, caught sight of numerous light sources within the massive space he now found himself in. The ceiling was high above, so high that he was left wondering if he'd descended further than he'd realized. 
He thought he was looking at a starry sky at first, which was obviously impossible, but slowly discerned bits of luminescent moss and lichen clinging to the dark cave interior. 
Stranger still were the lamp posts that stood every twenty feet or so along either side of the grey brick path which led straight ahead from the staircase's exit. Glass enclosures atop each one held not flames, but blood red fireflies, some laying still against the glass, others agitated like bees in a busy hive. 
It didn't seem like it should have been possible, in any sense. Looking around in a state of awed confusion, he also noticed a variety of manicured foliage, hedges and grass of a green so dark as to be almost black… growing without sunlight? It made no sense. It certainly unnerved him as much, if not more, than the mystical encounter with the tanned woman. 
He stood where he was for a moment, a shiver running through him in response to the cold and damp air. The hedge nearest to him rustled slightly, and he stepped sideways in cautious reaction. The movement broke the spell and he started forward. 
His footsteps echoed slightly in the dark, enough to make him stop and listen every few feet for any answering disturbance. There was a structure ahead of him, what looked like a squat rectangular building, but how would one build down here? He couldn't imagine a means to cart in supplies through the narrow spiral staircase, let alone the will or purpose behind it. 
Continuing forward, Elden felt a distinct appreciation for the emphasis his aesta had placed on swords earlier that night. The hilt of his weapon felt solid in his hand, a reliable answer to the dark atmosphere in which he now found himself. 
It was cold enough for him to see his breath. The sheer scale of the cavern made him once more consider Taryn Coldwater's disappearance. He'd been expecting a hidden tomb, or collapsed tunnel, nothing so massive and curated. 
He stepped across a grouping of vines growing over the stone pathway, eyes still on the structure in the distance. One of the vines snagged on his boot. He shook his leg, surprised as he felt it tighten a bit, nearly tripping him. 
Annoyance pivoted to horror as Elden realized the vine wasn't a vine, but a snake entangling its way up his leg. He dropped his lantern in his rush to get off an accurate sword strike, glass smashing, oil splattering. The snake thrashed once before going slack in a way that let him pull free. 
The sudden clamor of noise sent the nearby fireflies fleeing from their roosts. His own lantern was broken beyond usability, leaving only the faint light of the moss above, which wasn't enough to see by. 
Elden spun around, searching for anything familiar to orient himself by. The encroaching darkness fed into his confusion. How far had he walked into the cavern? Had he stopped to examine the area around the exit from the spiral staircase? 
His foot scraped against the ground, and he seized on that singular detail, remembering how the path had been a straight line toward the central structure. He tried to get a sense of the path forward, or back, with just his feet, but it was hard to confirm what was brick and what was stone. 
Elden tried to breathe as he dropped down on all fours, feeling for the texture of the brick. It seemed to work, and he moved forward a few paces, hoping he was headed back toward the stairs. His fingers brushed something cold, something slithering. He hissed and twisted backward, feeling another snake brush the gap between his pant leg and boot. 
He kicked out with a cry, his foot coming down on more slithering flesh as he brought it back down. All at once, Elden was hacking at the brick with his sword, teeth gritted, calves tensed for the inevitable dual pinprick of snake fangs delivering their venom. 
He felt his sword sink into something that thrashed and finally stopped to take a breath. He was in the pitch dark, with no idea which way was back to the staircase… and nobody knew he'd gone anywhere to begin with. 
A sudden light blossomed behind him. Elden spun around, his relief shifting to awe and confusion as he took in the sight of a massive wall of blue flame. Looking at it directly made his eyes hurt, but the flames seemed impossible, rising from the ground itself as though the entire cavern was the enclosure of a wood stove. 
They were getting larger. He blinked. Not larger. Closer. The flames were moving toward him at speed, a blue-white wall of rising heat and certain death. Elden spun around and ran in the opposite direction, chasing his own long, stumbling shadow. 
He still had no sense of the surrounding area, which made him doubly surprised when he caught sight of the doorway he'd come in through and the first spiral stairs behind it. Charging through with enough speed to ram into the curved wall, he took stairs on all fours. A hiss came from behind and below him, undoubtedly the flames reaching the entrance mere seconds after he had. 
Elden didn't stop even as he reached the top and snatched up his scabbard. The bronze door seemed to sense his departure, grinding closed behind him. He kept going, scrambling up the cliff face in the dark and collapsing on the ground. 
The stars were out. He realized that the night was not, strictly speaking, all that dark, and never had been. There was a deeper level, one he suspected he'd return to in his next nightmare. 
 



Chapter 19 
Elden wasted no time returning to the monastery. He was, above all else, worried for Kessa. He tried to convince himself that it was unlikely she'd found a way inside ahead of him, but he needed to find her, to verify that, to put his mind at ease. 
The idea that Taryn Coldwater had found a way beyond the bronze door, only to succumb to the flames or snakes or some other malady, now seemed unfortunately plausible. Unfortunate because, even if it meant that Elden could rule out more volatile suspects, it would mean having to go down the spiral staircase and take his chances once more. 
The unnatural blue flames were still vivid in his mind’s eye. He hadn't smelled anything like oil or the dangerous gases that could be used to feed a fire under the right conditions. The idea that sorcery might be at play seemed like a childish notion to immediately leap to, but he struggled to find another. 
True magic, like Rhiannon, the sword his aesta had once wielded, was vanishingly rare within the modern world. Endless charlatans made entire fortunes off convincing the naïve that they either wielded sorcery or, more often, could teach others to, for a simple weekly fee paid upfront in coin. 
He was still mulling over the situation when the monastery came into view. He blinked, surprised to see torches and people standing in the old courtyard outside the entrance. Not just people — the Verris Clan, judging from their tall and lithe builds and clothing. 
He stayed where he was in the trees, frustrated in having traded one predicament for another. He'd expected them to show up at some point. They were, in essence, the regional power of the island, including Haven's End. The local Merinian guards handled petty theft and domestic disputes, but if someone was murdered, or a ship of bandits attempted a raid, the Verris Clan would get involved and give the final say. 
His heart pounded in his chest, but he forced himself to breathe slow, pushing back against the remnants of his lingering adrenaline. He'd come back to Sordavakos as a lord of Merinia, charged with investigating a man’s disappearance on behalf of King Rento. 
The gazes of all the Remenai swung his way as he walked the familiar path toward the monastery's door. None of them said a word, nor did they move out of his way as he made it clear that he meant to go inside. 
"I am Lord Elden Forger," he said. "I believe, in all likelihood, you're here looking for me." 
He'd grown used to the sensation of encountering people from his past and suddenly realizing he was now taller than they were across his first few days back home. The effect was rather diminished amongst the Remenai, given how tall they were on average. He was at height with some of them, but shorter than most, and he certainly felt it as the two more muscular Rem blocking the door eyed him up and down. 
"Is it him?" one of them asked the other in Konokai. 
"I think so," replied another, from his left. "Dresses like an outsider." 
"I was born and raised on this island," he said, in his rusty Konokai. "Move aside." 
The two guards shared one last glance before parting to allow him by. The monastery's common area was nearly as crowded as the courtyard. Blaire, Kessa, and Lorin all stood just in front of the dais where the Cult of Arconn's Way would have once issued their sermons from. 
Speaking with them in quiet tones was someone Elden recognized. Esaka had been one of the higher-ranking members of the Verris Clan, despite being somewhat young by Remenai standards, close to his aesta's age. She'd been a patient woman with an interesting sense of humor and an affinity for children. 
She was tall, at least half a head taller than he was, with braided blonde hair that was already turning the greenish silver that came naturally to older Rem. Her build was slender, but the grey spiral tunic she wore accentuated the curves she did have. She was beautiful, but what stood out to him most was how little she'd changed from his image of her in his mind from many years earlier. 
He held her gaze as she turned to face him, unsure of how she'd react. He had memories of her smiling and giving him and Lorin little bits of crimson sap dipped in sugar, candy, basically, as a child. Today, she was not smiling. 
"So the rumors are true," she said, in accented Merinian. "You serve your king now, Elden Haven. Should I congratulate you or pity you?" 
She'd called him by his old name, the one his aesta and Kessa and Lorin still used, but there was little to gain by correcting her. 
"I suppose it depends on where you're standing," he said. 
He glanced at his family, seeking any hint as to what he had coming. His aesta looked grave. Kessa eyed him curiously. Lorin was upset, and moreover, glaring at Esaka with surprising venom. 
"Where I am standing is on the island of Sordavakos," said Esaka, in a cold voice. "A place where the clans of the Ocean Rem have lived under Jad for many hundreds of years before the coming of your unclean kind." 
"Unclean?" snapped Lorin. "You live in the forest like savages! How dare you come into our home, and, and…" 
"Lorin." Blaire's voice was sharp and authoritative, but not loud. 
Lorin took a heavy breath, hands balling into fists. 
"Esaka," said Elden. "Don't waste my time. What do you want?" 
"I, at least, can appreciate your candor, Elden Haven," said the Rem woman. "We know why you have come back. You will not be permitted to place the blame of the disappearance of this Merinian man on my clan. Nor shall you be permitted to continue wielding a firearm against the tenets of the jadhara. I demand you surrender your weapon and cease your farce of an investigation." 
He took a breath, feeling a sudden heat in his chest and hands, the usual flicker that came before outbursts and bad decisions. "I don't take orders from you, Esaka." 
"Elden…" Blaire's voice was gentle this time, almost pleading. "You understand the balance of this island. Things are different here." 
"My pistol was a gift from the king," he said, knowing how weak it sounded. "A gift… for saving his life. I saved him from a stray arrow on a hunt. Took it through my own shoulder. It only fed into his paranoia… Gods, trust me when I say it was already legendary before this incident and only grew in the time following." 
He was babbling now, but he had to make them understand. He had suffered in so many ways during his time in Hearthold, but like so much in life, it had been complicated, jumbled, oftentimes contradictory. The king had come to favor him, and that attention had been a lifeline at a time when he'd had no friends, no family, hardly a sense of who he was anymore. 
"It's just a gun, Elden," said Kessa. "I get it, at least I think I do. But I'm not sure you have much choice here." 
And his pistol… his pistol, had always felt so right in his hand. Easy to aim, with enough kickback to mean business without overwhelming his arm. He'd made a ritual out of cleaning it and polishing the handle. He'd taken care of it, and it'd taken care of him. 
"Elden…" Lorin's voice was a strangled plea, so much emotion that it almost didn't fit. 
"Enough," snapped Esaka. "You will not be armed on my island, in violation of the jadhara. Hand the weapon over. It will be returned to you when you leave." 
More Rem stepped forward, ready with their spears, eyes narrowed to the business at hand. Elden slowly reached down to his pistol, unholstered it, and let it hang at his side. 
"No." 
 



Chapter 20 
The tips of the spears of the two Remenai who'd been about to disarm Elden immediately shot up to hover at his neck. He brought his own arm up with similar speed, aiming the barrel in Esaka's face and wishing, not for the first time, that his aesta hadn't confiscated his shot and brim powder. 
"You dare to point that profane weapon at me, Merinian?" she snarled. 
Elden cocked the hammer, doubling down on the bluff. "You came to take it from me, no? It's right here, Esaka. Order your men to collect it. See what happens." 
"Enough!" Blaire's voice echoed off the walls and high ceiling as she stepped forward, reaching out to touch Elden's arm. "I will take responsibility for him, along with anything that happens, as I said when you first arrived, Esaka." 
"He is a man grown, regardless of whether he is your solas, Blaire Haven," said Esaka. "His choices fall on his own shoulders." 
"Would you have preferred the king to send a lord with no experience with this island, or the Remenai?" asked Blaire. "You should be grateful, by whatever stroke of luck, that Elden was the one he sent." 
"I send him back!" snapped Esaka. "Take your precious pistol and get off Sordavakos, Elden Haven. You have until sunset tomorrow night to vacate the territory of the Remenai. I will not allow your king to use this incident as a reason to force us from our lands." 
"Not your lands!" It was Lorin who spoke up, her voice thin and emotional. "We live here too! If you have a problem with Elden finding the truth of what happened, then that speaks volumes about your involvement!" 
"Control your seta," Esaka said to Blaire. 
"Get out!" hissed Lorin. "Get out of my home, you, you…" 
She tried to run forward with a horrible cry and attack Esaka. Blaire caught her, holding her back easily even as Lorin continued to struggle. Elden was momentarily dumbfounded by the outburst, and even Esaka seemed caught off guard. 
"You are not a fool, Elden Haven," said the Rem leader. "At least, I did not believe you to be even as a boy. Return to your king and tell him that this matter is Remenai business and will be handled adequately through our judgment." 
"You really want me to tell him that?" Elden lowered his pistol, but didn't put it away. 
"What do you think he would say?" asked Esaka. 
"That's just it. I have no idea. He might let it go. He's unpredictable like that. He's just as likely to order ships and men and, yes, many more guns to this island." 
"If he does that, my people will declare war on Merinia," said Esaka. "On Merinians. Many in my clan already seek such a war." 
"Then help me!" Elden said, in a frustrated whisper. "What did you find in Taryn's house? What do you know about why he went missing? If I can find out what actually happened to him, this can all be averted!" 
Esaka hesitated, appraising him, or maybe just weighing the odds, but eventually shook her head. "No. This is Rem business. This is the way of things, now and always, Elden Haven. Be at sea by sunset tomorrow." 
"Rem business!" hissed Lorin. "Disgusting! Get out! Go back to your forest and leave us alone!" 
Esaka let out an odd laugh. Lorin screamed and fought against Blaire, trying to get at the other Rem woman even as she and the rest of the Verris Clan departed. Elden had never seen her like that before, never even close. 
Eventually, the fight when out of Lorin and she ran off to her room. Kessa gave Elden another lingering inquisitive glance before also heading to her chamber with a wordless shrug. 
"True Divine," muttered Blaire. "What a mess." 
She sat down at the dinner table. The teapot was out, and Elden wondered if Blaire's first impulse on the arrival of Esaka had simply been to treat her as a guest. He considered how large of a role his aesta had always had in maintaining the peace between the Remenai and the Merinians, becoming something of a go between, despite her role in the Betrothal War. Or maybe because of it. 
"Aesta." He sat down across from her, mind still reeling from the encounter. "Why does Lorin hate the Verris Clan now? She looked up to them when I left. I distinctly remember that." 
Blaire didn't look at him right away. She seemed to notice the tea and set about pouring him a cup, standing to slide it across the table. It was cold, but Elden still sipped it. 
"I shouldn't be the one to tell you this," she muttered. "But I don't think she's able to tell you herself. I wonder if she ever will reach a point where she would be able to." 
He waited, watching as she seemed to collect her thoughts. 
"It was in the time after your departure, solas," said Blaire. "That wasn't the whole reason behind it. Lorin was twelve, and like so many girls of that age, she was testing the taste of rebellion. Kessa too, right around the same time. I had my hands full, I will admit. 
"Lorin and I had an argument over the usual points. How late she could stay out. What chores were her responsibility and how they should be done. The future, and the need to plan ahead for it. It reached a fevered pitch. I didn't handle it as well as I should have. 
"She ran away from the monastery. Packed a bag in the middle of the night full of food and supplies. I searched for her in Haven's End the next day, along with calling for her in the near section of the Silent Forest. I waited all night at the monastery, worried out of my mind, but she didn’t come home." 
Blaire took a sip of her own tea. Elden reached across the table, taking her hand into his. 
"What happened?" he asked. 
"She ran away to join the Verris Clan," said Blaire, with a sad nod. "It's as you said, solas. She idolized them. She was just coming into the Remenai aspects of her appearance. Her ears, particularly. They represented more to her. Not just a clan, but a way of life. A philosophy, almost. An answer to her frustration." 
"True Divine," he muttered. "I can imagine it, remembering her from back then. But I don't understand…" 
Blaire's composure faltered. She blinked a couple of times, tried to smile, eyes growing misty. 
"They brought her back to the monastery, solas," said Blaire. "They brought her back with her hands bound at the wrist, led by a rope at the neck. This was under Ansean, before Esaka ascended. I don't know exactly what happened. Lorin has never even told me, nor have I gotten exact details from other members of the clan. 
"When they cut her free, Ansean told me to beat her. She... was like she was tonight, except so much worse. She dug her hands into the grass and flung dirt and rocks at them. Kessa and I both had to hold her back. She broke plates when we finally brought her inside and refused to come down from the bell tower. We could hear her still up there, sobbing, come the next morning." 
"True Divine," muttered Elden. 
"She went through a phase for a while afterward where she'd… cover her ears with a head scarf even at home. I thought she might try to harm herself, at times. More than anything, I wish I could go back to that day and stop us from arguing as we had. It is right up there with the worst mistakes I've made, solas. Right up there with letting King Rento take you hostage." 
He didn't know what to say, but he knew where he needed to be. He stood up and started off toward Lorin's chamber. 
"Don't," said Blaire. 
"I have to," he said, past a lump in his throat. 
 



Chapter 21 
Elden stood outside Lorin's door, hearing nothing but silence coming from within. He knocked softly, thinking she might have fallen asleep in the way that people so often do when emotionally exhausted beyond bearing. 
"It's me," he whispered. 
"What do you want?" 
"To come into your room." 
Silence. He waited a minute, finally hearing the faint shift of footsteps. Lorin's door opened, and she stood on the other side. 
She'd changed into a thin white nightgown, one that was weathered from the years and on the small side. What caught Elden's attention, however, was the scarf she had tied around her hair and ears. She’d worn it when he’d first come into the inn the previous day, but not since then. 
His first instinct was to simply reach out and pull it off her, try to emphasize how she had no need to be ashamed of her heritage. But it wasn't that simple, not for her. 
"I didn't know," he said. 
"You didn't need to know," she muttered. "You wouldn't have understood, anyway." 
"I want to." 
He met her gaze, wishing he could pick up a part of her burden, help her carry the weight. Lorin turned around and stepped into her room, leaving space for him to follow. 
He was surprised by the ordered space he found within, though he supposed he shouldn't have been. Lorin had never been one for clutter. Her bed was neatly made, blankets pulled tight, pillows arranged just so. A worn rug with faded floral patterns lay on the wooden floor, a stark contrast to the bareness of his own room just down the hall. 
A small wooden dresser stood against the wall, its top clear except for a hairbrush and a hand mirror. A single white candle burned on a small table by the window, casting long shadows. The walls were bare except for a single tapestry depicting a lone willow tree by a moonlit lake, its branches reflected by the water. Lorin sat down on her bed, and Elden took the spot next to her. 
"Talk to me," he said. 
She stared straight ahead at the wall, not turning his way, even as she began to speak. "Do you remember that toy wooden horse I had as a girl?" 
"The one with the bell on the neck," he said, with a nod. "I'd always know you were coming when I heard it jingle." 
"I loved that horse." There was genuine affection in her voice, raw and beautiful. "I did carry it everywhere, didn't I? Do you remember when I dropped it? When it broke?" 
"Honestly, not really. You were upset. I remember that." 
"I'd always thought that it was a gift from my mother," said Lorin. "My birth mother. I'd always had it, for as long as I could remember, so I suppose it just… made sense. It wasn't something I talked about out loud, but I had this entire series of events in my mind… what led up to my Remenai mother having to, well, you know. Give me up. And it always ended with her giving me that horse." 
"Oh, Lorin…" He put an arm around her, instantly feeling how ragged her breathing had become through the rise and fall of her shoulders. 
"When it broke, part of me broke too…" she whispered. "But that wasn't the part that really hurt. Aesta… she didn't know. I always thought if I brought it up with her, it would be painful, somehow. To let her know how much I thought about my birth mother." 
"She wouldn't have minded." 
"She went out the day after or a few days after that horse broke, and you know what she did?" Lorin lifted her head to look at him, eyes like the sheen of a still pond. "She got another one made. Almost identical. I remember that I asked her… if it was from my mother, too. I remember the look on her face when she realized what I meant. It was what confirmed it for me. Just a stupid horse after all." 
He didn't know what to say, so he just squeezed his arm around her, trying to be there and exist for her. 
"I still held on to… what was left of that fantasy," she said. "Remember those adoption days when you and me and Kessa were paraded out in front of some childless family?" 
"I remember," he muttered. "I wish I didn't, but I remember." 
"I know. I just mean… I always told myself that it was fine that none of them wanted a little half-Rem girl. It was fine, because my real mother was out there. After that argument with aesta, I ran away to the Remenai to try to find her. But they threw me away… like a scrap of garbage. Like the old broken horse." 
Her shoulders began to shake. Elden felt his own heart shattering for her, but more than that, he felt angry. 
"That's their foolishness!" He grabbed Lorin by the shoulders, making her look at him. "If they don't want you, then fuck them. We want you. I want you." 
She stared at him, tears still rolling down her face, but with a different kind of flush in her cheeks. She didn't say anything. Elden realized how close they were, how strong of a grip he had on her. 
Hurry up and say something, Lorin, he thought. 
He leaned in slightly, noticing how she matched the movement. Closer, and closer still, until her lips were all he could see. He kissed her softly, knowing it was the wrong thing to do, while somehow the only thing that made sense. 
Lorin reached her arms out. Elden hesitated, thinking at first that she was stopping him. She drew him closer instead, the kiss deepening into territory that was strangely compelling but inexcusable. 
"Lorin…" he whispered, as it finally ended. 
"Elden." She touched his cheek and kissed him again. "Oh, Elden!" 
He wondered if she even knew how beautiful she was. He wanted to show her that, most of all. To give her a glimpse of what he saw when he looked at her. Their lips met again, the moment now taking on a momentum of its own as he started leaning her back on her bed. 
A door opened or perhaps closed somewhere else in the monastery. Lorin's fingers tensed into a claw grip against his chest. She shook her head, face flushed, the head scarf now loose and drooping from her shoulder. 
"Aesta… is still awake," she whispered. 
So much was contained within that short little phrase. Elden forced himself to pull back as he wondered what would have happened if they'd been alone in the monastery, or if Lorin simply hadn't been as cautious as she was. 
She touched his hand and drew it to her cheek. Elden pulled her close one last time and they kissed again, their most intense yet. She looked dazed as they finally parted and he smoothed some of her hair back behind one of her beautiful pointed ears. 
"Get some sleep," he whispered. 
"Don't leave tomorrow." 
He winced. "It's not really up to me." 
Standing from her bed, he took deliberate steps to the door before slipping out into the hallway. The reality of what they'd done descended upon him as he made his way back to his own chamber. The guilt seemed to occupy one side of his mind, with the other consumed by the taste of Lorin's mouth, the way her nightgown had seemed to relentlessly highlight the contours of her perky breasts. 
He had a fitful time getting to sleep. 
 



Chapter 22 
Elden slowly made his way to the river the next morning after breakfast. Blaire had left to the school early, leaving out some scones and jam. He hadn't seen Kessa or Lorin on his way by and assumed they were still sleeping. 
Too much was going on for his thoughts to stay in one place. His experience with the bronze door and the cavern beyond seemed to do battle with Lorin's pain, the intensity of the moment they'd shared in her room. What he knew, with reasonable certainty, was that he simply needed more time. 
It was a beautiful day, and after stripping naked, he waded out into the river to wash up. The water was warm, and sinking his head under the surface gave him a moment of fluid clarity. It all came back to the murdered man, both in what had brought him back to the island in the first place and what might buy him a longer opportunity to figure things out. 
"What did you get up to last night?" 
He thrashed, surprised by Kessa's sudden appearance as he came back up to the water's surface. 
"Rovahn's balls!" he snapped, covering his own with his hands underwater. "Could this really not have waited until I'd finished cleaning up?" 
"Maybe I like to see you squirm," said Kessa. She stepped out of her slippers and sat down on the bank, letting her toes sink halfway into the water. "Answer the question, Elden. Where were you before the Verris Clan showed up?" 
He let go of his manhood with one hand to brush his wet hair back. "Behind the bronze door." 
Kessa narrowed her eyes. "Not funny." 
"Not joking." 
He sank back down into the water, and this time when he came up, he didn't bother covering himself. He saw Kessa's eyes briefly flicker down, a red flush coming to her cheeks, and took a bit of pleasure in teasing her back. 
"You're serious," she said. "Well, out with it then! What did you find?" 
"To be honest, I don't even know. A cavern with… something else in it. Some kind of structure. I didn't make it all the way there." 
Kessa nodded slowly, her eyes seeming momentarily distant. "Why not?" 
"Snakes," he said. "Along with… these blue flames. It sounds ridiculous, but I swear it's the truth. None of it made any amount of reasonable sense. There was sorcery at work." 
"Interesting," she muttered. "Perhaps it's not something we should meddle in." 
"This, coming from you?" He furrowed his brow. "You seemed obsessed with that door when I first found you in the cave." 
"That was when I expected there to be a small tomb on the other side," she said, with a sigh. "Preferably one with lots of low effort ancient gold jewelry to liberate." 
"Taryn Coldwater could be down there, Kessa," he said. "In fact, after how the Verris Clan showed up last night, I think it's the most likely scenario for his death. They would have delivered me his corpse along with a plausible excuse for his death if they'd had it." 
He felt confident in his words but had to silently concede that there was still one other possibility. He hadn't yet found anything to rule out their aesta's involvement. She'd seemed so passive during the exchange with the Verris Clan. Unusually so? He wasn't sure. 
"Taryn Coldwater could be down where?" 
Lorin's voice suddenly cut in. Elden hissed through his teeth and covered himself up again. 
"Did you both collude to gang up on me during my least defended moment?" he asked. 
"Don't be so dramatic," said Kessa. "As though it matters to either of us that you're naked." 
She glanced at Lorin, perhaps seeking support. Lorin was still staring at him as though it very much did matter to her that he was naked, in all the wrong ways. 
"What were you both talking about before I arrived?" Lorin asked, clearing her throat. "You're still looking for Taryn. Where?" 
Kessa crossed her arms, looking distinctly annoyed. Elden shrugged, not seeing any reason to keep it secret. He'd promised Kessa not to tell their aesta, not Lorin. 
"There's a cavern underneath the cliffs with some… strangeness within," said Elden. "I think Taryn may have made it inside and either gotten trapped or killed. I want to go looking for him again today." 
"Why is this the first I've heard about this?" Lorin stomped her foot and glanced at Kessa and then Elden. Her eyes darted downward briefly toward his crotch, and some of her fervor shifted into a more flushed expression. 
"I only made it past the door last night," he said. "I broke my lantern inside. I'll have to get a new one. We're all going to want one. Not taking any chances in a place with so little light." 
"That means heading into town," said Kessa. "Aesta will be at the school. I don't want her catching wind of what we're doing." 
"Yeah, I doubt she'd approve." Elden sank down into the water again. "Perhaps she'd be right not to. She has far more experience with enchantments than we do, given her history with the Arc Blade." 
"If we could solve Taryn's disappearance, you wouldn't have to leave right away, Elden," said Lorin. "Even the Verris Clan, contemptable as they are, would change their tune if you offered to clear their name in this." 
"I wouldn't have to leave right away," he said, more cautiously. "The king will still call me back eventually. But we're getting too far ahead. We need to find him, first." 
"You need to finish bathing, first." Kessa gave him one last appreciative glance before starting to walk away. "Lorin?" 
Lorin was still staring, only snapping out of her daze at the sound of her name. "Coming!" 
Elden dried off and dressed once he was alone. He met Lorin and Kessa outside the monastery and the three of them walked down the path into Haven's End. 
"I should also see what my options are down at the docks for getting back to Hearthold," he said. "I do want to find Taryn, but it would be convenient if a ship was leaving tomorrow or the next day in case our search doesn't pan out." 
Convenient was putting it mildly, and Kessa and Lorin's silence only seemed to underscore that fact. The Verris Clan would take him dallying on his departure as an affront to their authority. He wouldn't put it past them to imprison him if word got around that he was still on the island after their deadline. 
"I'll get the lantern from the general store," said Kessa. "Do we need anything else?" 
"Rope, maybe?" He pulled some coin out of his purse and set it into Kessa's hand. "Parchment and a charcoal pen to start mapping, unless we can grab that from the monastery." 
"The scribe should have some," said Lorin. "I'll handle that." 
Elden gave her a silver sable and continued, alone, to the docks. There were a couple of ships at anchor, and he walked over to where the sailors were congregating and got their attention. 
"What's the departure schedule looking like?" he asked. "I need to be on my way to Hearthold sometime in the next few days." 
"My ship and then nothing for at least… a week? Maybe two?" The sailor glanced at some of the others. "Sound about right?" 
Murmurs of agreement came from some of the men from other crews. 
"Fair enough," said Elden. "When do you set out?" 
"Three hours, maybe? We have room, but you have to get ready starting right about now. Not looking to stick around past our time." 
He nodded slowly, hiding his frustration. It left him with no real options. Either leave immediately, and treat his entire episode home as a failed misadventure, or commit to finding Taryn Coldwater and suffer the consequences if he didn't. 
There was an aspect to the dilemma which prickled his paranoia in a not unwarranted manner. King Rento might well send spies or assassins after him if he dallied on Sordavakos. He, in a manner of speaking, was such a deployment. Staying on the island, despite the coziness of home, would open him up to threats on both sides of the divide. 
"What say you, traveler?" asked the sailor. "On or off?" 
It was a choice… but it really wasn't. "Looks like I'll have to catch the next one." 
 



Chapter 23 
He met up with Kessa, new lantern and a long coil of rope in hand, and they found Lorin looking for them on the road. Their shared excitement was palpable as they started back through town, cheered on by the warm weather and clear sky. 
"Ah." Blaire suddenly stepped out from around a building. "All three of you are out together. How nice. Are you heading back up to the monastery?" 
"More or less…" Elden winced, unsure of how to handle the situation. 
"I'll walk with you," said Blaire. "It was just the morning lesson for today and I've been finished for a bit now." 
"Uh, I saw Bart down by the beach," said Lorin quickly. "It looked like he was collecting shells. I didn't stop him because I wasn't sure if he was with his mother or not." 
"No, she's still off-island." Blaire frowned and brushed back a brown strand of hair. "I should go find him and make sure he's staying safe. I'll meet the three of you back home." 
She hurried off. Kessa gave Lorin an appreciative smile. 
"Is that the first time you've ever lied to our aesta?" she asked. 
"I'm not some fun-hating prude, you know," muttered Lorin. 
"Not always," said Kessa. 
"Come on," said Elden. "Let's not waste time. She will catch up to us if we're not quick about getting to the cliffs." 
He knew Blaire would have questions about where they were later in the day, regardless. They would need to take full advantage of a chance to traverse it as they pleased ahead of her scrutiny and caution. 
They hurried back up the cliff path, their shared excitement and urgency taking on an interesting, almost dangerous edge. Elden stopped outside the monastery, which they needed to go by anyway in order to reach the cliffs. 
"I forgot something inside," he said. 
"What?" asked Lorin. 
"Better not to say." 
He went back in and walked through the common room, all the way to his aesta's chamber. She'd left the brim powder and shot in a relatively easy spot to find. He knew he'd brought twelve balls with him, an amount that was practical, but a little on the light side. 
He risked sneaking three out of the pile, along with enough brim powder for two reloads beyond the shot he packed on the spot. Heading back outside, he was momentarily struck by how beautiful Kessa and Lorin looked in the sun… even with suspicious expressions. 
"Brim powder?" guessed Kessa. 
"Yeah," he said. 
"Told you," she said, smirking at Lorin. 
"Just enough for today," he said. "I am taking the Verris Clan and the jadhara seriously." 
Kessa and Lorin didn't say anything, but he could guess their thoughts. The passing moments of intimacy he'd shared with them both were also very much against jadhara. He might have the freedom to head back to Hearthold and shirk off the consequences, but they certainly didn't. 
One thing at a time, he thought. Let's find Taryn Coldwater first and worry about forbidden kisses later. 
They continued on to the waterfall. Lorin looked skeptical as Kessa pointed out the rope they'd previously used to climb down. 
"You don't have to come with us if you don't want to, Lorin," said Kessa. 
"I'm not staying behind!" she snapped. "If you and Elden can do it, so can I." 
Elden was first down the rope, followed by Kessa. Lorin made the climb a little bit slower. Elden caught her by the hips as she wavered on the last few feet, setting her down on steady feet. 
"We used to play right around here," she muttered. "There was really a cave hidden here this entire time?" 
"The crack apparently opened up more in recent years," said Elden. 
He was focused on the door again, staring at the intricate and dangerously beautiful bronze relief with new scrutiny. 
"You didn't clarify exactly how you got it open, Elden," said Kessa. She folded her arms and gave him an odd smile. 
"I found a sketch amidst Taryn Coldwater's notes," he said. "Half-finished, but the text on the bottom was a Remenai word that translates to Lascivious." 
"How did I miss that?" muttered Kessa. 
Elden smirked, a mischievous glint in his eye. "Well, to be honest, it was a little more than just the word. The door required a more... practical demonstration of lasciviousness. A kiss, to be exact."
He paused, gauging their reactions. The memory of his encounter with the tanned woman flooded back. The heat of her skin, the intensity of their passion — it had felt so real. He found himself both intrigued and apprehensive about what might happen this time, especially with Kessa and Lorin present. Would the vision repeat? Would it change? His curiosity battled with a sense of unease as he approached the door. 
Kessa was smirking back at him, while Lorin seemed tense and focused. Elden leaned in slowly and kissed the door on the lips much as he had the previous night. This time, there was no immediate appearance of the tanned woman in the white toga, but her voice did echo through the cave in an ethereal whisper. 
"More." 
"Did you hear that?" snapped Lorin. 
Elden nodded slowly. "Yeah. Last time it was… a little different." 
"What do you think it means?" asked Lorin. 
"Fairly clear, no?" Kessa approached the door and Elden slowly, mischief dancing in her eyes. "The door guardian wants more." 
He took half a step back to give her room next to the door. Kessa stepped in, reaching a hand up to gently stroke the statuesque carving's face. Her thumb slid across its bronze lower lip and then, brushing her hair back, Kessa leaned in and gave it a slow kiss, letting out a faint, languid sigh. 
Elden found that he couldn't look away for the life of him. It didn't help that Kessa was wearing a fanciful red and black tunic top that cupped her cleavage just so. She pulled away slowly as the kiss ended, eyes coming open from a half-lidded, erotically dazed state. 
Nothing happened. 
"At least I got a whisper," he teased. 
Kessa glared at him with a smile underneath and gave a small shake of the head. "She said she wanted more. Perhaps she meant… from us?" 
True Divine, that smile. Kessa knew exactly what she was doing, how to roll the dice just so to get the turn she wanted. 
"It's worth trying," he muttered. 
He stepped closer to Kessa, and the tiny cave felt as hot as it had ever been. Which of them wanted this excuse, this thin pretense of a reason to mash mouths together, more? A dark voice in the back of his mind whispered that he might well find out soon enough. 
He set a hand on Kessa's hip and watched the way she seemed to rise up, eager to be pulled in and positioned. She seemed to orient herself toward him in a way that left her body language open like a well-read book, the spine worn from how many times it had been roughly flipped through. 
He kissed her, and all the chemistry and strangeness and irritation that had existed between him and Kessa since he'd returned back seemed to coalesce into a smoldering truth. There was a guilty summer's worth of heat there. 
"Hey!" said Lorin. 
The door gave an encouraging rumble as the kiss finally ended, but still didn't open. Elden let his hand trail down Kessa's side and off her hip. She smirked at him as though she'd won, somehow, which infuriated him as much as it added to the strange tension. 
"It seemed to like it," said Kessa, shrugging at Lorin. "You're welcome to help out too. This is a collective effort." 
"You mean… with Elden?" asked Lorin. 
"Obviously," said Kessa. "Assuming you're willing to kiss him. Um, he's not bad at it." 
"I… could do that," said Lorin. A blush spread across her cheeks, even traveling up her ears a bit. 
She came over and took Kessa's place, smiling at Elden briefly in that uncertain but strangely eager way. Gods, what was this situation? He was getting turned on in a way that felt like it would leave a permanent mark on him, a memory too intense to ever fully tame. 
"Nobody can ever know," whispered Lorin. "This is against the jadhara, not that I think that it should even apply to us." 
"It does, unfortunately," said Kessa. "The Verris Clan takes this aspect of it particularly seriously. They exiled a pair of their own last season for this exact offense. Raised under the same aesta and getting a bit too frisky." 
"We can all keep a secret." He set his hand on Lorin's hip, pulling her closer. "Are you ready, Lorin?" 
"Of course," she said, with a bit too much force. "It's just a kiss." 
Just a kiss. Elden leaned in and pressed his lips to hers, and the rush that came with it made him wonder. Lorin was so eager, or perhaps just unused to the way passion could unravel into more like a ball of dropped yarn. She kissed him back and lifted one of her legs. Another groan of bronze and rock vibrated through the cave, but the path remained blocked. 
"Try pinning her against the door like you're going to…" Kessa cleared her throat. "Well. You know." 
He'd already been putting the movement into motion before Kessa had even suggested it. Lorin let out this fluttering gasp as her back gently pressed into the bronze. She lifted a leg and angled her hips forward. She was taller than Kessa, albeit with a light and waifish build. Elden’s fingers controlled her thigh as he kissed her mouth again, then her cheek, then her neck. 
Their bodies found that perfectly right and wrong way to rub together. The rest of reality seemed to fade out as Elden caught sight of Lorin's flushed and horny expression. The door wanted more. He wanted more. 
"Hello?" said Kessa. "It's open. The door. True Divine, are you even listening?" 
"What?" muttered Lorin. "Oh…" 
She slowly let her leg drop back down, and Elden pulled back from kissing her neck. His hand had ended up on one of her supple, petite breasts at some point. He let his thumb brush the nipple as he pulled back. 
"That was good," said Elden, still buzzing with excitement. "You did a good job I mean, Lorin." 
"Thank you." She smiled at him, seeming to channel a bit of Kessa's mischief. "You were… pretty good, too. I mean, we got it open, and that was what we needed, right?" 
"Exactly what we needed." 
They stared at each other for a few more dumb seconds before Kessa made a show of poking her head into the darkness beyond. 
"Now that we've satisfied the door's perversions, what say we get these lanterns lit and go spelunking?" 
 



Chapter 24 
Elden led the way down the staircase, serious and focused once more as the nature of the situation settled upon him. They would be searching for a man, likely dead, within the sorcerous space that likely killed him. One mistake might well mean sharing his fate. 
"Stay close to me," he said, in a gruff voice. "There's more danger down here than you could possibly imagine." 
His words rang slightly hollow as he stepped out into what, at first glance, appeared to be an elegant courtyard within an impossible cavern. He'd forgotten about the eerily beautiful lampposts with their crimson fireflies, the neatness of the grey brick path lined on either side by dark, evenly cut hedges. 
The illumination was different, too, brighter than it had seemed on his first visit. He could make out the structure in the distance. It looked like a palace, but not in the style of Merinian or Remenai architecture. 
The bottom half of it was rectangular and squat, with a wide set of stairs leading up to a grand doorway. The top half was a dome-like structure that curved up into a point that reminded Elden vaguely of the tip of a breast. 
"Unbelievable," muttered Lorin. "It's so beautiful, but so… foreboding. How could this have been here this entire time? This extends so far into the distance that it could even be under the monastery." 
She shook her head, seeming frazzled by confusion. 
"I had a similar question, and I've yet to find an answer," said Elden. "It doesn't seem like this should be possible. Nor do phantom voices and lascivious doors or impossible blue flames, for that matter." 
"I don't see any flames," said Kessa dryly. “You sound a bit paranoid, Elden.” 
“Far from it!” he said. “I'm just... highly attuned to the subtle nuances of imminent fiery death. It's a gift, really.” 
She shrugged, favoring him with skeptical eyes. 
"Careful!" He stuck an arm out as she made to walk forward, not noticing what lay ahead. "There are snakes, too. Those, right there! Those aren't vines!" 
He drew his sword and held it out far in front of him, leaning forward to carefully prod one of the motionless vipers. Nothing happened. He prodded it again — several times, in fact. 
"It's a snake!" he said. "I know it is. It's just… momentarily at rest." 
"Are you sure it even was the first time around?" asked Kessa. "From what you described to me, it sounds as though you became a bit panicked and paranoid the instant the cavern went dark." 
"I am far from paranoid!" He continued prodding with his sword, reluctantly accepting that it was just a vine as it severed through the plant completely. "This one might not be a snake, but… watch the next one. You'll see." 
"Why was all of this even built to begin with?" asked Lorin. "It makes no sense. You both must realize it too, right? The point of building a palace is usually to flaunt it off to visitors. Who builds one in an underground cavern on an irrelevant island like ours?" 
"The door guardian called it a kestian on my first visit," said Elden. "I think it's an old Remenai word." 
He made a distinct effort not to look Lorin's way, remembering his previous transgressions. She answered, regardless. 
"It means shrine or dungeon or large tomb. Something like that, at least." Her expression took on an irritated edge as she noticed their reactions. "What? I read an old text on one, it's not like I care that much about Remenai culture anymore. They were built to honor the Forsaken and as a way of trying to control how they reincarnated." 
"This is some kind of sacred place, then?" asked Elden. "That's unfortunate. The last thing I need is to give Esaka and the Verris Clan another reason to want my head." 
"As long as we're smart about keeping this secret, they'll never know," said Kessa. "That includes hiding this from aesta. I hope we're all on the same page about that." 
Elden nodded, as did Lorin, though she seemed more reluctant. He assumed the lead once more, taking slow steps, sword in one hand, lit lantern in the other. 
The crimson fireflies in the lampposts pulsed with an eerie rhythm, almost like a heartbeat. He found himself unconsciously matching his breathing to their tempo and forced himself to look away. 
The air grew thick and oppressive, carrying an unsettling chill that slowly seeped into his bones. He couldn't shake the feeling of being watched, as if countless unseen eyes peered at them from the shadows. 
The only sound beyond their footsteps was a faint trickling noise in the distance. Elden slowed to a stop in front of another tangle of vines, assuming that's what they really were. His sword made a soft clang against the stones as he made to prod them again. 
From somewhere high above in the cavern came the sudden flap of many multiple sets of wings. He looked up in time to see a flock of dark shapes briefly blotting out the light from the luminescent moss, the shadow unsettlingly big against the size of the cavern itself. 
"Get away!" screamed Lorin. 
The flock descended upon them, hundreds if not thousands of bats suddenly crowding into the space surrounding the three adventurers. Elden felt leather wings and fur buffeting his neck, his face, tangling through his hair, even. 
He swung his sword through the air, trying to move away in case Lorin or Kessa stumbled into his range. It met air and had less than no effect, seeming to excite the bats to target him with ever more enthusiasm. 
It simply wasn't the right weapon for the job. Dropping his sword, he unholstered his pistol, cocked the hammer, and fired straight into the air. The sound was a deafening crack, and the effect was instantaneous. The bats fled back to their roost. 
"Are you both uninjured?" He glanced over Lorin and Kessa, who both now had messy hair and were adjusting their clothing. 
"Physically, yes," muttered Kessa. "Those bats will haunt my nightmares. True Divine, one of them… brushed against my mouth." 
She wrinkled her nose and wiped a hand over her lips. Her eyes settled on Elden's pistol, which still had a trail of smoke rising from it. 
"How much shot do you have left for that gun of yours?" she asked. 
"Enough," He was already in the midst of reloading it with supplies from his pocket. "Come on. Let's not spend any longer in here than we need to." 
They gravitated nearer to one another as they continued forward, Elden in front with Kessa and Lorin just behind him. More details of the palace jumped out at him. It was constructed from a bluish-purple stone, and two identical statues of beautiful naked women attempting to cover themselves stood at both sides of the entranceway stairs. 
Right as they came within two dozen paces of the building, a wall of brilliant blue flame sprung into existence, blocking their way. Elden tensed, ready to flee as he had previously, but the fire stayed in place, merely fencing off the steps. 
"The color of the flame will tell you its heat, but these flames of mine burn bittersweet." 
It was the same voice from the bronze door. Elden frowned and turned the words over, letting his lantern hang at his side. 
A surprised gasp from behind him snapped him from his thoughts. He whirled around in time to see Lorin hit the ground, her lantern falling and shattering much as his own had the night before. One of her legs was ensnared by a vine, or a snake, not that the distinction mattered much to him anymore. 
"Help!" she cried. 
The vine dragged her off the path, toward a slender opening in the hedges and whatever lay in the darkness beyond. 
 



Chapter 25 
"Lorin!" 
Elden dove her way, frantically trying to catch her hand, but missed by a span of inches. Lorin disappeared into the hedges, her scream trilling off into a muffled cough. 
He charged after her and immediately encountered thorns and a density of foliage that he couldn't simply bowl through. Unsheathing his sword, Elden began slashing his way forward, scything through the thinner brush and hacking at the thicker thorns and branches without restraint. 
He made it perhaps ten feet at that pace before stopping to take a breath and try to listen to what he could hear of Lorin in the distance. If she was still conscious, she wasn't being very loud. He tried to look back toward Kessa only to find that the hedges and thorns were reclosing behind him, all but trapping him in the thicket. 
No choice but to press on. He focused on making each slash as efficient as he could, well aware that attrition was his true enemy. Thorns tore at his clothing, leaving little scratchy welts on the skin underneath. Snakes — actual snakes, as he'd previously insisted — wrapped around his ankle until he stabbed down at them. 
I'm not paranoid after all, he thought. Just condemned.

Sweat began rolling down his face and neck and back as his exertions took their toll. He could, however, hear something ahead of him now. A faint rustling, like the sound of a forest in midsummer on a windy day, petals and pollen aflutter. 
The thought forced him to notice that there was, unfortunately, also pollen in the cavern’s air. While Elden wasn't allergic, he was acutely aware of the fact that in a place as mysterious as Lascivious's kestian, nothing was what it seemed. He tried to avoid slashing at the foliage that seemed to give the lion's share of it off, taking careful breaths. 
Attempting to find Taryn Coldwater within the overgrown cavern now seemed like an absolute farce of a prospect. The man's body could have been within ten feet of the main brick path and they'd still never find him amidst the hellish, weedy tangle. 
He didn't care anymore. He'd be lucky to find Lorin, save her, and return to the surface with an even state. What had he been thinking, bringing her along? He hadn't been, in truth. He'd been coasting along on the previous days' highs, stealing kisses and deepening relationships that were better left alone. 
Just like with Elara. The parallels made him sick to his stomach, each one pointing toward another unbearable end. 
I will not let her die, he thought. I simply won't allow it. 
Elden drew upon his resolve, stoking the embers of a second wind. He hacked through the thorns faster, pulling on the same stubbornness that had kept him alive in Hearthold. The dark undergrowth seemed to shy away from his intensity, cutting more easily, even seeming to part preemptively at times. 
He finally stumbled forward into something resembling a clearing. He pulled his lantern from his belt and held it up, revealing an eerie garden scene. A massive, monsterish pitcher plant grew apart from the thorns and bushes amidst a thin puddle of water. 
The monster plant's bulbous mouth was easily large enough to fit a human, if not a bear, supported by a thick, woody stalk that bowed slightly from the weight. Several rows of thick white hairs coated the inside of the mouth, and a puddle of viscous ooze sat at the bottom. 
The vines dragged Lorin, who was unconscious on the ground, toward the monster. Elden wasn't about to wait to see what happened when she reached it. He drew his pistol, took aim at the obvious target of the pitcher plant's head, and fired. 
There was a shout from Kessa somewhere back toward the main path, faint and dampened by the shot. The damage on the monster was barely even visible, a tiny prick of dripping green fluid. 
"Aesta was right," he muttered. "My pistol won't serve me here." 
He holstered it and took a true two-handed grip on his sword. Blaire had always reinforced the point that awareness, above all else, was what would keep a swordsman alive. He listened, taking in the tiny shifts of the thorns moving to ensnare him, the rustle of snakes slithering toward his ankles. 
Rovahn's balls, he hated snakes. 
Shifting to the left, Elden cut through a reaching thorn plant and continued his swing, arcing low to catch one of its fanged friends with his sword's tip. He was out of practice, but that wasn't the same thing as being out of form. His aesta had drilled sword technique so deeply into his mind and body as a youth that he could still command his body into motion even if it drew on underused muscles and atrophied reflexes. 
Drawing closer to Lorin and the pitcher plant, he took his first step into the pool of water. Almost instantly he realized his mistake. The boot he'd placed into the pool only sunk in deep enough to soak his sock, but the bottom of his foot instantly went numb. He hobbled backward, frowning as a shudder ran through the monsterish plant and it shifted to take notice of him. 
Elden gritted his teeth, his numbed foot tingling as sensation slowly returned. The pitcher plant's maw yawned wider, a sickly-sweet scent wafting toward him. He glanced at Lorin's still form, then back to the monstrous flora. 
"Come on then," he growled, brandishing his sword. "Test my steel." 
The plant's vines whipped out, surprisingly quick. Elden slashed, severing one, but another wrapped around his wrist. He yanked back, nearly losing his footing as thorny tendrils snaked around his ankles. 
A hiss from below — more snakes. Elden stomped, crushing one beneath his boot. He twisted, slicing through another along with an eager thorn vine, watching his true opponent from the corner of his eye. 
The pitcher plant's mouth gaped, making a wet, puckering noise that was hideous to the ear. One of the vines yanked his half-numb foot off balance and he couldn't steady himself in time to keep from falling. It immediately dragged him closer to the pool of water, though he fought for every inch. Green ichor sprayed over his clothing as he severed vine after vine. 
The plant monster brought its mouth down to ground level at the center of the pool, the acid-slicked interior as welcoming as an open grave. Elden planted his feet, straining against the pull. His muscles screamed in protest as he inched backward, step by agonizing step. 
It wants you close, he thought. Would that really be so bad?

He stopped fighting, letting it drag him for a moment, but digging in again just before crossing the threshold into the pool. The mouth slid closer, and he seized his chance the second it came within range. Elden plunged his sword deep into the plant's maw at an upward angle, twisting the blade. The monster shuddered, its vines thrashing wildly. 
He wrenched his weapon free and struck twice more. Green fluid gushed from the wounds. The plant's movements grew sluggish, then ceased altogether. He cut the thorn vine loose from his ankle and stumbled to his feet. 
Panting heavily, Elden limped toward Lorin, still a bit unsteady. The other snakes and thorns retreated, perhaps sensing a shift in the power balance of the local area. 
He knelt beside Lorin, checking for signs of life. Her chest rose and fell with even motions — she was alive. Elden allowed himself a moment of near overwhelming relief before gathering her in his arms. 
"Let's get you out of here," he murmured. 
 



Chapter 26 
Elden carried Lorin in his arms, fatigue quickly catching up with him as the adrenaline of battle began to wear off. His initial plan was to take her back the same way he'd come, but the path had mostly closed in his wake. 
There was another door on the far side of the clearing. He knew it wasn't the one they'd entered through, which made him wary about what might lie on the other side. There was curiosity on the other side of that wariness, however, which won out in the end. 
It opened for him without complaint, beyond needing some urging to force back the barricade of overgrown bushes in front of it. A spiral staircase visibly identical to the one they'd come down originally greeted him on the other side. Elden breathed a sigh of relief, scooped Lorin up in his arms, and ventured upward. 
He found another door at the top and set Lorin down on the floor nearby to open it. What greeted him on the other side wasn't a cave, or some slightly distant section of his home island. He stared, in fascinated disbelief, at an impossible winter scene. 
The sky overhead was dark, late evening or perhaps early morning, though it wasn't like either time matched reality. Snow fell in thick flakes and coated the ground visible in the distance. 
The immediate area surrounding the door would have been impossible for him to venture out into without a death wish, even setting aside the cold. The staircase exited out into nothing but thin air and a sheer rock cliff. Looking down made Elden instantly dizzy as he took in a drop of at least several hundred feet, though what he could see of the horizon made it clear the mountain was far higher. 
"That's impossible," he said, to no one but himself. 
He needed to say it, however, and even his word choice seemed like far too gentle of an assessment. The surrounding area was by far the most improbable aspect of the cavern he'd encountered so far. 
He shut the door, counted to five, and reopened it. The snow, the mountain, it was all still there. He remembered it snowing in the Shattered Isles perhaps two or three times during his childhood, never in amounts that lingered on the ground. And the only mountain of sizable height was Ashala, which was about the opposite of what he was currently seeing, given its volcanic nature. 
Elden closed the door, picked up Lorin, and grudgingly made his way back down the stairs and into the cavern. He would decipher the improbability of the kestian's geographic exits later, after he'd secured their escape. 
Cutting a path back to safety with Lorin in tow was an arduous affair. He was concerned about setting her down for any length of time, always on guard for snakes, so he tried to carry her over one shoulder while slowly cutting and shifting back thorns with the other. His body did more work than his sword, taking all the scratches like a shield for Lorin as he shouldered his way forward. 
"Kessa…" he muttered, as he finally came back into the light of the firefly lampposts. 
He set Lorin down on the brick and doubled over, exhausted. 
"Leandra's fucking cunt!" Kessa tackled him with a tight hug before worriedly dropping to her knees by Lorin. "You're alive! Is Lorin… Oh Gods." 
"She's unconscious, but unharmed," he said. "Sedated by the plant monster which intended to devour her, I think." 
"Let's get out of here." Kessa made to take one of Lorin's shoulders. 
"Hold a moment." Elden shook his head, attention shifting back to the flames. "I found a door on the far side of the thicket." 
"Leading… outside?" 
"In a sense," he said. "Outside somewhere else. Far from here. Possibly even a different realm, unless you know of any far-flung Merinian holdings that are currently experiencing deep winter." 
Kessa shook her head. "I don't see your point. We need to get Lorin out of here so she can rest." 
"We'll bring her up to the cave, but I'm coming back down after that," he said. 
He picked up Lorin and started off that way. Kessa lagged a few steps behind. 
"As interesting as your improbable discovery is, haven't we pushed our luck far enough for today?" she asked. 
He held his answer until he'd brought Lorin to the safety of the cave outside the bronze door and come back down the spiral stairs. 
"I didn't find Taryn Coldwater," he said. "I can't return to the king empty handed. I need to at least see what that palace holds. If I can sufficiently convey the absurdity and potential of this kestian, perhaps I need not return to the capital reeking of failure." 
Kessa didn't say anything. Elden approached the blue flames, which still steadfastly blocked the way into the central building. 
"The voice said something when these went up," he said. "Before Lorin got grabbed by the vines." 
"A rhyme, of some sort," said Kessa. "I didn't hear all of it." 
"Hello?" Elden called out. "My ghostly guardian friend? Would you mind repeating the clue you previously issued?" 
No response came. He wracked his brain, trying to remember the voice's exact phrasing. 
"What if the flames are… merely an illusion?" he mused. 
He made to walk toward them, but the heat that pressed back against him seemed real enough. He got close enough to prod his sword out like a firepoker. The tip came back with a distinct orange glow on the tip. 
"Must just be a convincing illusion," said Kessa dryly. 
"What else?" he muttered. "These flames of mine… burn, something about heat. Bittersweet. I remember that word, at least." 
He rubbed a hand against his chin, feeling the friction of his stubble and wondering how long it had been since he'd shaved. He'd have to take care around the new scratches on his face from the thorns. 
He looked at the thorn bushes again and realized, gears turning in his head, that some of them had bright red berries growing from them. Kessa seemed to guess where his mind was as he reached out to pick one. 
"Yes, of course, Elden," she said. "Eat one of the berries. Surely this idea will prove fruitful." 
"You could try crafting a better idea in place of a double entendre." 
He tested the ripeness of the berry as he picked it, and then held it to his nose, giving it a smell. Sweet, with a slight citrus edge. He squeezed some juice out and rubbed it on his skin. No pain, no numbness, no immediate irritation. 
"This is a bad idea," said Kessa. "I want to state that on record." 
"You have sufficiently warned me." He popped the berry into his mouth. It was delicious, but that somehow seemed like a bad sign as much as a good one. 
He gave it a few minutes, feeling a slight urge to burp, but not much more. Without much expectation, Elden approached the flames again. He was uncertain of how much faith he had in the berry's ability to fireproof him. As it happened, they seemed to operate off a different mechanism. 
The flames parted ahead of him like a curtain being drawn open. He glanced back at Kessa, open mouthed and awe struck. She was already stuffing a berry into her own mouth, licking juice off her index finger afterward in a manner that briefly stole his attention. 
"I suppose I don't have much choice but to follow, at this point," she said. 
Elden started up the stairs, holding his lantern out in front of him. The palace had a massive set of wooden doors which stood open wide enough for a person to pass through. 
The space he found within was lit by more firefly lamps, with a high ceiling and square, symmetrical floor plan. A raised dais with a tiny pedaestal at the center looked like it had once held an artifact of some kind, perhaps a sword, or a ceremonial mask. 
There were stone tables to either side and behind the central dais, with two provocatively posed feminine statues in the far corners. These statues were not attempting to cover themselves, and Elden had a hard time keeping himself from… appreciating their craftsmanship. 
What eventually stole his attention was a large blood stain on the chamber's left side. He crouched down by it, uncertain if it was recent or ancient. Kessa had stopped by the chamber's entrance and was watching him with crossed arms. 
"Where do you suppose those lead?" he asked, noticing there were also four doors, two on either side of the chamber, with short sets of stairs leading down to them. 
"Wine cellars, each one for a different vintage?" guessed Kessa. "Can we go home now?" 
"Not just yet." 
He noticed something as his gaze inevitably drew back to the lewd and nude statues. One of them had a bloodstain underneath her arm. He drew closer, noticing as he did that a tiny notebook had been tucked away into the statue's armpit, snug and hidden from direct view. 
"Looks like someone wanted to stash their thoughts away," he said quietly. He grinned as he opened it and immediately caught sight of several familiar-looking sketches, the most recent of one of the statues he'd also been admiring. "Someone with true appreciation for the female form." 
"Taryn's notebook…" guessed Kessa. "Let me see it!" 
Elden laughed and drew it out of her reach. "Why? Are you worried he's sketched more erotic art of you, Kessa?" 
He flipped the page again, finding two that were stuck together. He pulled them apart and froze. 
The word KESSA, written in blood, was what had stuck them together. 
 



Chapter 27 
Elden stared at Kessa, numb with surprise, not recognizing the expression she favored him with. He made to step toward her. Kessa stabbed her arm forward, and a burst of force flung him backward against the chamber's stone wall. 
"Sorry, Elden," she said, with a sigh. "I'm not a heartless bitch. I would have helped you rescue Lorin, but it seems like I can only draw power from the kestian while I'm within it directly. The garden doesn’t count.” 
She extended her hand to the side, and a dark staff appeared within her grip, coming to a bulbous head like an ancient tree root. Kneeling down next to the book, Kessa scooped it up with one hand and brought its corner to the flame of Elden's dropped lantern. 
"How…" Elden groaned and pushed back up to his feet, dazed from his head hitting the wall. "Kessa. What did you do?" 
"I claimed the staff," she said, letting its bottom thunk against the floor. "It was here when Taryn and I first made our way down and past the flames. Can you really blame me? The guardian wanted more, and he was the most pliable man around. A kiss is a small price to pay for access to a kestian, don't you think?" 
"Why did you kill him?" 
"Because he was a spy for the king." Kessa took his pistol out of its holster and slid it to the far edge of the chamber. "He admitted as much on our second trip down here. I never aestablished whether his true focus was our aesta or the Remenai, but it hardly mattered. Think about it for a moment, Elden. What would have happened if he'd revealed all of this to King Rento, as you were talking about doing just a few minutes ago?" 
"He would… send a ship," muttered Elden. "Multiple ships, in all likelihood." 
"Exactly. Ships carrying strong Merinian men with pistols and muskets. How would the Verris Clan react to that? How would aesta?" Kessa shook her head slowly. "Obviously, I also wasn't really interested in sharing my find, but there were more practical concerns at hand, too." 
"Why didn't you just tell me?" snapped Elden. 
"Because I didn't trust you." Kessa shrugged, seeming a bit like herself again. "Sorry. You came back as Lord Forger, not the Elden I remembered. I thought if I just played dumb about the door, the Verris Clan would force you off the island before you could make any progress getting it open. So close to being right." 
"Close, but not close enough," said Elden. "You won't kill me, Kessa. You'd never be able to face aesta or Lorin if you did." 
"True Divine, Elden!" she said, with an annoyed sigh. "Who said anything about killing you? Don't be ridiculous! I will, however… have to brand you." 
Elden really, really didn't like the sound of that. He started forward, making to draw his sword. Kessa pointed the staff at him, and he found himself pinned against the wall again, blade clattering to the floor out of reach. His arms snapped out to the side as though pulled taut by invisible chains, holding him firmly in place. 
Kessa came over to him slowly. Her eyes had a faint red glow to them that was only perceptible when she made direct eye contact. The staff gleamed with a similar color, like the light from a stained-glass window. 
"Kessa, this is madness!" he shouted. "Stop and think!" 
"It’s been wonderful having you back, Elden." She reached out and stroked his cheek. "This will work, won't it?" 
He furrowed his brow, but she hadn't been speaking to him. 
"It will connect him to the kestian much as you are, though to a lesser level," came the voice of the kestian’s guardian, echoing directly from the walls. "Whether you can dominate him from there depends on the strength of your will over his." 
"That sounds more like a no than a yes," he said. 
"Dominating you won't be much of a challenge." She began unbuttonning the front of his shirt, coming closer with a dangerous smile. "Who knows? You might like it more than you expect." 
She leaned in closer. Elden was struck by a rather intense emotional conflict as she turned her head sideways and gently kissed him. He kissed her back, swept up by that same spell that always seemed to heat his loins and scramble his senses whenever she came near. 
Is this her or the kestian, he wondered. She's been connected to it since I first arrived back… 
"All that I'll ask from you, Elden, is to keep my secrets," whispered Kessa. "No less. No more. You can return to Hearthold as long as I'm confident that you won't reveal my business to the king. Or you could stay here, on the island. That might even be more fun, no?" 
"You're not yourself right now," he said. "You're under the kestian's influence." 
"So?" 
He blinked, unable to come up with a strong retort. "It's… evil magic! Created by the Forsaken!" 
"You say that as though the Arc Blade that aesta wielded was a benign force in the world. She turned her back on the king to start an orphanage in response to all the death she dealt with that weapon. A sexy staff and a sentient dungeon seem almost… harmless, in comparison." 
Her hand ran down his body, cupping and then gently massaging his manhood. 
"You might be the key to keeping her off my back," she whispered. "I've seen the way she looks at you, sometimes. Not to mention the way you look at her. Oh, Elden. That ship ride from Hearthold must have been so long. So hard." 
"You should brand him before breaking him in," said the guardian. 
Kessa cleared her throat. "I intend to. Brand him, at least. Breaking him in might be… ah. A bit much." 
"You're in over your head, Kessa," he said. 
She kissed him again, letting her lips drag sideways afterward with a sexy little laugh. "Don't worry, Elden. I don't think this will hurt… that much." 
She finished unbuttoning his shirt and picked up the staff. Elden pulled against the chains again, but they refused to yield and the angle made him feel more like he was about to dislocate his shoulder than free himself. 
"Once on each side of his chest to ensure the dominance of your will," whispered the guardian. 
"He has such a nice chest," whispered Kessa, tracing a finger around the edge of one of Elden's pecs. 
"He really does,” said the guardian. 
"Don't do this Kessa!" he shouted. "You aren't thinking clearly!" 
"Hush, Elden," whispered Kessa.
The tip of the staff pulsed with a surreal crimson light. He tried to catch Kessa's gaze in one last search for empathy, if not love. She looked fascinated and slightly aroused, not exactly a woman to be reasoned with. 
The tip of the staff came forward and pressed into the left side of his chest. The pain was immediate, but what surprised him was the pleasure. They were in perfect balance, like a recipe calling for both salt and sugar. Pain and pleasure, to what end? His scream shifted into more of a hazy moan, and then back to a scream again. 
Kessa seemed unnerved by his reaction, flinching back even as she tried to hold the staff steady. When she finally pulled it off, Elden sagged downward, held up only by his chained arms. He eyed his chest, where a small, sideways half-moon with a dot underneath now stood out from his skin in a morbid shade of crimson. 
"There," said Kessa. "That wasn't… so bad, was it?" 
She was breathing heavy and leaning on the staff, seeming winded from her endeavor. Her eyes flicked downward. He had an erection, which felt like a mockery of his own pain. 
But that wasn't the full extent of his physical state. He was stronger now, power coursing through him in a way that felt heavy and deliberate. There was an awareness of his new ability that reminded him of the unbridled strength so often drawn out during passion. 
"Be quick with the second brand," whispered the guardian. "You will need it with this one. Do it now!" 
"I’m… going to," said Kessa, breathing heavily. 
Elden roared through his teeth and yanked at the chains again. He saw Kessa react, blinking faster. He pulled harder, drawing from the well of new strength within him. 
A sound like a broken plate echoed through the chamber as, all at once, the bindings shattered into shards, flaring in a flash of dispersed power. 
 



Chapter 28 
Kessa mastered her surprise over the suddenness of his escape faster than Elden did. She leveled the staff at him and narrowed her eyes. He ducked, finding that he was faster now, too, as the blast of force she'd intended to chasten him with merely ruffled his hair. 
He lunged forward. Kessa tried to take aim with the staff again, but he tackled her, knocking the weapon loose. They fell down together in a tangle of limbs, wrestling for control. 
The strength the brand had given him was almost unnecessary. He pinned Kessa's arms easily. She hissed and tried to thrash against him, glaring balefully, eyes still harboring an unnatural crimson light. 
"You idiot!" she shouted. "Let me up!" 
She bucked her hips with a rocking motion that felt far better than it should have against him. He was still excited from the brand, and keeping her pinned also meant a lot of contact between her soft body and his achingly hard manhood. 
"It's over, Kessa." He pressed down on her with emphasis, faces so close they were practically sharing breath. "I'm taking you out of here. Now." 
She stared up at him with an odd expression, anger, but with an edge of play underneath. "Big talk, Elden. Lord Forger. Try it and see what happens." 
"I'll bring you to aesta. Make you tell her everything." 
"Oh, aesta!" she cried. "Kessa broke the rules!" 
She rocked back and forth underneath him, moaning aesta over and over in a mocking voice. Her body felt warm and soft, igniting a fire in his veins that had nothing to do with the brand's magic. He tried to focus on his anger, on the betrayal, but her closeness made it difficult to think straight. 
"Shut up!" He pinned her wrists more tightly, reminding himself that he was the one in control. "This isn't you." 
"You've been gone for ten years, Lord Forger." She smiled dangerously. "You don't even know me anymore. But… you could, if you wanted." 
The sexual tension that had danced between them since he'd first arrived slid back into the fore. She was so smug, jutting her chin out at him in that infuriating way. Gods, he wanted to teach her a lesson. 
"Just as I thought," she said. "You don't have the guts. Not to mention…" 
She moved with shocking speed, suddenly elbowing him sideways and lunging for the staff again. Elden caught her just as her fingers were about to brush it, flinging her back down and pinning her again with more force. He glanced toward his pistol. Too far away. 
She bucked against him. He squeezed her wrists, trying to use his weight to get her down flat, wear her out. Kessa's movements rubbed her clothing out of place, one large, pale breast peaking out at him, demanding attention. She wrapped her legs around him and smirked, and he felt himself lose all restraint. 
He kissed her, mouth bruising against hers, still furious. She bit his lip as they parted and sneered at him. 
"Is that how they do things in court?" she laughed. "Kisses and love letters and… getting down on one knee?" 
"You want to find out, Kessa?" he snarled. 
"You don't have it in you," she hissed. 
They kissed again. Kessa tried to slip her arm away, but he grabbed it and pulled it back from the staff. Was this what she wanted? He didn't care anymore. It was what she was going to get. 
He risked letting go to yank her tunic open completely, plump breasts spilling out like ripened fruit. She tried to cover them, perhaps on reflex, but he still had her arms. He kissed her again, his lust now well and truly holding the reins. 
He yanked down Kessa's leggings, his own following in a rush of movements right after. Kessa tried to grab for the staff once more in that moment of freedom. He grabbed her shoulders and slid her across the cold stone floor. She shivered as her now bare back touched a new spot not yet warmed from their body heat, eyes narrowing, mouth opening to taunt him again. 
He made to pin her again and, in the same motion, felt the tip of his manhood press her folds open. They both stared at each other, wide eyed and surprised by the contact despite the way they'd jousted toward it with reckless abandon. 
"Oh…" Kessa blinked, mouth hanging open, face flushed with color. 
Elden sank his manhood deeper into her, groaning at how tight she was, lost in forbidden pleasure. "Kessa…" 
"You… you're really." She swallowed, her hips shifting and angling like a cat in need. "Elden, you're… really…" 
He pinned her arms again, not taking any chances, and committed to a glorious, full thrust. "You like that, Kessa?" 
"Yes!" she cried. "Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!" 
"Take it!" He pumped into her faster, groaning as she cried and moaned with pleasure. "Take it all! You wanted me! Here I am!" 
The wrongness of what they were doing was like a whiff of sleazy perfume, guilty and enticing. Elden pumped into her as much with fury as with lust. He'd teach her what happened when she played with fire. True Divine, she was going to learn her lesson. 
The kestian itself began to rumble, faint little groans in the rock that perfectly matched the timing of their undulating bodies. Elden kissed Kessa, no longer pinning her, no longer needing to. Her fingernails dug into his back, painful pleasure, like the brand. He pulled her hair and sucked on her neck. 
"Yes!" cried the guardian. "Give it to her! Lick her nubile flesh!" 
"Oh fuck!" Kessa's voice trilled off into a high-pitched squeal. 
"Claim her!" cried the voice, now at a similarly lustful pitch. "Make her yours! Seed her womb!" 
Elden lost himself in the heat of the moment, all thoughts of duty and propriety vanishing like mist in the hot sun. Kessa's body writhed beneath him, her moans echoing off the cavern walls. He thrust deeper, harder, driven by a primal need he'd never experienced before. 
The brand on his chest pulsed with each movement, sending waves of pleasure through his body. It amplified every sensation, making him hyper-aware of Kessa's soft skin, her heaving breasts, the way her inner walls clenched around him. 
"Oh gods yes!" Kessa gasped, her nails raking down his back. "Don't stop. Please, don't stop." 
He growled in response, beyond words now. The cave itself seemed to pulse with their shared pleasure, the air thick with the scent of their coupling. Elden's world narrowed to this moment, this act, this woman beneath him. He angled her pelvis, driving even deeper, and was rewarded with a sharp cry of ecstasy. 
"Harder!" The ethereal voice continued its encouragement, but Elden barely registered it. "Make her beg!" 
Kessa's legs wrapped around him, pulling him impossibly closer. "I'm so close! Oh fuck, Elden… Elden! El…" 
Her words cut off in a long, keening moan as she shuddered beneath him. The feeling of her climax pushed Elden over the edge. He buried his face in her neck, still pumping as he unloaded inside her, his seed overflowing, sticky and wet against their crotches. 
The entire kestian shook with worrying force and then went abruptly still, with a few final, climactic rumbles serving as background noise to the guardian’s wordless cooing. 
 



Chapter 29 
Elden kissed her one last time, and though it was gentle, it seemed to break the spell that had lingered over them. Kessa pushed him roughly in the chest and went for the staff. He wasn't quick enough to grab her ankle as she moved, but he caught sight of his pistol on the other side of the chamber and hurriedly ran to scoop it up. 
They spun to face each other, weapons in hand, both fumbling clothes back on. Kessa pulled her tunic in place over her breasts, which seemed like a favor to Elden in how it allowed him to better focus his attention. He climbed into his trousers, pulling them up with one hand while still aiming with the other. 
"Enough," he said, cocking his pistol's hammer. "I doubt your staff can block a pistol shot." 
"I doubt your pistol is even loaded," said Kessa. 
It was. He'd made sure to reload it after saving Lorin and finding the door on the garden's far side. The question of whether he could actually fire at Kessa, however, was a remarkably harder concern to shrug off. 
"Don't make me do this," he said, shaking his head. "Let's both leave the dungeon together." 
"Leave, and what?" she snapped. "Pretend this place of power doesn't exist? Pretend we didn't do… what we just did, Elden? Gods, I can still feel you dripping out of me." 
He glanced away, ashamed of how base and primal he'd been with her in the moment. "It was the kestian's influence." 
"Did the kestian's influence make you pull my hair, Elden?" she whispered. "Did it make you kiss me before you'd ever even been past the bronze door? Tell yourself what you want, but I know the truth." 
"What I know is that we're both getting out of here," he said. "Now." 
"The second brand was necessary," whispered the guardian. "You may have to kill him now. Too willful." 
Kessa didn't say anything. Neither of them moved for a frozen instant, and then everything happened at once. The staff glowed with crimson power. Elden's pistol hand snapped upward, his finger closing over the trigger from the impact. The shot went wide, which was actually a relief. He could never have fired at her, but she didn't need to know that. 
He slammed backward, banging against the central dais and rolling to land in an ungainly heap. Kessa walked toward him, readying the staff for the second brand as Elden's arms shot sideways, this time bound downwards to the floor instead of the ceiling. He was furious with himself for not better using his opportunity when he'd had it. 
"That got a little out of hand," said Kessa. "I need to teach you to behave. We'll do so much together, Elden, but it has to start with us coming to an understanding." 
She aimed the tip of the staff at the right side of his chest. Elden snarled and tried to pull free again, but this time, the bindings held firm. Kessa began lowering the staff, inch by inch… 
"Seta!" 
Blaire's voice cut through the moment with such judgment that even Elden winced. She stood at the entrance to the chamber, wearing a black nightgown that made her seem as though she'd been mid-nap before coming looking for them. It wasn't her outfit which caught Elden's attention, however. 
His aesta held a sword in her hand that glowed with an intense and intimidating orange light. The Arc Blade, Rhiannon — what else could it be? 
She still had it, despite the story she'd told the king about casting the weapon into the sea. She still had it, just as Rento had suspected. Taryn Coldwater's assignment on the island suddenly seemed to lean toward a shrewd precaution rather than an act of paranoia. 
The sword's hilt was a work of art in itself, adorned with intricate carvings that seemed to move and dance in the flickering light of the dungeon. It was not, however, a large weapon, somewhere in between a short and long sword, fitting Blaire as though it had been forged for her specifically. 
"Aesta…" Kessa shook her head, expression hardening. "So be it. I knew you'd discover this eventually." 
"That weapon…" hissed the guardian. "Bring it to me! Take it from her and carry it into the kestian’s depths! Such power… such beauty!" 
"That staff you hold is a tool of darkness, seta," said Blaire. "Set it down. We need to leave this place as quickly as possible." 
She glanced at Elden. His bindings had faded and he scrambled to his feet, scooping up his now empty pistol. 
"Never!" shouted Kessa. 
She made to aim the staff at Blaire, but wasn't quite fast enough. The Battle Maiden shot forward with unreal speed. The Arc Blade's aura extended to illuminate her entire body, like sunlight through a stained-glass window. 
Blaire's sword connected with the staff, knocking it loose from Kessa's hands. The entire dungeon seemed to rumble in reactive pain as it clattered to the floor. Kessa sank to her knees, blinking as though coming out of a daze. 
"Aesta?" she muttered. 
The ethereal voice howled, and the staff suddenly burst into the same brilliant blue flame which had blocked Elden's way earlier. Kessa gasped and collapsed completely, landing hard. The entire dungeon began to rumble and more flames erupted from the walls, rolling balls of it coming from the doors leading deeper down. 
"Help me with her, solas!" shouted Blaire. 
Elden seized Kessa and threw her over his shoulder, still benefiting from the strength the brand had given him. He got his footing and ran alongside Blaire, the two breaking into a dead sprint. They charged down the palace's outer stairs, blue flames at their heels. 
The firefly lanterns were going out ahead of them, fireflies scattering like falling stars. Blaire skidded to a stop by the door leading to the spiral staircase, bringing Rhiannon up to bare as though she planned to fight the oncoming flames to secure their escape. 
"Aesta!" Elden grabbed her by the shoulder and yanked her in after him, surprised by how easily he could move her. 
They took the stairs at a quick pace, the flames rushing in to the bottom level, but not following them up. He set Kessa down when they finally emerged through the bronze door and into the cave. Lorin was on her feet awaiting them, face etched with worry. 
"Leandra's grace!" she cried. "Is she…?" 
"She'll be fine," said Blaire. 
"Lorin…" Elden pulled her into a tight hug, relieved and exhausted. 
"I woke up and remembered you both were still down there," she said. "I went to get aesta. I had a bad feeling and didn't want to just rush down after you." 
"You saved our lives," he said. "Kessa and I… ran into some difficulties." 
He felt his face heat up as he thought about the wrestling, the banter, and the sex. But what was done was done. They could move past it once they'd had time to rest and recover. 
The bronze door rumbled closed, sounding like a parting grumble from the kestian itself. Blaire came over to Elden and touched his shoulder. 
"Solas," she said. "We will discuss what happened and why I wasn't told about this earlier." 
"That's fair," he said. "Some good did come out of it. I found Taryn Coldwater." 
Lorin glanced over at him. Blaire furrowed her brow, eyes taking on a shrewd edge. 
"I would assume he died to one of the hazards within that… cave," she said carefully. "He took a fall or perhaps instigated a collapse?" 
"What are you talking about?" asked Lorin. 
Elden nodded slowly. "King Rento might not appreciate such a conclusion, but he'll accept it if I'm firm enough about my findings." 
Blaire crouched by Kessa, checking her pulse and gently opening one of her eyes. 
"What's going to happen to her?" asked Lorin. 
"She looks fine, physically speaking," said Blaire. "It remains to be seen whether or not that cursed artifact will maintain a lingering hold on her." 
Elden felt the brand on his chest ache with a dull mixture of pain and pleasure. He rubbed it through his shirt, debating whether to admit to his aesta what had happened. If he told her about the brand, would he have to tell her about the rest? About what he and Kessa had done in the heat of the moment? 
He realized that his secrets were not the only ones on display. Blaire still held the Arc Blade in one hand. She reacted to his scrutiny and opened her fingers. The sword surged with light and disappeared, and for a moment afterward, nobody said anything. 
"What really happened at the end of the Betrothal War?" Elden asked eventually. 
She let out a sigh and gave a resigned shrug. "Exactly what I told the king. I threw the weapon away. True Divine, if either of you could comprehend the amount of death I once inflicted with it… perhaps you'd understand. What I failed to realize at the time was that the connection between me and Rhiannon continued to exist, even with it resting at the ocean's bottom." 
“Allowing you to summon it back to you?” He frowned, remembering another detail of the encounter. “Aesta… Kessa did something similar with the staff.” 
Blaire looked at Kessa again, worry creasing her expression. Elden crouched down beside her unconscious form. 
"Come on," he said. "Let's get her home." 
 



Chapter 30 
Getting Kessa up the cliff face was a challenge, but one with a fairly ready solution. They used the rope they'd had the forethought to buy to make a harness. Lorin and Blaire pulled from above while Elden gently supported Kessa from beneath until they lifted her up and onto the grass. 
She stirred briefly as he made to pick her up again to march the rest of the way home. "…Elden?" 
"Kessa." He smiled, surprised at the intensity of his relief. "How are you feeling?" 
"Tired…" she muttered. "What… happened?" 
"We'll talk about it when we get home," said Blaire, reaching out a hand to stroke her seta's forehead. 
He summoned the energy to carry her the rest of the way home, with his aesta and Lorin walking in front of him to pull back encroaching branches. It was mid-afternoon, later than he'd assumed, and fairly nice weather. 
"Hold on." Blaire held out an arm right as they were about to traverse the last stretch of trees before the monastery. "It would appear we have guests." 
"The Verris Clan!" said Lorin, as though working her tongue around a bad taste. 
Elden gently lay Kessa down on a patch of moss and crept closer to the edge of the clearing. The Remenai were posted up outside the monastery, waiting with relaxed posture but plenty of spears. Esaka was peering through one of the windows, looking oddly girlish as she rose up on her tiptoes to get a better view. 
"I don't think we can wait them out," he muttered. "Perhaps I should head into town. Let the three of you go home and come back later?" 
"That's only putting the problem off for later," whispered Blaire. 
"They can't bully us like this!" said Lorin. "It's ridiculous! We're free people!" 
"We don't know what their intentions are, seta," said Blaire. "Ultimately, they are not our enemies. We've coexisted peacefully on this island for years, and we may well need their help with the kestian." 
Elden felt an odd stab of annoyance, almost possessive. He still subscribed to Kessa's way of thinking in that it made sense to keep the kestian secret. Especially from the Verris Clan, who had enough warriors to prevent him access if they decided to. 
"Let's keep the kestian to ourselves for now," he said. "For Kessa's sake. Until we know what's going on." 
The brand on his chest seemed to flush slightly with heat. He resisted the urge to rub at it as Blaire gave him a somewhat reluctant nod. 
"We'll still need to explain where we've been and what happened," said Blaire. 
"Let me do the talking," he said. "I'm the one they want, but I also have good news for them." 
They emerged into the clearing as a group, with Blaire and Lorin carrying Kessa between them and Elden in front. The Verris Clan immediately snapped to attention, spears up and at the ready. Elden drew his pistol on reflex, but didn't point it at Esaka as she strode toward him with intense eyes. 
"You remain on the island, Elden Forger," she said, in accented Merinian. "Yet the only ship you could have departed on has already left. Explain." 
"I was continuing an investigation on King Rento's behalf." He held her gaze steadily, not backing down. "I am happy to report that the investigation is now finished." 
"You found your spy?" Esaka's eyes flicked back to Kessa. "What happened to the girl?" 
"She fainted while helping me in my search." 
"Liar." 
Esaka surprised him by surging forward and putting a knife to his throat. Elden got his pistol up in time to press it to her belly, but it was a gesture as empty as the chamber. 
"Tell me the truth, Elden Forger." She dropped her voice to a whisper, close as her face was to his. 
"We’ll see," he said. "First, Kessa needs treatment, and we all need rest. What I can tell you is that my report to the king about Taryn Coldwater's death will not implicate your people. You have my word." 
"What are you hiding?" Esaka narrowed her eyes, and the knife pressed tighter against Elden's neck. 
He felt a flash of heat emanate from the brand. Esaka blinked, almost seeming to react to whatever it was he'd just felt. He spoke slowly, in a low voice, an odd prickle of arousal stirring up in the background. 
"If you want to sit down and have a conversation, Esaka, I would be open to that," he said. "One without knives and pistols prodding each other in sensitive places. I'm not your enemy… yet." 
"You are bold for a Merinian." She gave him an odd smirk and leaned in to whisper against his ear. "But this is my island. This is not your court. Here, I get what I want." 
She pulled back and put the knife away. Elden touched his neck, relieved when his fingers came back unbloodied. He kept his pistol out while the Verris Clan wordlessly left the clearing. 
"True Divine," he muttered. "That woman is going to be a massive pain." 
"You dealt with her well, solas." Blaire touched his shoulder, brow furrowed. "I'm surprised. I don't know that I've ever seen Esaka back down like that in front of her people, not since she took leadership, at least. What did you say to her?" 
Elden shook his head slowly. "I'm not sure it was what I said. More… how I said it." 
The brand still felt warm on his chest, tingling with that odd mixture of pleasure and pain. 
They brought Kessa into the monastery and put her to bed. She stirred for long enough to mutter a few words about being fine, but still seemed exhausted by her ordeal. 
Elden lingered in the common room, uncertain what to make of the situation. Lorin had also gone to bed, likely similarly exhausted after her experience in the cavern's garden. 
"You did well today, solas," said Blaire. 
He glanced up, smiling at her as she came over to join him at the table. "It certainly could have gone worse." 
"We aren't completely out of the woods just yet." She folded her arms over her chest, frowning slightly. "There was powerful magic at play within the kestian. Sorcery of a level which is vanishingly rare within our world." 
"I experienced it for myself," he said. He resisted the urge to rub at the brand again, wondering if it would ever cool off completely. 
"Had you not returned when you did, Kessa may have continued to explore and succumb to the kestian's influence without anyone ever knowing." 
"Seems like I came back at just the right time." 
He smiled at her and saw her relax a little. 
"I'm proud of you, solas," she said. "What is your plan now? Haven’t you technically finished your investigation?" 
"In part. I discovered how Taryn Coldwater died, but his discovery is of far more import than what I believe he was initially sent to the island to report on." 
"You plan to tell King Rento of the kestian, then?" 
"Not immediately," he said, holding up a hand. "Certainly not until we're sure that Kessa is recovered. But you must realize just as I do that it's too fantastical of a find to remain secret forever." 
"In a sensible world, the entrance to such a place would be destroyed or barricaded," said Blaire. 
"Just as you cast the Arc Blade into the sea, aesta?" he teased. 
"Just so." She smiled back at him, and he felt an odd rise in the brand's heat. "So you will stay, for the time being?" 
"Of course," he said. "I didn't realize how much I missed home. Or how much home missed me." 
"Oh, Elden." 
She swept forward and pulled him into a tight hug. Her body against his was soft and womanly and far too compelling. The brand burned with heat, seeming to stoke the coals of emotions and urges that he'd already been struggling with. 
"Aesta…" He rocked forward into her and she let out a tiny, fluttering breath. He kissed her cheek, and her lips, so near and perfect, were an irresistible temptation. 
The surprise was in how hungrily she kissed him back. The moment lunged forward like a stallion picking up speed as he ran his hands down her back, felt her body opening to him, eager and heady with passion. 
"Oh." Blaire pressed a hand to his chest, blinking several times fast. "That was… nice. But we must be aware of the kestian's influence. We all went inside." 
She had stopped him, but she hadn't pulled back. Elden rubbed her hip, his manhood straining his trousers. 
"Are you saying that we may be under the influence of… Lascivious?" he asked. 
She bit her lip and gave a small shrug. "It would seem likely. To some degree, at least. But I'm sure with some rest… we will… recover." 
The brand pulsed again, pain and pleasure paired with a more interesting promise. He knew he should tell her about it. He thought about the strength and speed it had given him against Kessa, the sense of vitality it stirred within him even at rest. 
I'll tell her, he thought. Eventually. Not just yet. 
"I trust your judgment, aesta," he said. 
He let his fingers slide a bit further down her leg. She blinked, gently set her hand over his, and pulled it up to kiss the back of it. 
"Thank you, solas," she whispered. 
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