
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]

Sin and Sorcery 2

Anya Merchant

Copyright © 2024 Anya Merchant

All rights reserved

Kindle Edition

 

This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places and incidents either

are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any

resemblance to actual events or persons is entirely coincidental. This work

is intended for adults only. It contains substantial sexually explicit language

and scenes that may be considered offensive by some readers. None of the

characters engaging in sexual conduct in this work of fiction are under the

age of 18, legally unable to give consent, or related by blood or marriage.




Contents

Sin and Sorcery 2

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21




Chapter 22




Chapter 23




Chapter 24




Chapter 25




Chapter 26




Chapter 27




Chapter 28




Chapter 29




Chapter 30




Chapter 31




Chapter 32




Chapter 33




Chapter 34




Chapter 35

 




Chapter 1

The kestian, despite being aware of its guests, would never have admitted to feeling any strong emotions about them. It existed on a level beyond such things, despite often times reacting in a manner in which might be construed as being analogous to anger, excitement, or lust.

To state that the kestian felt emotions would be to claim the sun was happy or sad, hungry or horny. Such marvels operated on the scale of weather, seasons, cycles of hot and cold. The kestian held complexity to such a degree that such a claim would not, on its surface, even be provable or disprovable.

Centuries had passed since the last period in which adventurers had dared to push beyond the kestian's courtyard, into its lower levels. So long that many of its traps, illusions, trickery, pitfalls, and denizens had fallen into a state of disrepair.

The kestian was beyond emotion, but it still understood what made a good host.

Talia pulled her way up the chain, breathing heavily, fingers slick with sweat. She'd been on the bridge next to Luffy and Iskar, all of them treading slowly and eyeing the pool of molten metal below them with the scrutiny it had deserved.

The bridge had given out, but she'd been quick enough to grab one of the support chains as it had collapsed against the far wall. Luffy was still below. Iskar, nowhere to be seen. She hissed out through her teeth and reached up to pull herself higher, fighting for purchase against the polished metal.

She was scared, but that had slidden into the background. Her rage was the more predominant emotion, and the kestian could sense enough of its nature to understand that the core of it wasn't even directed at the dungeon. She, like so many past adventurers, was cursing her fate and those involved with pushing it into motion.

The kestian could have easily caused the molten metal to slowly rise, filling the massive chamber which this Talia woman was now attempting to cling to for life. The temptation was real, compelling in the way of the old times, when destroying intruders had meant survival. The kestian didn't have an ego, but if it did, such a move would certainly polish it in places tarnished by long years empty.

Talia made it to the top of the cliff. She immediately spun around, calling to the one companion who still remained.

"Climb, Luffy! Don't stop! We'll have to find a new route. There's no backing out now. There's…"

She trailed off as the other man's grip faltered and he fell backward, not screaming as so many would in his place, but simply striking the surface of the molten metal, igniting into flame, and disappearing. Talia didn't scream either. The kestian wondered what it would take to make her do that, what it would sound like, how the echoes would reverberate.

She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled, as though purging herself of the lingering effects of the moment. She was tall, powerful and lithe, and clothed only in her underlayers, having stripped down from the heat. The kestian could sense a thin layer of sweat coating every inch of her body, along with the delicious, faintly musky scent that came with it. So long it had been…

She trekked forward, reaching another door. The kestian unlocked it for her - no need to force the struggle just yet. It wanted her deeper, as deep as she dared to go.

The chamber on the other side was near pitch black, but vastly cooler than the one she currently occupied. Tiny bumps of gooseflesh prickled up from her smooth skin as she crossed the threshold. So lucky to have one this beautiful and driven among the first crop after so long empty.

Talia drew a long knife from the sheath strapped across her lower back. She kept eyeing the way she'd come from as she started forward, but there was no going back. There was, in fact, nothing resembling escape for her now, though the kestian intended to allow her hope to flicker on for as long as it could.

Her steps slowed. She spun around at a noise that she, without realizing it, had made herself. How amusing. The kestian gave her a moment to spiral into panic on her own, but she never did. So be it.

In the far distance, a set of red eyes slid open, glowing against the otherwise unpierceable darkness. Talia screamed.

 

***

 

Elden came awake with a shout of his own, thrashing briefly within the darkness of his own room. He took heavy breaths, clinging to wakefulness as though the nightmare would pull him back at any moment.

It hadn't felt like a dream, at least not any he'd had in recent memory. The woman, Talia, had been Remenai. He struggled to remember whether he'd seen her among the Verris Clan. Had she been within the kestian?

He hadn't been viewing her from his own perspective. The fact unnerved him, but nightmares often did that, though he hadn't experienced many since childhood. He took another breath and centered himself in reality.

He was still on Sordavakos, back in his old room within the monastery turned orphanage where he'd spent his childhood. His aesta, Blaire, had raised him until adolescence, when he'd been sent to Hearthold to appease King Rento as a hostage to keep her loyal.

His homecoming had involved more friction than he'd expected, primarily with his orphan sisters, Lorin and Kessa. With Lorin, he'd made the mistake of assuming she hadn't changed at all from the earnest and optimistic half-Rem girl he'd left behind. Regarding Kessa, he'd perhaps made the opposite mistake, forgetting just how mischievous and ambitious she could so often be.

Footsteps sounded outside his door. Elden groaned, torn between simply going back to sleep and sitting up to investigate. His door opened while he was still in the process of deciding.

"Solas?" whispered Blaire, his aesta. "Are you alright?"

"Fine, aesta," he muttered. "Just had an… unexpected dream."

He settled down and rose up on one elbow. He was still covered in sweat, and his body had reacted to the bizarre nightmare in… other ways. Laying on his back would have made his arousal uncomfortably obvious.

It was the middle of the night, and he could only see his aesta's silhouette as she came deeper into the room. She had on a nightgown, one that seemed vaguely translucent in the light of the ghost moon.

"It must have been quite the dream," whispered Blaire. "I heard you shout something."

He shrugged, letting his eyes settle on her form. Blaire Haven was in her early forties, aging as gracefully as fine wine, with the face of a much younger woman and streaks of sophisticated grey running through her otherwise luscious dark brown hair.

"I was attempting to hail a carriage back in the capital," he said. "I'm sure you remember how hard of hearing they can be at times."

"Why do I get the feeling that's far from the truth?" There was an edge of good humor in her voice as she sat down next to him on his bed.

He struggled in that moment to see her properly, not through the thin moonlight, but against his body's own reaction. She was his aesta - that always came first. But inevitably her beauty, the fullness of her breasts, compelling curves of her hips, arrived as a close and confusing second.

"I'm fine, aesta, like I said." He sat further up, feeling an odd rising tension even from just a shift in his posture. "Still adjusting to being home."

"You can talk to me." Blaire rubbed his leg, a small touch, but enough to flood his body with warmth. "You haven't seemed entirely yourself these past few days. Since what happened within the kestian."

It was true enough. Rather than imbuing him with the strength and speed he'd experienced within the kestian, the brand on Elden's chest seemed only to fatigue him, keep him up at night, and prime his arousal in a way that had him getting hard at the behest of a stiff breeze. He still hadn't told her about it, however, and had even taken to wearing an undershirt to bed to conceal the mark on his chest from her prying gaze.

"We've all been a bit shaken since then." He reached out to touch her arm, almost in disbelief at how soft her skin was. "It's been the same with Kessa. I understand the basis for your worries, aesta."

Her eyes fluttered, reaction out of step with how innocent the contact between them was. It'd been like this since he'd first gotten brand, as though the sensitivity it stirred within his own body was, at least to some extent, reflected outward.

"If you understand my worries, then you should help alleviate them." She leaned a little closer to him. "Get to bed earlier, solas. Take care of yourself."

"With you to take care of me, it hardly seems necessary." He smirked at her and saw something exciting in the way she looked back at him.

"My care can only extend so far," she whispered. "At a certain point, it's up to you. Now… get some sleep."

She took him by the shoulders and gently laid him down before leaning in to kiss him on the cheek. They'd kissed on the lips on the same day of the ordeal in the kestian, but never again since. The fact seemed to dance through his awareness in moments like this, temptation bordering on an outright demand.

A demand from where, he wondered. How much of this is me?

He felt her lips brush his cheek and then kissed her back, next to her mouth, but not on it. Blaire let out a tiny sigh, staying close for a lingering instant of temptation. Her eyes ran across his body as she finally pulled back, briefly settling on the remnants of his erection.

"Good night, solas," she whispered.




Chapter 2

Elden never got back to sleep, at least not fully. He emerged from his room feeling as exhausted as he had when he'd gone to bed, and a fair bit grumpier.

The rest of his family was already seated at the dining table within the monastery's common room. What had once been a communal place of worship for the Cult of Arconn's Way was now their main living space, where they took their meals in the light of stained-glass windows and chatted amicably within the spacious interior.

"Good morning, Elden." Lorin stood up from the table, favoring him with a shy smile. "How did you sleep?"

She came forward to pull him into a tight hug, which he reciprocated even as he tried to ignore how it stirred the brand's attention.

"Not well, to be honest," he muttered. "But I'll manage."

She pulled back, frowning. She was already dressed for the day, a white and brown top and black leggings, cute and moveable attire that suited both her petite figure and the practical nature of her work at the inn. Her brown hair was loose against her shoulders, and she hadn't put on a head scarf as she sometimes did to conceal her pointed ears.

"You look pale," she muttered. "Have you been eating enough? Maybe it's my imagination, but you seem thinner, too."

He glanced at Blaire, who was still in her nightgown. "Did you unload your worries about me onto Lorin, aesta?"

"I shared my thoughts with her, as I often do," said Blaire.

"Nice to have at least one morning where I'm not the central focus of the room's concern." Kessa's voice was thin, and she took a breath and coughed as she finished.

"We'll come back around to you soon enough, seta," said Blaire.

Kessa let out a dramatic sigh and spooned a bite of porridge into her mouth. She seemed to swallow with an effort of will and wiped a thumb across her lower lip afterward, eyes lingering on Elden with a curious edge.

She looked much as he currently felt. Her blonde hair was messy. She hadn't bothered to dress in more than a baggy grey tunic and her girlshorts, which was what she often wore to bed.

The tunic, in particular, had a way of cupping her cleavage in a frustratingly enticing way. It brought him back to when he'd cupped those breasts for himself, watched them jiggle as he played with her body.

Kessa claimed to remember nothing from her time in the kestian, including the sex, extending all the way back to when she'd initially murdered Taryn Coldwater. The time in between visits, according to her, was still foggy, with her actions and awareness a mixture of free will and compulsion.

Lorin and Blaire had accepted her account readily enough, but Elden had a harder time believing it. It was too convenient. He'd been wary since the day after their ordeal in the kestian, but his suspicion had only grown in the days since.

The town had held a small memorial for Taryn at Lost Sailor's rock, a monument overlooking the ocean along the cliffs. Elden and the others, including Kessa, had all gone. He hadn't meant to examine her reaction as closely as he had, but he'd been glad he did. Kessa had seemed mentally absent when Lorin and others who'd known Taryn had been speaking about his life and legacy.

She killed a man, he thought. That's not an easy fact to dismiss.

"Solas?" Blaire prompted him, and he realized he'd missed whatever question she'd just asked.

"Sorry, what was that, aesta?" he asked.

"Do you have plans for today?" Blaire glanced at Lorin, looking worried, and he was once more irritated to be sharing concern rightfully meant for Kessa.

"Nothing firm," he said. "I need to prepare my report to the king. Probably will stay close to home."

"I'll be at the inn," said Lorin. "Are you still taking time off from the school, aesta?"

Blaire nodded. "At least a few more days."

She glanced at Kessa, who was poking at her porridge, but hadn't eaten more than a couple of bites. They were all worried about her, though Elden's apprehension extended beyond her outwardly weakened state. He wondered if she was having dreams, too, struggling with some lingering connection to the kestian.

He'd been debating what to do about the brand as the reality of his situation had set in for him. He desperately wanted an answer that didn't involve him returning to the kestian's depths. It was less a response born of fear, but rather, a more dangerous bundle of emotions. He wasn't afraid of the kestian and, perhaps that fact was scary to him in its own right.

"Do you need anything from town?" asked Lorin.

"Perhaps some ingredients for dinner," said Blaire. "I'm not entirely sure yet."

"I'll make the trip if needed, aesta," offered Elden.

"Thank you, solas. Kessa, is there anything in particular you think you'd be in the mood to eat tonight?"

Kessa sighed and set her spoon down heavily. "I'm not an invalid, aesta. I'll eat whatever you make, or I won't. Stop worrying after me."

"I will when your condition starts improving," said Blaire.

Elden took her chiding to heart, even though it hadn't been meant for him, and forced himself to eat more of the porridge. The brand felt extra sensitive underneath his shirt. He wondered again why he was keeping it secret from his aesta.

I can't have her fussing over me how she fusses over Kessa, he thought. I may need to leave for Hearthold soon, depending on the King's response to my letter.

Beyond that, a part of the trust between him and his aesta had been frayed by her own secrets. She still wielded the Arc Blade, despite publicly claiming to have buried the weapon at sea. Deception apparently ran in the family.




Chapter 3

Elden gave Lorin another hug when she set off for town. He let his arms linger around her for a moment longer than what felt appropriate, unsure of whether the impulse came from his own affection or the brand's darker needs.

"If you do come into town today, come see me," she said. "It gets so boring at the inn when it's slow."

"Has it been slow recently?"

She nodded. "Trade has been a bit worse than usual this season. Which means fewer ships, fewer travelers and merchants, and less work. Not to mention less tips."

"I see," he said, playfully holding at shoulder length. "You do have an ulterior motive. Invite me in for ale and pickpocket my purse for tips while I'm not looking."

"It's not pickpocketing if the coin is freely given." She smirked at him, and an interesting tension filled the silence, playful but dangerous.

Blaire was outside, tending to the garden, and she'd apparently coaxed Kessa out to get some fresh air. Elden's pistol was long overdue for cleaning, so he brought out a chair and sat down with Kessa, slowly working the polish back into his weapon's handle.

"You fired your pistol when we were within the kestian," said Kessa.

He kept his focus on his work. "Was that a question or a statement?"

"More of an observation," said Kessa. "You wouldn't be cleaning it otherwise."

He finally looked at her, searching her expression for a clue as to what really lay behind her crystalline blue eyes. "Yes. I fired my pistol within the kestian."

He saw genuine annoyance sneak past her guard and couldn't help but savor it, though not at her expense. If she was annoyed over him holding back the truth, that meant she either honestly didn't remember or was a rather convincing actress.

"You don't trust me anymore," said Kessa.

"Of course I trust you," he said.

"Then tell me what happened, Elden," she said. "Between us."

He scowled and slid the cleaning rod down his pistol's barrel, pumping it in and out a few times. He didn't like being put in this position. If she really didn't remember, the last thing he felt her recovery called for was having the bare, naked truth laid out. The standoff, the sex. Better she forget all of it completely.

"I remember bits and pieces," said Kessa, slowly. "Just enough to confuse me without being able to paint the full picture."

"It will come back to you in time," he said. "We'll talk then."

He made to stand up, just about done polishing his weapon. Kessa rose to stand in front of him. She looked pale, worryingly so, and any friction building between them was instantly replaced by genuine concern on his end.

"Don't underestimate me, Elden," she said, quietly. "I won't be brushed off so easily."

Movement came from a nearby bush. A dog slunk into the clearing, head sunk low, sniffling heavily as it made its way toward the remnants of Elden's porridge bowl. He stooped to take his spoon out before offering it to the creature.

Kessa, on the other hand, took a cautious step in the other direction. He furrowed his brow, amusement shifting to worry as he saw her stumble and fall backward onto her butt.

"Seta!" Blaire hurried over, placing herself between Kessa and the dog.

"I'm fine," said Kessa. "It just… surprised me. I was heading inside, anyway."

"It's just a dog," said Elden. "I think I've seen it around the clearing before. We might consider getting one for the monastery, aesta. They make good companions, especially for…"

He trailed off as he saw Blaire's expression.

"Kessa is… not fond of dogs, solas," she said.

"Ah." He shrugged and scratched the dog behind one of its ears, finding a patch of rough skin or a scab. "I see."

Kessa was inching toward the monastery's entrance as though she expected the mangy mutt to charge her way at any second. The sunlight, rather than helping her condition, only seemed to highlight how pale she'd become in recent days.

"Get some rest inside, seta," whispered Blaire.

She guided Kessa toward the door but doubled back to Elden and the dog.

"Could you get some sleeping herbs from town, solas?" she asked.

"For Kessa?"

"For anyone who needs them," said Blaire. "Gods. I feel like I've been thrust back into the days when you and Kessa and Lorin consumed all of my attention."

"You don't have to do all the worrying, aesta," he said. "We're in this together."

He stepped closer to her. She smiled, but her eyes were distant.

"You admitted to Kessa that you fired your pistol in the kestian," said Blaire.

"Ah." He winced, realizing where that observation might lead. "That's true."

"Which means you took back some of your shot and brim powder."

"Out of an abundance of caution for what we might face within the dungeon that proved warranted," he said.

"I don't want you keeping secrets from me, Elden. Or sneaking things behind my back."

"If my pistol hadn't been loaded when we were within the kestian, Lorin would be dead right now," he countered. "I'm a grown man, aesta. I'll obey your rules when they make sense."

"We'll see about that." She smiled, seeming strangely amused by the challenge.




Chapter 4

Elden made his way down the winding path from the monastery to Haven's End, the familiar route now feeling less alien with each passing day. The town's silhouette against the backdrop of the sea stirred a mix of emotions in him – nostalgia, unease, and a growing sense of belonging he hadn't expected.

As he entered the outskirts, the scent of salt and fish mingled with the aroma of freshly baked bread from a nearby bakery. Elden found himself pausing, inhaling deeply. It was a smell he'd forgotten, one that transported him back to simpler times.

The footworn road, once seeming narrow and confining, now felt comfortably snug. He nodded to a few passersby, surprised to find he recognized more faces than he'd initially thought. Some returned his greeting with a smile, others with a cautious nod – a reminder that his return was still a subject of curiosity and, perhaps, suspicion.

He liked it as much as he hated it. In Hearthold, the reaction of so many of the lords and ladies of court had been similarly curt, but for near the opposite reasons. He found it refreshing to be snubbed for his fashion sense and courtly mannerisms, rather than his background and circumstances.

But it was more than just that. The situation with the kestian was, objectively speaking, a disaster. A disaster that needed him now. A disaster he was facing head-on, alongside his family.

The healer's hut was along the coastline, with a terrific view of the cove and the ocean beyond. Elden acquired the herbs from the healer easily enough, enduring the stench of some medicinal smelling incense as he paid her fee.

He considered bringing up the brand, or at least asking the wise-seeming old woman what she knew of curses. What stopped was the fact that he hadn't been gone from Haven's End for so long as to forget how small towns worked.

Telling her would likely mean telling every soul on this island, including my aesta, given how rumors spread, he thought.

Not asking for help was its own poor tradeoff. He felt his fatigue catching up with him again as he started back through town. Sweat already coated his forehead despite him feeling cold enough to throw on a cloak.

He slowed as he passed by the inn and opted to go inside, take a rest, maybe see if an ale might rekindle his energy. It had the makings of a bad idea, but he knew he would have to stop somewhere on his way back to the monastery, given his current state.

It was surprisingly busy within. Elden politely pushed through a group that seemed content with standing and blocking the doorway and didn't immediately see an open chair or stool. Lorin was on her feet, carrying a plate of bread and jam to one table, a drink to another.

She wiped her hands on her apron as she dropped off her second order, looking busy, but alert and capable. He didn't actually want to interrupt her, but it happened anyway as her eyes found his.

"Elden…" she said, brow furrowing. "Gods. You look awful! Come in. Have a seat."

She took him by the arm and pulled him over to the bar. There actually was a free stool, one at the very end that had been just out of view. He settled into it and cleared his throat, trying to get ahead of her worries.

"I didn't sleep well last night," he said. "It's nothing. I'm heading back up the path in a minute with sleeping herbs for aesta."

"You're covered in sweat." Lorin rubbed his shoulder.

"You have better things to be doing right now than fussing over me," he said, with a smile.

"Not really, but I'll admit that it's busy," she said, with a sigh. "I have to run upstairs to toss the sheets of this smelly fop who came into town last night. Pays well enough, but I have to hold my breath around him."

Elden eyed the busy common room. "Want some help? I get the sense your presence here will be missed."

"Can you manage a flight of stairs right now?" she asked, with a smile.

"I can manage both the stairs and your smirking doubts," he said, playfully pushing her shoulder.

And he could, though only just. The upstairs rooms were all tiny. Elden slid into the small space behind Lorin as she began stripping off the blankets and sheets and pillowcases.

"I was thinking about getting a room here when I first came into town," he muttered.

"For what reason? You have a room at home."

"Space from aesta?" He accepted the bundle of laundry as she passed it to him. "She tends to smother me with worries, as expected."

"Judging from your current appearance, I think you might need more smothering, not less."

"Is that right?"

She set her hands on her hips, favoring him with a challenging expression. A cacophony of noise echoed up from below the floor, but the silence that held as they stared at each other seemed far more compelling.

"If you do decide to shack up here, don't expect special treatment from a certain familiar bar maid," said Lorin.

"Not even if I leave a tip?"

She stepped a little closer to him. "Well, I suppose it would depend on the amount."

The brand stirred, a mixture of pleasure and pain, the warmth spreading from the upper left side of his chest like tendrils of hot wax.

"I would reward the inn staff handsomely for… all services rendered."

"Aesta would be so mad." Lorin's voice had grown quieter, and she held his gaze with a curious intensity. "She'd never let it go."

"I didn't say I was going to move to the inn, just that I could," he said, finally breathing out. "The temptation is there.”

"Clearly. Um…" Lorin cleared her throat as someone shouted her name from the bar room. "I have to get back to work. Mind dropping that bundle off at the washwoman's place? Assuming you can manage the stairs again."

She smirked and turned to go. Elden reached out quickly and untied her apron at the neck, which crumpled forward obligingly. Lorin gasped and acted like he'd just stripped her shirt off, but was clearly holding back a smile.

"The nerve!" she said. "If you do get a room here, you'd better hope I'm not the one serving you drinks."

"Don't work too hard. I'll see you later." He gave her a side hug on his way by and made his way down the stairs.

The quickest way to the washwoman, who was usually hanging or removing clothing from her drying line, was through the alley. Elden took an immediate left outside the inn, walked out of direct view of the street, and felt someone press the barrel of a pistol into his shoulder blades.




Chapter 5

"You can put the laundry down, Lord Forger," said a familiar voice. "I feel ridiculous prodding you with a pistol under such circumstances. You're running peasant chores for the locals, now?"

Elden let the sheets and blanket fall to the ground and set his jaw as he slowly turned to face his aggressor. He recognized the face of Casey Calloway immediately and made no effort to keep the distaste from showing in his expression.

"Lord Calloway," he said. "I still have the king's favor. Would you care to explain why you think you have the right to hold me at gunpoint?"

"Because the King told me, and I quote, to 'hold you at gunpoint and get answers' when he sent me off on this fool errand." Casey held his free hand out and turned it palm up. "I never would have agreed to the trip in the first place if I'd realized how pathetic the accommodations would be. Have you seen that inn?"

Casey Calloway was near to the same age as Elden, born into the rich and influential Calloway family, though he was behind his older brother in terms of inheritance. He was tall and thin, with pale skin and long black hair that he kept oiled in the new style, which explained the off-putting smell Lorin had mentioned.

Casey had also been Elara's former lord and close childhood friend, closer than Elden would have liked. He'd kept Casey on the list of suspects after her death, but it was more out of spite than evidence.

"If you have questions about the investigation the king sent me on, be quick about them," said Elden. "I'm in no mood to have my time wasted."

"So short of temper, Elden," muttered Casey. "That was the source of so much of your friction in court. I wonder if you realize that? You always assume that anyone making jokes at your expense or trying to get a rise out of you is your enemy rather than simply attempting to leverage their way out of boredom."

Elden was at his limit. He reached for his pistol. Casey made a face and cocked the hammer of his own, freezing Elden's hand before he could finish the draw.

"The King also told me to interpret any resistance on your part as disloyalty," said Casey. "You know how he can be when he gets into one of his moods, not that his paranoia is entirely unjustified, in this case. Let's get that weapon off you, shall we?"

He stepped forward and took Elden's pistol from its holster. Elden felt fury roiling through him, stoked by the brand, but he was no fool. Casey had killed people on the king's behalf at least twice before, by Elden's count. Given their history, he suspected the other man would take any excuse to kill him that was presented.

"You should know that my pistol was a gift from the king," said Elden.

"So was mine." Casey chuckled as he held both guns side by side, showcasing their similarities. "We apparently have quite a bit in common. Weapons. Servants."

He refused to take the bait. "Interesting that the king entrusted you with such a prestigious task. Sailing out to the middle of nowhere to check up on a hostage that he's all but released."

Casey's eye twitched in a way that told Elden he'd struck true. "As I said. King Rento is in one of his moods. You needn't concern yourself with his motivations. I'm here to collect a full report of your every move on this island since arrival."

"My investigation is ongoing," he said. "I discovered evidence of Taryn Coldwater's death, but I… would like to better confirm the circumstances."

In truth, coming up with a way to adequately explain Taryn's death to King Rento without implicating Kessa, and by association, his aesta, was a task he'd been struggling with across the past few days.

Casey shook his head slowly. "I'm afraid that's not good enough."

"That's not for you to decide."

Casey let his pistol's barrel sink to the ground, but he smiled in a way that suggested he still had weapons left to deploy. "I went to the spot on that hill before setting sail from Hearthold. Elara's favorite spot."

"Good for you," said Elden.

"She told me when she first brought you there, you know," said Casey. "She didn't let people into her little world easily, despite all the attention she got. You should feel honored."

Elden felt suddenly grateful that his pistol was no longer in his hand, because he wasn't sure he'd be able to stop himself from what he wanted to do otherwise. Elara had never had a bad word for Casey. Elara had remained friends with Casey, even as she and Elden had grown close and become lovers. He'd wondered, but he'd never asked, never could ask and get a trustable answer, not now.

"Well then," said Casey. "I'll expect a report for the King with your seal on it by tomorrow evening. I'll keep ahold of your pistol until then. It is such a fine weapon, genuinely near a twin to my own."

"You'll get your report, Lord Calloway," he said, quietly. "Enjoy your lodgings."

He waited until Casey had walked off before picking up the laundry. There seemed to be no pressing need for them to be washed after all, he decided, given they'd be going back to the room of a man he despised.




Chapter 6

Immediately after delivering the sleeping herbs to his aesta, Elden took his sword outside and began going through training exercises he hadn't thought about in years. His body was still fatigued from the brand, which severely limited his practice, but he couldn't sit still.

The fantasy of challenging Casey to a duel danced through his mind. Duels were technically still permitted under the Remenai jadhara if not Merinian law. There was less than no chance the other man would agree, let alone submit to using swords as the weapon choice, but Elden still let the idea fuel his movements.

It wasn't about his confiscated pistol, or even about Elara. It was about everything Casey represented. His time in Hearthold had been a trial of social status, with his worth being defined by circumstances he'd been born into and could never truly escape.

He kept at it until well into the afternoon, the sun already drooping on the horizon. His body obliged him grudgingly, and there came a point where he had to sit down, suddenly lightheaded. The brand had been burning incessantly ever since the encounter in the alley, and it seemed to sap at the last of his strength like the dregs of a water skin on a hot summer day.

He made to go inside, feeling faint and a little nauseous, but stumbled and fell to the ground. He heard a voice, distantly, someone shouting his name, but everything felt far-off and feverish.

"Elden…" whispered Lorin. "What is this?"

"What?"

He blinked his eyes, looking up into Lorin's face. He must have been laying with his head in her lap, which suggested that he'd passed out in a haze. It took him another second to realize that his shirt was unbuttoned and she was staring at his brand.

"Your chest," she whispered.

"You opened my shirt?" he muttered, affronted.

"You were clutching at your heart!" she hissed. "I thought you'd broken a rib, or something. But this… Elden, when did you get this? It's like nothing I've ever seen."

He swore under his breath and started to rebutton his shirt. Loren took his hands, narrowing her eyes and making clear that she wasn't about to let him brush off her scrutiny.

"It happened… in the kestian," he said. "After you were knocked unconscious. I faced off against Kessa while she was under the influence of the dungeon."

"She did this to you?"

Lorin shook her head and reached out with a finger, touching the brand. A wave of pleasure flowed through Elden as though she'd poked him somewhere indecent. He groaned and sat up but stayed close to her. Lorin was biting her lip.

"She used this… staff on me," he whispered. "The dungeon's guardian explained to her what to do, but I interrupted it, and then we… wrestled for a bit."

"Oh." Lorin blinked, seeming to catch some if not all of his meaning. "Kessa doesn't remember any of it, though? You and her… wrestling. Or the brand?"

"None of it, as far as she claims," he said.

"You didn't tell aesta either? So I'm the only one who knows?"

He nodded as her fingers traced the brand's full length. "Lorin… If you keep touching it like that…"

"Does it hurt?"

"The opposite," he whispered.

"Oh." She flattened her palm against it but didn't remove her hand. "Sorry."

"Lorin…"

He leaned in and kissed her, unable to help himself. The brand demanded it, but moreover, a real part of him wanted it, too. Her lips were sweet and she kissed back with a soft moan.

The warmth spread until it had cocooned his entire body, but the effect was more than just primed arousal. Elden felt strength flowing into him, nothing close to what he'd harnessed within the kestian, but enough to push back some of the fatigue.

"You... kissed me," whispered Lorin.

"I just…" He rubbed his fingers up her arm. "You were so close."

"When I touch the brand, it's like I can feel this… vibration." She swallowed, looking unsettled, but in an interesting way. "Is it like that for you, too?"

He felt himself getting hard as she kept rubbing the brand in a daze. "It's more a warmth for me. Heat and excitement. But all over."

"Elden, this feels dangerous to play with." She kept rubbing it, cheeks flushed. "You need to tell aesta."

"Which part?" He kissed her cheek and saw her eyes flutter slightly. "About this?"

"Maybe… not about this." Lorin took a breath and let her fingernails drag across the brand. "The rest of it. She doesn't need to know… everything."

"That can be our little secret."

He kissed her again and felt her lips moving against hers eagerly, as though they'd just stolen permission and were making full use of it. He ran his hand down the side of her hip. Lorin's hand slid lower, off the brand, across his stomach.

"Lorin," called Blaire, from one of the windows. "Elden? I made lemon squares."

They pulled apart from one another immediately. Elden felt the heat fade from his body as Lorin's touch left his chest. He stared at her, trying to discern how much of what had just happened had been their own desires as opposed to a reaction to Lascivious's influence.

It wasn't the first time they'd kissed since he'd been back on the island. The night Esaka had shown up at the monastery, Elden had gone to her, comforted her, and yes, kissed her. But the intimacy and attraction which had led to that encounter seemed miniscule, almost immature, compared to the heat the brand could seemingly stoke between them.

"We should get some sweets while they're still hot." Lorin jumped to her feet with an uncertain little laugh.

"Yeah." Elden rose, finding his footing with slightly more strength than he'd originally had. "Not about to turn down one of aesta's lemon bars."

"They're just too good."

They stared at each other until Lorin cleared her throat and slowly turned away from him, walking back toward the monastery with slow steps. Elden noticed the curious glance she threw back at him as he started following behind her.




Chapter 7

"You were training with your sword." Blaire seemed particularly pleased with Elden as she greeted him and Lorin with warm lemon squares and tea. "Has my advice finally reached your ear?"

"Your advice and reality," he muttered. "The king sent someone to check up on my progress. Lord Casey Calloway, an… acquaintance of mine from court."

Lorin looked more surprised than his aesta, who gave a slow nod.

"Interesting," said Blaire. "I know the Calloway family. He's the youngest of the two boys, if I remember correctly. Are you on good terms with him, solas?"

"Can't say that I am, especially not now," muttered Elden. "He held me at gunpoint and took my pistol. Claimed he'd keep hold of it until I delivered him my report."

The admission made his entire body thrum with anger, and the brand's influence certainly didn't help. Blaire pressed food and drink into his hands and rubbed his shoulder.

"Do the sensible thing," she said. "Give him the report he's seeking. It would be in no one's interest, including my own, for us to make an enemy of his family and antagonize the king all at once."

"He'll get my report, but this won't be the end of it. I know his type all too well."

He tried not to sulk. The lemon bar certainly helped, delicious as it was. Kessa was asleep in her room, but some of the sleeping tea their aesta had made was leftover from her dose. He had a few sips and tried to get some rest, aware of how little sleep he'd gotten the night before.

He awoke to the sound of heavy knocking, not at his own door, but out front. He stumbled out of bed, once more feeling the brand's fatigue, to find his aesta and Lorin with similar reactions. It was late evening, not unreasonably late, but it seemed as though none of them had been expecting visitors.

"Esaka," said Blaire, as she opened the door. "What brings you to our home this evening?"

"Maiden of Battles," said Esaka. "Can we speak inside?"

Elden glanced past his aesta, noting that while the Remenai leader had brought a few of her clan with her, it was a far cry from what had amounted to a decent raiding party the last time she'd showed up.

Blaire nodded slowly. "Yes. Please, come in."

Only Esaka entered, raising a hand to order the others she'd brought with her to hold back. They took seats at the common room table, and Blaire lit a lantern, long shadows cast across the walls of the large chamber.

"My people have discovered an ancient underground tomb devoted to one of the Venmalese, the Forsaken, here on the island," said Esaka. "A place of evil magic. True magic, the kind long lost to time."

The hairs on the back of Elden's neck stood up straight as he remembered his nightmare, the immediate certainty he'd had that he'd been seeing events through the kestian's eyes like some disembodied presence.

"I sent in a group of my best to map the space," said Esaka. "They did not return. The second group, which I sent after them, encountered… similar difficulties. Only one man came back, heavily burned and not having made it far."

"You have my sympathy," said Blaire. "I am, however, more than a little confused as to why you've come to us."

"Because I know you," said Esaka, eyes turning toward Elden, "have also been within this tomb. One of my scouts identified you and Kessa climbing in that area and I do not believe it to be coincidence."

Blaire furrowed her brow, convincingly acting like it was new information to her. It was his decision as to how to handle the accusation, and he didn't see a point to lying anymore.

"We've been down there," he said. "The place you're talking about is a kestian dedicated to Lascivious. It is, as you said, a place of evil magic."

The brand seemed to chafe hot against his shirt, mocking his assessment.

"I wish to find my people," said Esaka. "I came to speak with all of you, but especially Kessa. She and I have always dealt straight with one another. I will pay her if she will serve as a guide into this… kestian's depths."

"Kessa suffered her own injury the last time she dared to explore the kestian," said Blaire. "She won't help you. Neither will Elden."

Esaka banged her hand on the table in a sudden burst of frustration. "I have not even stated what I would offer yet!"

"It hardly matters," said Blaire. "The cost would still be too high."

"You dismiss me with the same curtness you killed so many of my people with during the war," said Esaka, in a low tone. "I see no reason why you should be included in this discussion. What say you, Lord Elden Haven? Would you help in this endeavor? There are lives hanging in the balance."

In his heart, Elden wanted to help, and suspected that he might have information unique to his dream that might serve the cause. He considered he might even set the return of his pistol as his price, push Esaka to apprehend and disarm Casey.

But not only would it mean going against his aesta's wishes, but it would likely cause a diplomatic incident, given that Casey was on Sordavakos on the king's business. He sighed, knowing there wasn't much else that Esaka could offer him that would rise above his own unwillingness to reenter the kestian.

"You want my advice?" he said. "Don't tempt fate. The kestian is a place that was meant to be lost to time."

"I will not write off my missing people!" shouted Esaka. "I refuse! My daughter, Talia, was among them. How long has it been since the two of you have last spoken?"

She directed the last question not at Blaire or Elden, but Lorin. Lorin seemed genuinely surprised in a wounded way, like someone had just stabbed her in the thigh with a broken branch.

"That's none of your business!" she hissed back. "Talia is no different from the rest of you."

"She watched you, even after what happened when you were younger," said Esaka. "Your heart may have gone cold, but hers did not. She was one of the few who… No, it is not my truth to speak. There is much she could still say to you that I believe would surprise you, halfblood."

"Get out of my home," whispered Lorin.

Esaka stood up, chair scraping back against the stone. "I have no more reason to stay. I will ask Kessa myself when I next see her. You waste my time as usual, Blaire Haven."

"I agreed to hear you out, Esaka," said Blaire. "Nothing more. Neither I nor my family exist to serve you."

Esaka made a frustrated noise and marched herself out of the monastery.




Chapter 8

Elden struggled to get to sleep right away. Blaire and Lorin had already gone to bed after reiterating their intense disinterest in Esaka's request. Elden sat in the common room, grappling with the reality of the brand and the kestian's lingering hold over him.

"What was all that commotion about before?"

Kessa entered the room, hair messy and clothes rumpled in a way that always confirmed that a person had slept all day. She was barefoot, and a small shiver ran through her as she crossed the cold floor toward him.

"Esaka," he said. "She sent her people into the kestian."

"And they didn't come back out."

He nodded, slowly standing up from his chair, though he wasn't sure why. He remembered the dynamic between them in the kestian, how Kessa had branded him and commanded him. The dynamic was still there in the background, faded but legible.

"How are you feeling?" he asked.

Kessa let out a sigh and leaned into a back stretch that made her bust threaten to rebel against her loose nightgown. "Like I haven't been getting enough sleep, even though I've been doing nothing but. Did Esaka ask for me?"

"She did. Aesta didn't seem pleased by the fact."

"I can't imagine she would be," said Kessa. "Don't worry. I have no great desire to rush back into the kestian, at least without knowing more about what it did to me, first."

"You still don't remember anything?" asked Elden.

"I don't," said Kessa, with a hint of annoyance. "On that note, I’m far from satisfied with your description of what supposedly happened down there."

She stepped closer to him. Elden felt the brand burning, sensitive and primed to her presence.

"If you have specific questions, ask them," he said. "Otherwise, complain to someone else. It's not my responsibility to satisfy your curiosity, Kessa."

"What happened between us, Elden?" She asked the question with force, not shying away from him or his gaze.

"You really don't remember, do you?" he muttered.

"Gods dammit! You think I'd be bothering with your games if I…?

She tried to take a step toward him and suddenly wavered on her feet. Elden was at her side in an instant, catching her before she could collapse. She was light in her arms, far lighter than she'd been when he'd first carried out of the kestian. The brand seemed to pulse with warmth and erogenous energy, eager to have Kessa, of all women, so close.

"You need sleep," he whispered.

"I'll be the judge of what I need."

She narrowed her eyes at him and touched his chest. He angled himself to try to put the brand out of her reach, but it was as though her fingers were drawn to it, like she knew it was there.

"Don't," he muttered.

"Don't what?"

She stared at him with half-lidded eyes, fingers tracing the design of the brand as tension thrummed through the space. She let her fingernails dig in for a moment that had Elden groaning from the intensity of it, and then found her footing and stood upright.

"I'm going to get answers, Elden," she whispered. "If not from you, then from the kestian itself."

Her voice sounded weak, and she staggered slightly as she made to turn away. Elden stayed where he was but couldn't just let her walk away. He thought about where she was coming from, whether he'd want to know if he was in her place, and he came to a decision.

"Kessa." Elden drew close behind her, standing over her shoulder, but she didn't turn around. "We were both under the kestian's influence. The influence… of Lascivious."

"Oh." She shifted, turning to face him with a curious, dangerous expression. "Did we…?"

She swallowed. Elden felt simultaneously gratified and foolish. He wanted to wave a hand and declare how right he was, how the revelation was one to be buried rather than examined.

"Elden," she whispered, stepping closer to him. "You're saying that we… the two of us…"

"I'm saying…" He lifted her chin with his index finger. "You need to get some sleep."

He leaned in and kissed her slowly on the lips. Kessa seemed to snap into him like a puzzle piece, body melding against his as her lips mashed back with unbridled passion. Her body remembered even if her waking mind didn't. Gods, did it ever remember.

The sound of a door opening elsewhere in the monastery snapped them both back to their senses. Elden gently stepped away from her. Kessa leaned against the table for a moment, breathing heavily.

"Good night, Elden," she whispered.

"Night, Kessa."

"This conversation isn't over."

"Is that what we're calling it now?"

She laughed and shook her head and seemed to have a steadier step as she walked off down the hall. The brand burned with approval. Elden cursed both it and his own impulsiveness as he retired to his own room.




Chapter 9

Elden found himself in a storm, rain pelting his face as thunder boomed overhead. He was on a ship, struggling to stay balanced as the swell churned and shifted it at a precarious angle.

He had a dim awareness of the fact that he was dreaming, much as he had when he'd seen from the kestian's point of view, but it was peripheral, outside of direct acknowledgment. Someone was shouting something. A massive wave soaked the deck and a sailor who'd previously been struggling with a line was simply no longer there anymore.

The next wave came for him. He felt the ship's railing strike him, or rather, he struck it on his way by. He was in the water, the churning bubbles shockingly loud as he struggled to find his way back to the surface amidst the stormy night. Swimming and keeping his head above water became the only thing that mattered, each breath of air hard fought and desperate.

It was morning in the next instant. He was on a beach, sitting with his legs pulled into his chest, feeling so much younger and more vulnerable than he ever could remember. His stomach ached from lack of food. His throat was dry and tight from thirst.

The sense of desperation which surrounded him seemed to veer past emotion into inevitability. The ocean stretched out in front of him with no ships in sight.

It was night, and he was breathing heavily, heart racing on a mixture of fear and adrenaline. His feet pounded on sand, and behind him he could hear low, seeking growls. A blood-curdling cry came from a new direction, ahead and to the right. What was this? Why was he so scared?

In front of him, against a cloud of darkness, he saw a set of red eyes open and heard a low canine snarl.

***

Elden came awake in his own bed, drenched in sweat, reeling from what felt more like the afterglow of a separate reality, rather than a mere dream. His body felt fatigued and the brand seemed to give off enough heat to make his blankets feel stifling.

A knock came at his door. He took another breath and sat up.

"Come in," he whispered.

"Hey." It was Lorin, slipping in through a partially cracked door, wearing a nightgown and an expression of concern. "Were you having a nightmare? I heard you yell something?"

The moonlight made her Remenai heritage seem particularly elfin, pale and lithe and elegant.

"My dreams seem to be haunted more often than not these days," he muttered.

He shifted the sheets around as he realized his body was aroused, regardless of whether it came close to fitting the context of what he'd just experienced. That wasn't abnormal for a man, nor for the brand.

"Is there… anything I can do to help?" Lorin came deeper into his room and sat down next to him on the bed.

He wasn't wearing his shirt this time and the brand gave off a faint glow seemingly in response to her proximity, or perhaps just the rising tension that came with it. Elden groaned and couldn't stop himself from sliding closer to her.

"Lorin," he whispered. "There's only one thing that would help."

Push her away, he thought. Stop this madness before the kestian takes control of you.

"What is it?" She blinked and rubbed his shoulder. "Elden. We're in this… together now. Aren't we?"

"Yeah…" He leaned closer, the brand burning with approval. "Together."

He kissed her and the heat of the moment seemed to consume them both, as volatile and inescapable as the storm from his dreams. Lorin's hand roved across his chest. He reached down to rub her bare knee, letting his fingers slide higher up her bare thigh.

It was too easy to blame it all on the brand, but from the way it glowed, he knew it was a factor. He took Lorin's hand and gently guided it downward until her fingers brushed his erection. He saw her swallow in the dim light of his room.

"Would that help, Elden?" she whispered.

He nodded slowly. "If you're… comfortable with it."

"Nobody can ever know." She was already rubbing his crotch with dirty movements as he kissed her neck and stroked her thigh.

"You're the only one I trust with my secrets."

He snuck his fingertips under the hem of her nightgown. She wasn't wearing girlshorts and went completely still as he fingers neared her womanhood.

"Elden…"

Breathing heavily, Lorin pulled back the sheet, revealing his erection. Her fingers grasped it uncertainly at first, but she let out a moan and tightened her grip as she started stroking.

They fell sideways onto the bed together, kissing each other hungrily. Pent up urges that had existed since he'd first come back bubbled to the surface like sun-warmed water coming to a quick boil over a flame.

Lorin sucked greedily at his mouth as he slid his tongue between one set of lips and his finger between another. She pumped his cock with eager, if unpracticed motions, rubbing her thumb over a bead of stickiness that had formed at the tip.

"This feels so… oh!" She buried her face into the nape of his neck as he coaxed a moan out of her with his fingers.

"You have such a sexy voice," he whispered. "But try to stay quiet. Aesta would not approve."

"Aesta most certainly would not approve!"

She squeezed his manhood as he let one of his fingers curl within her, kissing her neck. Gods, he wanted so much more. The thought echoed through his head like evidence of his own damnation. Was he really thinking about her like this? Or was the brand polluting his mind, enforcing the will of Lascivious?

Whatever it was, whatever they were doing, thrilled him on a fundamental level, regardless. He kissed Lorin and thought about how it would feel to see her the next morning, to flirt and banter with her in front of their unknowing aesta. It was hardly any different with Kessa, given their increasingly heated interactions.

They kissed again. Loren breathed out hard in his face as their lips parted. He felt her come against his fingers, hips bucking into the air, seeking more. Gods, he wanted to give her more, but she kept firm hold on his manhood as though she knew how dangerous it would be for it to leave her grasp.

"Lorin," he groaned. "Oh fuck. Lorin!"

"Elden!"

He kissed the space between her breasts right as he came, most of his seed spilling onto her nightgown, marking her with evidence of what they'd done. They both writhed out the remnants of their pleasure next to one another before sharing one last gentle kiss.

"I should… get back to my room." She touched the brand which had dimmed to a dull glow.

He could agree with her, but only just. "You should. I'll see you in the morning."

"Good night, Elden." Lorin let out a small, somewhat pleased laugh. "Hope that helped."

"Most definitely."

He gave her a pat on the butt as she climbed out of his bed.




Chapter 10

For the first time in over a week, Elden felt well-rested as he emerged from his room into the morning light. The memory of Lorin's visit to his room had been echoing through his mind since the moment he'd woken up.

They'd crossed a line together, willingly and eagerly. He'd enjoyed every second of touching her, being touched back, the heady excitement. It was the same line he'd crossed with Kessa, but the circumstances could hardly have been more different.

How much of this is me? How much of it is the brand?

He was well aware that the brand was influencing his own reactions and behavior on top of simply sapping his energy when he wasn't behaving in a manner Lascivious seemingly approved of. Was there more to it?

He wondered about that. The brand was clearly priming him to be more sensitive to erotic stimuli. The idea that it might also be affecting those around him, especially those closest and nearest and dearest, wasn't all that farfetched.

He supposed that the brand might also simply be affecting his behavior in a way that stirred the reactions of the women in his life to a similar end. There'd been men like that back in Hearthold, lords who commanded no real power, held no real influence, but carried themselves and spoke in a way that always had the ladies of court watching and whispering.

Elara included. A frown tugged at the corners of his mouth. Strange how losing someone could highlight their virtues to a degree that almost completely polished out the flaws. Elara had always seemed like the kind of woman who was a bit too adventurous for her own good. He'd been lucky enough to be that adventure for her, in the end, but in the back of his mind he'd always had his doubts.

Scowling now, Elden took his work in progress draft of his report to the king out to the common room table with him. He'd been struggling with determining how much, exactly, to disclose about recent events.

The arrival of Casey Calloway certainly didn't make the question any easier to answer. Casey would, undoubtedly, look to confirm the details of his report to his own satisfaction. Claiming that Taryn Coldwater had been killed in a cave in was already fairly unusual. Not being able to produce the cave, or the collapse to Casey, would all but reveal the lie for what it was.

"Morning solas." Blaire entered the common room, clad in a nightgown, hair still messy and angelic from sleep.

"Aesta," he said.

There it was again, a distinct and insistent warmth across the left side of his chest. The brand didn't care that she was his aesta, or that he'd had Lorin stroking him to completion late the previous night. He rubbed the side of his wrist across it through his shirt and tried to ignore it.

"What's this?" She came up behind him, leaning forward to read over his shoulder. "Are you writing a letter?"

"My report to the king." He set his pen down and leaned his shoulder to face her more directly. "I need to have it finished and in the hands of the courtling he sent after me."

"I see." Blaire set a hand on his shoulder, thumb affectionately stroking the curve of his arm. "You're going to have to be careful about what you say."

"I'm aware." He stood up slowly, suddenly aware of how close she was to him. "Aiming for a mixture of compelling truth and novel lies."

"Rento will expect no less." Her voice was quiet, and she had an odd, airy smile. "He'll search for any chink in your armor to exploit, solas."

"There will be none," he said. "More than just my reputation in Hearthold depends on me concealing the recent excitement on Sordavakos."

"Best we keep what happens on our little island to ourselves," said Blaire.

Elden nodded slowly. "Seems prudent."

He stood facing her amidst the rising, implacable tension. One of the straps of her nightgown had slipped sideways a bit, and she reached a finger over to pull it back in place, breathing in afterward in a manner that seemed to lift her chest in a swell of cleavage.

"Breakfast?" He glanced up, clearing his throat.

"Breakfast, please," said Blaire, swatting him on the shoulder. "Are you so famished you've lost your manners?"

"Hunger can do strange things to a man."

"So it seems," she said. "I'm making flat cakes. I just came to wish you good morning, first."

He leaned toward her, watching the way she seemed to go still, almost giving him permission for anything and everything, or so the brand whispered. He kissed her on the cheek.

"Good morning, aesta."

"Good morning… solas."

They both breathed out and seemed to find something to distract themselves from each other. Elden sank back down into his seat while Blaire walked to the kitchen with soft steps. He ran a hand through his hair, trying to redirect his mind back to the task at hand.

The king had sent him back to the island to investigate Taryn Coldwater and, by proxy, his own aesta. He wondered how much space the Battle Maiden occupied within King Rento's mind, along with the nature of that attention. Was it just the brand playing tricks on his thinking to contemplate such things?

"Solas!" Blaire's sudden shout snapped him back to reality. "Bring me some water! It's Kessa!"




Chapter 11

Kessa looked worse than Elden had seen her in days, since at least when they'd first carried her out of the kestian. She sweated through her sheets, and her skin was worryingly pale. She'd stripped naked at some point during the night, and even as Elden kept his concern at the forefront of his mind, he couldn't keep his eyes from devouring the sight of one loose, full breast, with a large, rosebud nipple.

"I thought the sleeping tea would help her rest, help her improve," said Blaire.

"Tea isn't responsible for this level of fever," he said.

"Elden," muttered Kessa, deliriously. "Come here. Let me… see your chest."

She reached out with grasping fingers, but he wasn't even within reach. He resisted the urge to rub an arm or hand across the brand, hoping Blaire wouldn't read too deeply into her words.

"What's going on?" Lorin entered the room behind him, setting one hand on Elden's back.

"Kessa," he said. "She's… not doing well."

"I'll have to speak with the healer in town again," said Blaire. "Oh Gods."

"Aesta, I don't know if she'll be able to do much," he said. "This isn't a normal malady we're dealing with."

Blaire smoothed a few damp strands of blonde hair back from Kessa's forehead. "I know. But we have few other options."

He exhaled, feeling his next suggestion drawn out of him as much as spoken freely. "There may be an answer within the kestian. We have to at least consider going back for Kessa's sake. Or even bringing her back into it. If we agreed to help Esaka, we might not need to delve into the dungeon alone."

"That isn't the solution it seems, solas," said Blaire. "I know far more about sorcery than you do. It always comes at a price, and it always carries an influence, an agenda, of its own."

He felt the brand hiss with heated annoyance and immediately knew the truth of her words. The emotion lingered, however.

"Are you speaking of the kestian, or Rhiannon?" he asked.

Lorin touched his arm, tightening her fingers as though considering whether to outright pull him back from the room. Blaire was silent for an interval.

"Both," she finally said. "Solas, you can't imagine what it was like to be bonded to a weapon like Rhiannon. The Arc Blade… is a weapon of righteous anger. It fed off and perverted my virtue. The urge to protect, to serve my king, to bring about peace… It twisted all my inner drives to push me to fight and slaughter, taking lives and spilling blood.

"It went quiet at the end of the war. To this day, I'm unsure if I expended its power, or sated some sort of threshold of righteously inflicted violence. I didn't just rid myself of the weapon out of disgust toward it and what I'd done or to make a statement to Rento. It felt as though I had but that one opportunity to remove it from my hand, and I took it."

Elden felt his heart pounding harder in his chest as he compared her situation to his own. Not so easy to simply cast off a branded mark upon skin. Her words also raised a question.

"You used Rhiannon in the kestian to disarm Kessa," he said. "It seemed like it still held power in that moment."

"Exactly." Blaire nodded slowly, still gently caressing Kessa's hair. "That, above all else, is why I harbor so much respect… so much fear of that accursed place. I think it can sense Rhiannon. I think it used remnants of its own power to coax life back into the blade, and its power is even less pure than what fueled the Arc Blade initially."

"To what end?" he asked. "Why would the kestian want Rhiannon powerful in a situation where it was being wielded by someone attempting to stand against it?"

"I don't have a simple answer," muttered Blaire. "Perhaps it's attempting to manipulate us into the very situation we are now in. Where we all have reason to return to its depths…"

Breakfast was eventually served. Lorin prepared to leave the inn shortly after grabbing a flat cake.

"Come see me later today if you can," she said to him, on her way out.

He caught her eye for a moment, feeling fresh excitement dancing under their interaction. "Of course. I have to deliver my report, regardless. I'll be by for lunch."

"Good." She waved and slipped out through the door.

Elden ate as he finished scribbling down the details of his investigation on the parchment. He'd opted to simply admit that his findings were still inconclusive, rather than present Casey with any hard claims that might be disputed or uncovered.

Would it truly be so bad for Casey to discover the kestian? Elden felt a dark impulse to present his rival with details and directions, enough to tempt him into strolling right in, brimming with overconfidence. The brand warmed to the idea in a literal sense, and that was enough to make him hesitate.

That same impulse was what had him suggesting to his aesta that they set out on another dungeon diving expedition. He knew for a fact that the brand was influencing his behavior, regardless of whether its power extended beyond that. He needed to spend more time examining his own ideas and impulses if he wanted to maintain his agency.

He committed to this approach even as he betrayed it. After finishing what felt like an underwhelming and vague first draft of his report, he left the monastery. Blaire was still in Kessa's room, and he didn't offer a goodbye, not wanting to explain where he was going.

He took the path through the trees toward the waterfall, where he and Kessa had spent so much time climbing and playing as kids. He told himself he was just scouting, gathering information to better protect his family.

But deep down, he knew the brand was influencing his decisions, tugging him back toward the kestian's embrace. The brand pulsed with a growing warmth with each step he took, as though offering its approval.

It was a beautiful day, warm and cloudless, with a soft, inviting breeze. He was tense, regardless, nerves frayed and paranoia exacerbated by recent events. Every rustling leaf and snapping twig set his nerves on edge. He kept one hand on the hilt of his sword, acutely aware of how exposed he was without his pistol.

He paused as he emerged out onto the cliff, taking a deep breath to steady himself. He knew he shouldn't be there alone, that returning was likely a terrible idea, but something drew him back—a mixture of curiosity, fear, and an inexplicable longing he couldn't shake.

The rope was still where they'd left. Elden swung out over the cliff and carefully made the climb down. The waterfall's mist was refreshing as he touched down on the ledge, blinking his eyes to adjust to the dim of the cave.

He froze as he noticed what was off. The bronze door was open, the space beyond filled with true darkness, stifling in its intensity. A few large rocks had been placed in between the bronze door and the other side of the cave, apparently preventing it from sliding shut.

He suspected Esaka and the Rem had created the blockage in order to keep the way clear in hopes that their missing people might emerge of their own volition. Elden scowled, feeling unnerved by the idea of other things coming out through the open passageway.

The impulse went both ways, however. He was reminded of the sensation of standing near a frightening drop, or an open pit, the sense that he might fall through into open air if he stumbled or dared to drop his guard. Even still, he entered the cave, stopping just in front of the threshold to the stairs.

"What did you do to Kessa?" he muttered.

Silence, and then a whisper against his ear.

"Nothing she did not choose to accept," came the strange voice of the kestian's guardian. "You would have been wise to join her, when you had the opportunity."

He took a breath, forcing himself to stay calm. It wasn't all fear priming the adrenaline in his blood. He was excited, the memory of the illusory sex he'd had with the guardian stirring the coals of his arousal.

"You say that as though I was given a choice," he muttered. "I had your brand forced on me."

"Half of what should have been," said the guardian. She was in the cave with him now, just behind him.

Elden turned around slowly, facing the ethereal guardian. Her tanned skin seemed out of place in the damp, lightless cave, as did the flawless white toga and polished gold jewelry. She was beautiful and dangerous, and he knew he was playing into her hand even just by interacting with her outside the kestian.

"You can't control me," he said, in slow realization. "Not as you'd like to. I can feel the brand pulling and prodding my behavior, but what you had in mind was complete domination."

"It may yet be enough," said the guardian. "There are others now, too."

Others? What did she mean? Remnants of the Remenai adventuring party? Kessa, maybe even Blaire? What had they all stumbled into?

"What have you done to Kessa?" he asked. "Why has she fallen ill?"

"I have done nothing to her!" screamed the guardian. "Ask instead what she has chosen for herself. This destiny was meant for her, and this is just the beginning."

Elden made to draw his sword, the impulse suddenly flaring in the face of what felt like imminent violence. The guardian’s voice faded before the blade completely left its scabbard, leaving only the hiss of the waterfall outside as background noise.




Chapter 12

Elden had a second fire in need of putting out, one which at least had a clear cut solution. He dropped by the monastery to grab his finished report to King Rento, checking in on his aesta and Kessa while he was there.

"She's drinking water," said Blaire. "Had a few bites of flat cake to go with it."

"Good," he said. "It's a step in the right direction."

Kessa groaned and half-opened her eyes. "Elden. Give me a hug."

He chuckled and glanced at Blaire, who furrowed her brow. "Will you try to get some rest in exchange?"

She made a noise that sounded a bit like a yes and Elden leaned over to wrap his arms around her. She embraced him back with such weakness that he felt more worried as he left her chamber than he had on arrival.

The idea of Kessa weakening further, suffering permanent damage from it or even death, was one he didn't like considering. But he had to. He had to face reality, as it stood, along with the options presented by it.

He cursed the kestian and the damned bronze door for ever opening in the first place as he walked back into Haven's End. Kessa had gone inside long before he'd even arrived back on the island, around the time of Taryn Coldwater's initial disappearance.

There was nothing he could have done to prevent what had happened to her. A frustrating fact, but one which forced him to confront the fact that there was something he could do now. He had to venture back into the kestian, even if it meant going alone.

Aesta will never allow it if I tell her what I'm going, he thought. But if I do go in alone, how likely am I to come out?

He entered Haven's End, the small and sleepy seaside village feeling like a stark contrast against the island's greater mysteries. Seagulls cried overhead, and the smell of strongly cinnamon scented sweets came from the bakery. The rhythmic sound of the town's smith hard at work could just be heard as the wind died down.

He wanted to go see Lorin, but as he turned his attention toward the inn, he noted a disturbance outside of it. A small crowd had formed in the road, with the worrying distinction of having several Remenai at the center of it.

Elden made his way over, catching Lorin's gaze, who stood on the inn's steps. She was staying out of the fray as two Remenai struggled to subdue a man that Elden immediately recognized.

Casey Calloway was red-faced and swearing, gun arm tightly trapped against the ground by the knee of one of the Rem. He leaned his head up far enough to see Elden and let out a sharp bark of words.

"Tell them to unhand me! They've no idea who I am or what forces they tempt by treating a lord of Merinia in such a way."

Elden's amusement at watching one of his most hated people being humiliated in the mud was tempered by the stakes of the situation. "Sordavakos is a very different place from Hearthold, Lord Calloway. What exactly did you do to raise their ire?"

Casey broke off into a series of expletives aimed at the two muscular Rem holding him down, rather than answering. Elden came up close beside Lorin, feeling a rise in the interesting tension between them even as he kept his focus on the scene.

"Esaka sent some of her clansman to bring him to her for a meeting," muttered Lorin. "They were rude in their treatment of him, but he reacted… especially poorly."

"He drew his pistol," guessed Elden.

"Drew and fired," said Lorin. "Tried to shoot one of them in the foot. If he hadn't missed, I don't think he'd still be alive right now."

"I intended to miss!" snarled Casey. "It was a warning shot!"

"Well, it would seem as though you've received your warning," muttered Elden. "And then some."

He winced as the larger political realities of the situation came into focus. Esaka could justifiably execute him for violating the jadhara in such an aggressive way. Pistols were forbidden on the island. Elden wielded his own only through a combination of good will and the understanding that firing it in conflict would mean immediate consequences.

Even if the Remenai leader chose not to execute Casey, simply imprisoning him would be disastrous. Casey had been sent to the island to receive Elden's report — to confirm his loyalty, in essence. It hardly mattered if the king would hold the Rem responsible, Elden, or the Battle Maiden herself. He would send a ship to quash any perceived rebellion, bloodshed all but guaranteed.

"I'll have you both killed!" screeched Casey. "Rovahn's balls! The king will not stand for this."

"Fuck." Elden ran a hand up his forehead and glanced at Lorin. "Go get aesta."

"What?" asked Lorin.

"This will end badly for everyone on the island if we don't intervene. Esaka isn't stupid. Casey has played right into her hands, the gods damned fool. Go, fast as you can!"

He gave her a gentle push in the direction of the path and Lorin needed no further urging, hurrying off at a sprint. Elden knelt down next to Casey, still trying to think through what actions he could take.

"Take a breath, Lord Calloway," he said. "Would my pistol still happen to be up in your rented room?"

"They took it along with the one I had on me. Bah!" Casey suddenly whirled sideways and spat in the face of one of the Rem holding him.

Both Remenai proceeded to whale on him with new justification. Elden took a few steps back, absently wondering how close he'd come to ending up in a similar situation during his arrival back on the island. Only his familiarity with local customs and some ancient goodwill had saved him, in truth.

Blaire and Esaka arrived at the same time, followed by Lorin, who looked annoyed at having to walk in the Remenai leader's wake. Elden noted his aesta's expression, along with Esaka's mannerisms, finger jabbing to punctuate some point or another. The arguing had clearly begun.

"What is this?" muttered Casey. "The inn's landlady as well? Is the entire village needed in the discussion of how to settle this pointless dispute?"

Blaire's eyes snapped down to the muddy noble with such cold intensity that Elden almost felt bad for him.

"I am Blaire Haven, former champion of Merinia," she said, voice dangerously quiet. "You've been accused of attempted murder and violating the jadhara, specifically its ban on pistols. I would advise you to choose your words from this point forward extremely carefully."

"Attempted murder?" Casey snorted and bared his teeth. "This is a farce! The king will not stand for me being apprehended on such trumped up charges."

"That's exactly why they will hold you, you gods damned fool," muttered Elden. "Welcome to the world of being a valuable hostage."




Chapter 13

The Remenai dragged Casey out of town, despite ample struggling and protesting on his part. Elden knew better than to try to get in the way of the Verris Clan when they'd come to a decision about a matter, but he lingered near his aesta and Lorin.

Esaka walked over to them once the scene in the road had calmed down. "It is within my clan's rights to hold this Merinian lord for his crimes against Jad."

"I am well aware what is and isn't within your jurisdiction, Esaka," said Blaire, coldly.

"You know how the king will react to this," said Elden. "He didn't send that man to the island to instigate friction with the Remenai. Casey Calloway came to Sordavakos to verify the details of my report. Holding him captive gains you nothing while simultaneously creating a situation that King Rento will react poorly to."

"You are incorrect," said Esaka. "I know all of this. I will still hold him prisoner."

"Then you are a fool," said Blaire.

Esaka suddenly spun and slammed her hand into the inn's outer wall. "I will be a fool, willingly, if it's what it takes to bring my daughter back from within that accursed dungeon. It is a righteous cause!"

"My own seta still suffers from what that place did to her!" snapped Blaire. "You have no knowledge of the threat you tempt! Your lost people are likely already dead, Esaka, as hard as that may be to accept."

The two women glared at one another. Elden wondered what it would take for his aesta to draw Rhiannon, if she had a breaking point at which she'd do it, even if it meant revealing the weapon's secret.

But he knew more than her. The remnants of his nightmare suggested that at least Talia was still alive, or had been at the time of the dream. There was hope for Esaka's daughter, and perhaps hope for Kessa.

"Aesta." He spoke carefully, aware of how it would seem if he contradicted her in the moment. "She has a powerful card to play. We can't simply ignore the fact that the king will view Casey Calloway's imprisonment as a snub to his authority."

"I would rather speak to Rento myself than risk you within the kestian, solas," she said, touching his arm.

"I had already resolved to go back in if Kessa's condition doesn't improve," he said, lowering his voice to a whisper. "Would you rather me do this alone? Or with the aid of Esaka and the Rem, motivated to find their own missing people?"

"You have no idea the true danger the kestian represents," she said, squeezing his arm. "Please. Don't act rashly."

Elden felt the brand tingling more with excitement than heat. He pulled loose of his aesta, knowing that he had to stand by his own principles in this.

"I will help you, Esaka, under two conditions," said Elden. "First. You have to release Lord Calloway. King Rento will come for him if you don't. Your people and my aesta will be the targets of his ire, and that man's ire is insatiable when he's in a mood."

"That can be done," said Esaka.

"Second," said Elden. "You give me my pistol back. Along with Lord Calloway's. You also give me special privilege under the jadhara to fire it as I please."

"You may have the guns, but you may not fire them within earshot of my people," said Esaka. "They will be given to you once we've found my people."

He scowled, knowing that having his pistol would have been a huge boon within the kestian, but it was the best he suspected he'd get her to agree to. "Fair enough."

"We will meet you on the cliff above the kestian's entrance at sunset," said Esaka.

She headed off up the trail. Elden waited a few seconds before turning to face Lorin and his aesta, sensing the intensity of their disapproval.

"She can't be trusted," muttered Lorin. "I thought you knew that already, Elden."

"We have partially aligned goals," he countered. "She wants to find her people and we want to figure out what's going on with Kessa."

"You have no understanding of the nature of the sorcery imbued within the kestian," said Blaire. "Returning to its depths will only leave us vulnerable to its corruption. Doing so willingly… is as likely to place is in the same position as Kessa as it is to free her of its grasp."

"What choice do we have?" he snapped. "To sit and watch her deteriorate? Watch her die, aesta? I know you don't want that. You couldn't bear it any more than I could."

The brand seemed to pulse, punctuating each word, and he tried to surreptitiously rub at it with the side of his wrist. His entire body brimmed with excitement at the possibility of going into the kestian again even as his logical mind contended with the danger it presented.

More than anything, that fact made him wonder if his aesta's perspective was closer to being grounded in reality. The brand wanted him back underground, as did the guardian. The sensation of walking freely into a trap his enemy invited him toward and hardly tried to conceal was more than a little frustrating.

The three of them said nothing to one another as they walked back to the monastery. Blaire immediately went to her chamber, shutting the door forcefully, just short of a slam. Lorin looked at Elden, unsmiling.

"I'm going with you and aesta when you head into the kestian," she said.

He was already shaking his head before she'd finished her sentence. "Do you have no recollection of what happened last time? Scratch that, you were unconscious, so I suppose you don't. You were a liability, Lorin."

"Excuse me?" she snapped. "I was surprised, that's all. I know how to take care of myself."

"Lorin, this is serious," he said, taking her by the shoulders.

She shrugged his hands off. "I probably have more combat training than you do, Elden, when your pistol is taken out of the equation. Aesta had me training with knives, short swords, and staves until I was fifteen."

"I don't want to see you get hurt," he muttered.

She reached a hand out, touching his brand through his shirt. Elden almost groaned at the sudden intensity of the contact.

"The feeling is mutual, Elden. You might be more vulnerable to the kestian's influence than either me or aesta."

"Do what you will, then." He brushed her hand away, more annoyed than the situation likely called for.

He heard a mutter of his name from Kessa's room and headed in that direction next. She was sitting up in bed, still looking feverish, still unclothed aside from the sheets pulled up over her chest.

"Close the door," she muttered.

He came into her room and shut it behind him. "How are you feeling?"

"Fantastic," she muttered, sarcastically. "I've been having… intense dreams."

He nodded slowly, remembering how harrowing his own past few nights had been. "Well. There's been a lot going on for us recently."

Kessa's blue eyes narrowed as she seemed to scrutinize him. "What happened in the kestian when we last went down there?"

"Aesta and I already explained it to you," he said, feeling the room get a little hotter. "Lorin was grabbed by the plant monsters. I saved her and then came back to you, and the staff you were wielding seemed to—"

She suddenly reached out and grabbed him by the shirt front, pulling him so he had to lean forward or risk letting herself spill out of the bed. The sheets slid down her body slightly, revealing one plump breast and hinting at the rest of her nudity underneath.

"You didn't tell me everything, did you, Elden?" she asked, through gritted teeth. "All of what happened. I want to hear it."

"Hear what?" he snapped. "How you tried to use your power on me? How I had to… subdue you?"

"Let me see your chest." She started unbuttoning his shirt, eyes staring at where the brand was underneath as though she could already see through the fabric.

"You're delirious," he said, gently pulling her hands back by the wrists. "You need your rest, Kessa."

An evil whisper questioned if it might be easier to just give her the truth. Easier, if not outright exciting. What if Kessa was suffering from the kestian's influence in much the same way he was? Could they ease the demands of its corruption with one another? Or was that just the brand lying for its own ends?

"The truth will come out eventually," she muttered.

"Let's talk about this when you're well," he said.

He left her room, shutting the door behind him, still aroused and unsure if he'd made the right decision. There was Lorin to think about now, too. They were all playing a dangerous game with the jadhara hanging overhead like a storm cloud.




Chapter 14

Elden chose what to bring with him carefully, drawing from his previous experience in the kestian. He sharpened his sword, making sure it was as keen as his atrophied whetstone skills would allow it to be. He filled his lantern and, after some consideration, also decided to bring some food and water.

Blaire had the same idea, adding bundles of basic rations to the small pack that Lorin had hanging from her shoulders. Blaire wore leggings and a tunic, hair tied back in a ponytail, sword at her belt. Lorin's outfit was similar, though with two curved daggers Elden had never seen before in place of a full weapon.

"It's almost sunset," he said. "We should get moving."

He glanced toward Kessa's room and Blaire answered his unspoken question.

"I gave her some more sleeping tea, though she was groggy enough to hardly need it," she said, with a sigh. "I worry more for the possibility of her trying to come after us than I do for her condition worsening while we're gone."

"I'm not staying behind," snapped Lorin.

"Nobody would force you to," said Blaire.

Elden pursed his lips. "Why do you want to go so badly, Lorin, if you don't mind me asking?"

Lorin shook her head, and it seemed for a moment like she wouldn't answer. "Esaka's daughter, Talia was… once my friend. You might even remember us playing together before you left."

"I think so, though I suppose I must have forgotten her name," said Elden. "The tall one, right?"

Lorin gave a small nod. "We were close. It was years ago. We haven't spoken a word since… what happened between me and the Rem. She encouraged me, in the years before I tried to run away. True Divine… It was all lies, of course. She didn't have a word for me when I actually tried to join them. Silence, like she didn't even know me. I could make the argument that this is exactly what she deserves."

"Seta!" said Blaire. "You don't mean that."

Lorin shrugged. "Maybe I do and maybe I don't."

"Why go in after her if there's bad blood between you?" asked Elden.

"Because I'm better than her!" shouted Lorin. "Even if I hate her. Even if it was all a lie. I… still feel like I should hold myself to acting better. I'd rather be naive and stuck on old memories than act like she did to me. Ignoring someone at their lowest. I still get sick thinking about it to this day."

Elden slowed his pace, letting their aesta walk ahead of them, and tried to take Lorin's hand for a moment. She let her fingers brush his, but pulled back before they could lace together.

Esaka was waiting at the cliff with three other members of the Verris Clan. A short Rem woman was joined by two of the more muscular men who Elden had often seen serving as bodyguards when the clan was on the move.

He was surprised that there were only four of them preparing to venture into the kestian, but having already lost two adventuring parties with in made it seem more like a precaution than overconfidence. If their group didn't come back either, at the very least the clan would still have enough remaining members to scrape out a continued existence.

"No Kessa?" asked Esaka, without preamble.

"She isn't well enough to join us," said Blaire.

"So be it. I would prefer if someone with previous experience took the lead."

"You haven't been inside at all?" asked Elden.

Esaka shook her head. "I have not. I was of the opinion that we should not enter from the beginning, but standing against the more curious members of my clan would have instigated disharmony."

"There is some wisdom in that perspective," muttered Elden.

He climbed down the cliff first. The sun was setting in a way that placed its orange gleam at a near-blinding angle as he entered the cave. The others were silhouetted by the glow as they joined him past the cavern's narrow entrance.

The bronze door gaped open, still levered wide by the rocks. Elden lit his lantern and waited for the others to do the same before approaching the stairs.

"Stay close," he said. "The dangers of the kestian are real. I shouldn't have to explain that, given the circumstances, but it can be easy to underestimate just how quickly this dungeon can entrap unwanted guests in surprising ways."

He went first, descending the spiral staircase at an even rate. The darkness was secondary to the way each step seemed to bring him deeper into the cool, damp air, like the sensation of entering a cellar except doubled.

The Garden of Thorns was much as Elden remembered it. The spacious, sprawling cavern was easily large enough to fit a castle within. Luminescent moss gave off an eerie blue-green glow from where it grew along the cave's walls and ceilings.

The cobblestone path leading to the palace at the center was the only place where a change could be seen. The thorn bushes had seemingly overgrown their normal boundaries, veering into what had previously been a perfectly manicured walking lane.

"This is it?" Esaka came up close behind Elden, asking the question in accented Merinian.

"There's more danger here than it would initially seem," he said. "Tell your people to watch out for snakes and thorn vines."

He slid his sword out of its scabbard and began hacking through the thorns on one side of the path. Blaire took up the same task on the other, and they made progress at an even, if slow rate.

Elden kept expecting a snake or thorn tendril to make a play for one of them, but it never happened. As they approached the stairs leading up to the palace, however, the barrier of blue flames once more burst into existence.

Esaka and the other Rem fell back several paces.

Elden let out a low chuckle. "Don't tell me you're scared of a little mood lighting?"

"Wary, not scared," said Esaka, voice irritated.

Blaire glanced at Elden with an expression warning, as though imploring him not to test how far their tenuous alliance with the Verris Clan would stretch.

"The flames are easy enough to bypass," said Elden. "You don't want to simply try to push through them. At least not without…"

He made to demonstrate what not to do as he was about to explain the berries. But as Elden reached his hand forward, the blue fire simply parted for him as though his arrival was expected. He stepped forward a little more, and the flames pulled back to unveil the path, along with the entirety of the staircase.

"What is this…?" muttered Esaka. "What did you do?"

"Solas," said Blaire. "Did you expect this?"

He slowly shook his head. "I… was about to say that the berries on the bushes are connected to the flames. I already ate one on my last visit. I suppose I still have the trap's favor."

He smiled and tried to hide how unnerved he was. His reasoning sounded logical, but the way the brand warmed encouragingly against his chest told him that it was bunk. The kestian was welcoming him back, plain and simple.




Chapter 15

"This is a cursed place," said Esaka. "This… sorcery defies the natural order. We would have been best off sealing the entrance rather than ever attempting to explore it."

"On that point, we both agree," said Blaire. "It may yet be an option once we've found your people."

Elden waited while the rest of the expedition passed by the flames before following them up the stairs and through the palace's doors. Lorin lagged a little behind the others, and he came in close to her while the group's attention was elsewhere.

"How are you doing?" he whispered.

"Fine, I just…" She shook her head and crossed her arms uneasily. "I'm worried for Kessa, as little sense as that makes right now. Whatever affliction is plaguing her is tied to this place, and the more I see of it, the more insidious it seems."

Elden nodded, watching as her eyes flicked to the spot on his chest where the brand still breathed heat underneath his shirt. He knew what she was thinking, the secondary conclusion attached to the first.

I'm connected to it, too, he thought. I somehow doubt I could escape this connection even if I did run back to Hearthold.

"We'll find a way to help Kessa," he said.

"And you," said Lorin, in a low voice.

The brand seemed to hum with amusement. He smiled and pulled Lorin closer, stealing a moment while the others weren't looking.

"I'm managing well enough for the time being," he said.

The brand screamed for him to kiss her, but it was too dangerous with Esaka and his aesta so close by. It would be more than just disapproval falling on their shoulders if they got caught.

Esaka had already proven that she was a strict adherent to the jadhara in holding Casey. An illicit romance between Blaire's solas and seta… Gods, he didn't even want to imagine what she’d demand in retribution.

"Come on," he said. "Let's catch up with the others."

Seeing the palace's open interior brought Elden back to his encounter with Kessa, both the duel and sex. The blood stain where Kessa had presumably killed Taryn was still there, as were the naked statues. The chamber was otherwise oddly barren, beyond the four small sets of stairs leading to the four doors which he assumed led deeper underground.

Those doors presented an obvious conundrum. Esaka was frowning and examining the ground carefully as she walked a circle around the chamber.

"I do not think we should split up," said the Rem leader. "Unfortunately, I see no other way for us to easily ascertain which entrance my clansmen continued through."

"We have no idea where any of these doors lead, or how far down they might go," said Blaire. "Splitting up would be a dangerous proposition."

Elden closed his eyes for a moment, trying to remember the details of the dream. He could see bits and pieces, little slices that were closer to faded scraps of memories than a full accounting of the previous Remenai adventuring party.

"Let's take a close look," he said. "There must be some sign of which door has been opened most recently."

He acted as though he was inspecting each of the staircases and doors, but somehow knew that it was the one on the left, nearest to the entrance. He searched the stairs until he saw a faint shoeprint, probably impossible for anyone not expecting to find something to notice.

"Here," he said. "I think they went this way."

Esaka and Blaire crowded in behind him. He stood back as they both crouched low to examine the print. The brand stirred back to warmth from the way their posture caused their tunics to sag forward, offering enticing hints of cleavage.

"Yes," said Esaka. "We go this way."

"We'll need to be ready for anything," said Blaire. "I assume none of the Remenai you sent into the kestian went past this point?"

"The sole man who returned suffered his burns from the flames we already passed," said Esaka.

A worrying silence seemed to emphasize the implication of her words.

"I'll lead the way," said Elden.

Lorin gave his arm a small squeeze, and Blaire came in close to rub his shoulder.

"Be careful, solas," she whispered. "As you said. Be ready for anything."

He nodded and stepped forward to take the door's handle.

"Lead them in. You do me a grand favor in this. My power is growing by the day."

The guardian's voice came like the breeze against his ear. Elden flinched and spun around. The others looked at him strangely, and he didn't need to ask to know that he was the only one who'd heard the whisper.

"Solas?" said Blaire. "What is it?"

"Just surprised by how smoothly the handle turns," he said, pulling the door open. "You'd think it would have rusted after so long in such a damp environment."

He stepped through the door, holding his lantern out to illuminate the space beyond. It was another staircase, this one running straight ahead and pitch black. His feet scraped against what first felt like a layer of dirt, but as he continued forward, bits of rock and other debris slipped and crumbled underfoot.

He angled his lantern down and realized that it wasn't rocks that coated the stairs, but tiny chunks of coal. The air had gotten subtly warmer, as well, and each step he took deeper in only seemed to amplify the heat.

They descended for a solid three minutes to the point where the staircase seemed borderline impractically long by the end. The coal covering the steps became a thicker layer until it felt more like scrambling down the side of a rocky and treacherous mountain, with debris shifting underfoot.

He wasn't sure what to make of the chamber the stairs exited out into. The ground was covered with coal chunks and coal dust, to the point where Elden could taste it on each breath. A gated archway across from where he'd entered gave off an orange glow not dissimilar to the light from a forge, along with matching heat.

A massive form lay on the floor amidst the coal, body a mixture of black coal chunks and dark grey stone. Arrows jutted from the monster's back, and it wasn't moving.

"Those are our arrows." Esaka made her way toward the monster and crouched low to examine the fletching. "Our people came this way."

One of the other Rem asked a question in Konokai that Elden couldn't make out, and Esaka answered curtly. Elden approached the gated door, which seemed almost like a feed slide for coal, made to open and close in a manner that allowed more fuel into a forge of some kind.

"The Crucible," came the guardian’s whisper. "The place where my master forged her creations in the heat of the accumulated passion of those who served her."

"Did the others go past the gate?" He tried to keep his voice low enough to be just for his invisible friend, but he noticed Blaire and Lorin glancing his way.

"After receiving the golem's permission," said the voice. "Shall you seek it as well?"

He gave a small nod, unsure of what he was agreeing to.   Esaka let out a sudden shout as the golem abruptly jerked to life and rose to its feet.




Chapter 16

The golem was about twice the height of a man, but far broader across and substantially heavier in form. It shook from side to side, scattering coal dust around itself as it reached one stubby arm that ended in a chunk of coal back in an attempt to snap off the arrows.

"Get back!" Blaire rushed forward, putting herself in between the monster, Lorin, and Elden. "Be ready to rush back up the stairs if needed."

Esaka was giving orders of her own to her warriors. One of them had a bow and let loose an arrow that struck true in the chunk of rocky coal that amounted to the monster's head. It barely seemed to notice the impact.

Elden's heart raced as he watched the massive coal golem lumber towards them. His hand instinctively reached for his pistol, only to remember it wasn't there. He cursed under his breath, feeling helpless without a proper weapon.

His heart raced as he watched the massive golem lurch to life. The creature's coal-black form loomed over them, its movements sending cascades of dust and pebbles raining down.

"Lorin, stay behind me!" he shouted, drawing his sword. The blade felt pitifully small against such a monstrous opponent.

"I can take care of myself!" snapped Lorin, with surprising conviction.

The golem's arm swung in a wide arc. Elden ducked, feeling the rush of air above his head. One of the Remenai wasn't so lucky. The blow caught him square in the chest, sending him flying across the chamber.

"We need to bring it down!" Blaire shouted, dodging another wild swing.

He darted forward, sword raised. The golem's leg swept towards him. Elden dropped, sliding on the coal-strewn floor. His blade found purchase in the creature's ankle, biting deep.

Blaire came in from the other side, her sword glinting in the dim light. She also slashed at the golem's legs, but her blade merely scraped against its rocky surface, leaving barely a scratch. The monster swung its massive arm, forcing Blaire to dive and roll out of the way.

"We need to find a weak spot!" Elden shouted, scanning the creature for any vulnerability.

Esaka barked orders in Remenai, and her warriors fanned out, surrounding the golem. They hurled spears and loosed arrows, but most of their weapons bounced harmlessly off its coal-encrusted hide.

Lorin darted between the golem's legs, nimble as a shadow. She plunged her dagger into what passed for its knee joint, but the blade stuck fast. The golem's leg swung back, nearly crushing her against the wall.

"Lorin! Gods dammit!" Elden lunged forward, tackling her out of harm's way. They tumbled across the floor, coal dust coating their clothes and skin.

The golem roared, a sound like grinding stones that shook the very foundations of the chamber. It stomped towards them, each step leaving cracks in the floor.

Blaire leapt onto its back, clinging to the arrows still protruding from its hide. She hacked at its neck with her sword, sending chips of coal flying. The golem thrashed, trying to dislodge her.

Elden scrambled to his feet, desperately searching for anything he could use as a weapon. His eyes fell on a loose chunk of stone near the wall. He hefted it, feeling its weight.

"Aesta!" he shouted. "The eyes!"

Understanding flashed across her face. She maneuvered herself higher on the golem's back, positioning herself near its head. Elden wound up and hurled the stone with all his might. It struck the golem's face, momentarily stunning it.

In that split second, Blaire plunged her sword into one of its glowing red eyes. The golem let out a low, ominous rumble, flailing wildly. Blaire lost her grip and fell, hitting the ground hard.

All that mattered was that the golem fell, too, first to its knees, and then flat onto its stomach. Everyone who could still stand rushed the stony monster, slamming weapons down against its neck, back, and arms until it went sufficiently still.

The Remenai who'd taken a blow to the chest was leaning against the chamber's far wall groaning. Esaka crouched near him, joined by the other two Rem in her party. She stood after a minute or two of muffled conversation.

"He will wait for us on the surface," said Esaka. "A broken rib, in all likelihood. Painful but not dire."

"How is it even possible for something like this to exist?" Lorin was watching the felled golem, but from a safe distance. "It makes no sense."

"The kestian is a creation of old magic," said Blaire. "I can sense it in the walls, thrumming through the air. It's a wonder it's managed to continue existing so far into the modern world, outside of the Age of Essence."

"All things which feed can survive beyond their bounds," whispered the voice of the guardian.

Elden slowly sheathed his sword and collected his lantern. He eyed the way forward, which was now open. The gate had apparently shifted upward to open the path at some point during the encounter.

"Will it continue like this?" he muttered. "With tests and enemies and a general sense of oppressive doom?"

He honestly was asking the dungeon's guardian, but it was his aesta who answered.

"I can only imagine it will," said Blaire. "Come. Let's achieve our goals as quickly as possible and get out of here."

It was hard to know what their goals, separate from Esaka's desire to find her people, truly were. Elden had no idea what might help Kessa recover from her illness. The guardian might, but he suspected it would be a fool's bargain to take any suggestion from the dungeon's mysterious ethereal occupant at face value. Certainly not concerning what was best for Kessa after the connection she'd formed with the kestian.

"Onward, then," he said.




Chapter 17

The heat and light spilling from the doorway to the next chamber bordered on oppressive. Elden led the way but did so at a cautious pace. He took in the nature of the room and had one of those unsettling moments where his various anxieties proved justified.

The next chamber was far more massive than the previous, and lit from below by the glow of molten metal. The doorway which Elden passed through immediately gave way to a cage like catwalk, lined at its center with a series of steel rollers that seemed intended to slide material across rather than walk on.

The heat was oppressive. The only thing keeping it from being immediately overwhelming was how high up they were. Most of the chamber's space was vertical, up and down, like a mineshaft that had dug too deep and unearthed the geoflow.

"This… should not be possible here," muttered Esaka.

"It would seem the kestian plays by its own rules." Elden wiped a hand across his sweaty brow and undid one of his shirt's buttons. "It would also seem like it needs to learn a thing or two about hospitality."

"Missing the creature comforts of Hearthold already, solas?" asked Blaire. She came up alongside him and set a hand on his back.

"Just a bit," he said, smiling at her.

Even against the sweltering air, he could still feel the brand warming approvingly at her closeness, the way their eyes touched and held for an interesting passing instant.

"What was this for, do you think?" asked Lorin.

"If I had to guess, I would think it was a… forge of sorts," he said.

The guardian had called it The Crucible, though divulging that bit of information would reveal too much about his connection to the kestian. Elden pursed his lips, wondering how much he was playing into the guardian's hand by keeping it all secret to begin with.

"That's more of our rope at the other end," said Esaka. "It would seem that my people continued this way."

Elden's eyes weren't quite as sharp and he couldn't see the rope, though he could see what she was talking about. A small crawlspace that looked designed to feed coal into was the only way through on the other side. He frowned as he took another glance at the metal rollers, the downward sloping angle.

"Let's go slow," he said. "This looks… somewhat precarious."

"I will go first," said Esaka, brushing by him.

She steadied herself as her leather shoes brushed across the metal rollers, almost losing her balance. She held onto the exterior metal cage of the walkway, making slow progress that underlined just how precarious the going was.

"How are we going to make it back up this?" muttered Lorin.

"Pull our way along, I suppose," said Elden. "It shouldn't be too difficult."

There was a viscous noise, like a burp from a massive, phlegmy throat, and a bubble of flowing metal in the molten sea below suddenly burst into a plume. The metal rose almost like the steam geysers Elden had once seen around Ashala, the volcanic island further north in the Shattered Isles.

This geyser was far deadlier, however. The molten metal splashed outward, several fist size droplets coming within mere feet of splattering onto their catwalk. Elden shook his head, liking the situation less and less.

"Keep moving!" called Esaka.

The other Rem obeyed instantly, following behind her at a swift, if slightly stumbling pace. Blaire frowned, seeming equally wary of the situation.

"I'll go next," she said. "Seta, you follow behind me. Solas, bring up the rear."

Elden and Lorin nodded. They shuffled onto the metal rollers. Lorin immediately whooped and slipped completely, falling back against him. Elden caught her with a chuckle, feeling her soft body pressing into his with a surprising amount of contact.

"Careful now," he whispered, a mischievous glint in his eye. "If you wanted to fall for me, you could've picked a less dangerous spot."

Lorin's cheeks flushed, and she elbowed him gently, suppressing a smile. "Don't joke like that in front of aesta or Esaka, Elden. Seriously."

The brand simmered as he helped her stand up straight again. "They can't hear us, but point taken. Watch your step."

They made slow progress and reached the halfway point easily enough. Elden was dripping with sweat, and just as he was rubbing some out of his eyes, he heard the ominous burping noise again.

Molten metal burst up from a bubble at least three times the size of the previous one. He watched in horror as a pillar of doom and immolation rose up alongside the catwalk, falling toward them like a tower of a child's wooden blocks. There was no escape, no time to rush forward or back.

Blaire yelled something. Lorin screamed. Elden felt his heart squeezing in a way it hadn't in years, ripping him back to the worst moment of his life. That horrible day with Elara and the poison. The dizzying realization that there was nothing he could do and someone he loved was gone forever. Stolen irrevocably by the cruelty and dispassion of fate.

"Oh, but there is so much you can still do," whispered the guardian. "Use me. Take me. Tame me."

He didn't know what he was doing, but the brand burned with approval. Stabbing a hand toward the molten metal descending on them, he tried to will back their inevitable doom… and it worked.

The pillar wavered like a snake swaying to the tune of its charmer. Even a few loose bits that had already spilled ahead pulled back into the greater body of the pillar. Elden's thoughts were still of Elara, of heartache and failure and pain, and he saw her face. Not in his mind, but in the molten metal.

He'd forgotten some of the details of how she looked, or at least he thought he had. Her hair had been straight and dark, face slender with a dimpled chin. Big, expressive eyes that always held a secret. Her visage held in the metal for no more than two or three seconds, but it was still enough to tear open old wounds.

He gasped as his control faltered, but the molten metal sank harmlessly downward a safe distance from the catwalk. Lorin stared at him worriedly. He could feel his aesta's eyes on him, too, more curious than accusatory.

"What was that?" snapped Esaka, as they reached the other side. "What just happened?"

"More of the dungeon's sorcery," said Blaire. "Clearly."

"You were in the direct path of that pillar's fall," said Esaka. "Something averted it from you."

Her eyes flicked toward Elden but shifted to the others without lingering. He had stuck his hand out, but Lorin and his aesta had shielded themselves in similar ways. The brand was still hot against his chest, but his body felt exhausted to the point where it took effort to stay upright.

"Would you have preferred it to have landed on us, Esaka?" asked Blaire, voice curt. "You wanted our help. It should please you that the kestian seems like it has plans for us beyond immediate death."

"I wanted answers as much as help," said Esaka. "Yet now, I have more questions."

"Ask them later," said Elden. "Let's keep moving."




Chapter 18

The way forward at the far end of the catwalk necessitated Elden and the others to crawl on their hands and knees to progress. It was made easier by the metal rollers... dangerously so.

"There is an opening to the molten metal at the bottom, but a room surrounding it," Esaka called from the head of the line. "Keep hold of the rope and you should be fine."

Elden waited behind Lorin for his turn, admiring the way her leggings seemed to cling to her petite buttocks like a second skin. The brand was pulsing in a needy fashion, the heat of it more obvious against his lingering fatigue. He suspected he knew what it wanted, what fed into the connection between him and Lascivious's kestian.

He grabbed the rope as he came to the bottom of the shaft and saw what Esaka had been talking about. A gaping opening allowed whatever normally slid along the catwalk to fall directly down into the molten metal. He used the rope to shift himself sideways, stepping onto a solid stone floor instead.

The new chamber was fully separate from the intense heat and flowing metal of the previous one. A large bronze spigot fed flowing water into a chest deep pool of water in the room's center. There were two doors, one to either side of the pool, both made of stone with bronze handles. Within the pool itself was what appeared a lever of sorts.

Of more note were the statues on the sides of the pool, each of a person dipping a foot or a hand into the pool's water. Their appearance and clothing were wildly different, one a bulky man in metal armor save for one bare foot he'd sunken in, the other a woman in a toga who looked like she'd tested the water with her hand. His eyes lingered on the third, a familiar looking Remenai man as he heard Esaka suck in a breath.

"Iskar!" She ran over along with her two other clansman. "No!"

She threw her arms around the stone statue and tried to yank backward, one foot sliding close to the pool's edge.

"Careful," he said. "I doubt that water is what it seems."

"So keen are your eyes, my servant," whispered the guardian. "One must adhere to Lascivious's rules to bathe in her glory."

The female Rem didn't seem to heed his warning, which he realized was likely due to her simply not speaking Merinian well enough to hear it. She climbed into the water to try to push the statue from below.

The effect began in the section of her body submerged and spread upward from there, her tanned skin and dyed clothing instantly turning marble white. She had time to gasp and blink in surprise as the petrification crept over her, turning her to stone.

"Vancia!" cried Esaka. She hissed through her teeth and slapped the statue of the male Remenai in anger before balling her hands into fists and stomping away.

"Gods…" muttered Blaire. "How could such magic still exist in this age?"

"Why… did I do this?" muttered Esaka. She dropped to her knees and pressed her fists into her forehead. "How could I have led my clan into such foolishness?"

"You couldn't have known, Esaka," said Blaire. "You musn't—"

"Shut up!" shouted Esaka. "Your pity is the last I will accept, Maiden of Battles. Your pity is acid to my people!"

"Don't you dare speak to my aesta like that!" hissed Lorin. "You've always hated us, even before this! We don't need your venom now, of all times!"

Elden held his hands up. "Can we all just take a breath? I think we need to examine what's going on here a little more closely."

He waited, hoping the guardian might fill him in on some hidden secret that could help resolve the situation. When no ethereal whisper came, he instead began looking around the chamber. There was a small length of rope near the entrance shoot, likely cut from the rope the original adventuring party had used to come down into the chamber.

He picked it up and approached the pool of cursed water warily. setting it down flat near the edge, he slid it closer to the water with his foot, not wanting to even be in contact with it as it entered the pool.

"Solas," said Blaire. "Are you sure about this?"

"No, but that's why I'm doing it."

He pushed it a little further. The tip of the rope touched the water and the petrification crept up the entire length of it, as it had with the Remenai woman.

He gave it a second or two, prodded the now stone far end of the rope with his sword, which didn't turn to stone. He felt confident enough to take the end of it with his fingers and gently pulled it back. It was stuck to the stone floor slightly and needed some urging, like an icicle frozen to the ground, but eventually came way.

As soon as he had it entirely free of the water, the effect reversed, and he once more held a limp and pliable piece of rope. He smiled at the others and gave it a small twirl through the air.

"If we can get them out of the water, they might yet be saved," he said.

"Help me pull!" snapped Esaka.

She started with the Remenai man, grabbing at his chest and yanking backward. Elden knew almost immediately that the man meant something to her, more than just a clansman, probably more than a friend. He pushed thoughts of Elara and his own desperation aside as he and Blaire and Lorin leant their own strength to the effort.

The petrified man refused to budge. They kept at it for a solid fifteen minutes, trying every angle they could safely position themselves from, using every means of leverage at their disposal. Nothing worked.

"Even if we could free Iskar, Vancia would still be trapped in the water," said Esaka. "There must be some other means."

Elden eyed the lever in the center of the water, along with what appeared to be a drain next to it, currently blocked by a circle of bronze. "I'd wager that lever just might be how the water was emptied from this basin."

They tried lassoing it with the rope, but it turned to stone in a way that hindered their efforts, causing the rope to snap the second they pulled at it with any force. Elden stood apart from the others as they silently despaired.

"What am I missing?" he muttered.

"You know whose kestian you stand within," whispered the guardian. "Lascivious has her own rules."

He thought about that for a few seconds and then swore under his breath. "Gods dammit. I have an idea, but I don't think any of you are going to like it."

He started unbuttoning his shirt.

"Solas?" said Blaire. "What are you doing?"

"Getting naked."




Chapter 19

Elden wasn't all that surprised when Lorin, his aesta, Esaka, basically all present looked at him like a lunatic. He paused as he finished unbuttoning his shirt, guessing the response would be better if he first explained before moving on to his pants.

"They're all clothed," he said, gesturing to the petrification victims. "You'd think at least one or two of them would think to strip down to go for the lever if they were planning on continuing deeper into the kestian. But none of them did."

"That… seems like quite the assumption to make, solas," said Blaire.

"It is, but one backed by at least some evidence," he said. "I'll take the risk myself."

"For my people, you would risk this?" asked Esaka. "Why would you do this thing, Merinian? There is bravery and there is foolishness. The consequences of this if you are wrong..."

He froze as he started to pull his shirt off, her words about foolishness hitting him on a second level. He'd forgotten about the brand, the fact that stripping down would immediately reveal its existence to the others.

Lorin was already staring at his chest, but her expression was confused, rather than concerned. Elden glanced down and realized, dumbly, that the brand was outlined more faintly than usual, no more than the remnants of an interesting scar.

In addition, the haze of steam beginning to fill the room made it even harder to distinguish against his skin, pink-colored as it was. It would have been impossible to miss under normal light, but it was as though the room had engineered the exact conditions needed to obscure it.

"The kestian will shield you this time, my servant," whispered the guardian. "It wishes for them to see you in your bare glory."

"I think this is what the kestian wants." He felt himself getting aroused and went a bit slower as he pulled down his trousers. "I'll take the risk."

He glanced at Blaire and Lorin, who weren't watching him, exactly, but also weren't looking entirely away. He took off his socks, and then let his fingers take hold of his undershorts, the only thing standing between him and complete nakedness.

"You hesitate now, Lord Forger?" said Esaka, with a teasing edge. "Too much for you after all?"

"You clearly don't know me that well, Esaka."

He pulled his undershorts down, feeling blood surging to his loins. He wasn't fully aroused, but at that point where his manhood hung at its full length with a slight rise to the angle.

Despite his bravado, he still found it hard to look toward his aesta and Lorin, or at least his aesta. He looked at Esaka instead, who seemed fascinated by his cock.

"First time seeing a Merinian man naked?" he asked, with a smirk.

She didn't say anything and he laughed at what felt like confirmation.

"Do not dare mock me!" snapped Esaka. "Go on. Test this theory of yours. I will be the one laughing if your assumption proves false."

"Come on in," whispered the guardian. "The water is, mmm… so warm. Oh, oh, oh!"

Elden took a breath and approached the edge of the pool. He glanced over at Lorin, who was watching him in fascination, and his aesta, whose expression was worried, but flushed in an interesting way. He extended a foot forward, lowered his big toe to the water's surface, and gently let it prod in.

"Ah!" He grinned as he heard everybody either suck in a breath or outright flinch in surprise. "The water's perfect. Nice and hot."

He jumped forward, splashing the last of the way in and sighed as the welcome heat soaked into his muscles. He was still fatigued from the encounter on the catwalk. The water seemed to refresh him, but in a way that primed his lust, first and foremost. He groaned and felt himself sprouting the rest of an erection.

"The lever!" snapped Esaka. "Be quick about it! Lives hang in the balance."

"Oh, but it won't move for you just yet," whispered the guardian. "Lascivious requires an offering. Get someone to… help you give it a pull."

He scowled, which fit as a response to Esaka's rudeness, and made his way over to the lever. True to what the guardian had said, it refused to budge, regardless of how much strength he put into it.

"I need help," he said. He glanced toward Lorin, who blushed and ran a hand up and across her stomach. "Maybe if Lorin could…"

"Solas," said Blaire, in a warning tone.

"What?" said Lorin. "I… wouldn't mind. If that's what we need to do, then…"

Blaire set a hand on Lorin's shoulder. Esaka scoffed outright.

"Control your seta, Maiden of Battles," said Esaka. "For her to strip and bathe with your solas. It is unseemly! Close to stepping across jadhara."

Lorin's ears twitched, and she looked like she was about to explode at the other woman. Blaire whispered something to her, and Lorin let out a defeated breath.

"I will aid you, Lord Forger," said Esaka, already undressing. "These are my people, and I will take responsibility."

Watching her undress certainly didn't help subdue Elden's arousal. She wore no bra underneath her spiral tunic, tan-lines adhering to the garments impractical cut. Her breasts were average sized, but seemed smaller given her height and lithe build.

She took her leggings off, revealing thong underwear made from red Merinian silk, which was quite the shock. She glared at Elden as she stepped out of them, the faint blonde patch of pubic hair matching her long blonde locks.

"Your turn, Esaka," he said. "Let's see if the kestian likes you as much as it likes me."

"You insolent Merinian," she muttered. She dipped a foot in without hesitation and, seeing no petrification, lowered herself the rest of the way in.

Esaka let out a surprisingly passionate breath as the water came up to just below her breasts. She was a little taller than Elden as a Rem, but seemed more affected by the water's mysterious heat. He watched her bite her lip and rub her thighs together as she approached the lever.

She had the choice of covering herself, either with an arm or by sinking lower into the water. She didn't, instead seeming almost to face off against Elden as though they were in a contest of sorts, tension thrumming over who would look away out of respect.

"More privacy, perhaps," whispered the guardian.

New plumes of steam began billowing up from the surface of the water basin and spreading out in all directions, despite the water remaining an even heat. Blaire, Lorin, and the remaining Remenai warrior all let out concerned shouts as they pulled back.

"Solas," called Blaire. "Are you alright?"

"Fine, aesta," he said. "I'd avoid that steam if I were you."

"That's what we're doing, though it doesn't seem to be encroaching deeper into the chamber."

"We'll manage." Esaka stepped closer, moving within Elden's limited sphere of visibility. "Where is the lever, Lord Forger?"

"It's here."

He was looking at her rather than their objective, struck by the Rem woman's slender but powerful nude figure. His interest was reflected in the way her eyes seemed locked on his chest and stomach, challenging but appreciative. He was in decent shape, not the best, not the worst. He wondered if Esaka had ever seen a Merinian nude before, what differences that might entail from what she knew.

"If we are to do this, let us do it," she said, voice low and oddly husky.

The water was bubbling now, too. Esaka reached around for the lever blindly. Her hand brushed Elden's cock, and then touched it again as though confused.

"What…" she whispered.

Her eyes fluttered. The brand was pounding now with heat, a rhythmic, accelerating sensation that seemed to make the vision around the edges of Elden's eyes fuzz red. He pulled Esaka closer and to the side.

"You… presume to touch me?" she whispered. Her hand brushed his cock under the water and she pulled it back quickly, but not immediately.

"The grate." He nodded to the basin beneath them, how neither of them would want to be standing on it if the lever did what he assumed.

"Let's… get this over with," she said, with a slight moan.

Esaka, the curt and proud Remenai leader. Nipples hard, cheeks flushed, caught up in a moment of erotic tension.

She took up a spot in front of the lever. Was she widening the stance of her legs to get a better angle, or to give him one?

“Come on then,” said Elden, against his burgeoning desire. "No time to waste."

The brand throbbed insistently, urging him closer, demanding more. It would be so easy to give in, to lose himself in the moment.

But something held him back. A shred of sanity, perhaps, or maybe the memory of Blaire's worried gaze. He shifted, forcing himself to focus on the task at hand.

"Which way does it go?" he asked.

"Toward me."

He moved, setting his hands on the tarnished bronze lever next to her. Their bodies brushed together, her hip pressing against his, her breasts grazing his chest. The scent of her skin, musky and sweet, filled his senses, making his head spin.

“Claim her fully,” the guardian’s voice whispered, a seductive hiss in his ear. "She is strong. She will serve you like the broodmare of Akamare."

Elden shuddered, a mixture of desire and revulsion. He wanted to shut out the voice, to silence its insidious whispers, but they seemed to echo in his very bones.

Esaka let out a grunt as she pulled at the lever with all her strength, her fingers just above his on the warm metal. "It won't move! Try it from… behind me.”

She shifted her stance, pushing her butt out a little. It was hard to think straight.

“We'll try it like this,” Elden said, his voice strained. He could feel his heartbeat pounding in his ears, the blood rushing to his groin. The brand on his chest throbbed with a fierce heat, fueling his desire, urging him closer.

He moved behind her, shifting his weight, pressing his body more fully against Esaka’s. Her back arched into his chest, the curve of her spine fitting perfectly against him. He could feel the warmth of her skin the pleasured tremors running through her body, the swell of her buttocks against his hardening cock.

Gods, she felt good, he thought, mind reeling with a mixture of lust and guilt. The smell of her hair reminded him of his aesta, a thought as confusing as it was strangely arousing.

“The lever,” Esaka gasped, her voice tight with exertion. “We have to…”

Elden slid one hand off the lever and up her side, and she seemed to melt against him in reaction to his touch. He could feel her trembling, her breath catching in her throat.

“Claim her,” the guardian’s voice whispered. “Take her here, now. The water will conceal your transgression. She will be yours.”

Elden’s mind swam with a potent mix of desire and recklessness. He could feel himself losing control, the brand’s heat consuming him, pushing him toward the brink.

He imagined sliding his hands into place, taking her by the hips, lining himself up. He pictured her head thrown back, her mouth open in a silent plea, her body arching into his as he took her, hard and fast, the steaming water hiding and blessing their movements.

It would be so easy, he thought, his heart pounding. So good.

He could feel her surrender, the way her body leaned into his, the soft moan escaping her lips. He lowered his head, his lips brushing against her ear.

“Esaka,” he breathed, his voice raw with desire.

She didn’t answer, but her hand tightened on his, her fingers digging into his flesh.

“Do it,” the guardian whispered. “Take what is offered. She wants it more than you do.”

But even as the kestian’s magic surged within him, a flicker of doubt, a sliver of sanity, remained. The image of his aesta’s face etched with disappointment flashed through his mind, and he forced himself to stay strong.

He leaned into her, their bodies pressing closer, the heat between them intensifying. The steam swirled around them, creating a hazy, intimate world. Esaka's breath hitched as his arm brushed against her breasts, his erection straining against her thigh.

"Solas?" called Blaire. "What's taking so long?"

With a surge of combined strength, they pulled. The lever groaned, then shifted with a resounding click. A wave of relief washed over Elden as the water began to drain, the steam dissipating, the world around them coming back into focus.

He stumbled back, breaking the contact between them, his chest heaving. He could feel Esaka's gaze on him, hot and intense, but he couldn't meet her eyes. Shame, confusion, and a lingering trace of desire warred within him.

"It's working," Esaka said, her voice husky and low. She stepped back, the water swirling around her ankles. “Seems it just took some… combined effort."

Elden nodded, unable to speak for a moment. He fumbled for his discarded clothes, his fingers shaking. He needed to get out of the pool, to put some distance between them, to regain control of his senses.




Chapter 20

"Solas, what happened?" Blaire's expression was all concern as Elden waded through what was left of the water toward the edge of the basin. "We heard noises. Sounds of a struggle."

"I think… the kestian itself had an opinion on our efforts to pull that lever," he said, with a sigh.

He felt suddenly conspicuous in his nudity, still reeling from the excitement. He waited for Lorin and Blaire to politely look away before pulling himself out of the basin and walking toward where he'd piled his clothes.

"It's working," said Esaka. "The color is returning to their skin, as your theory suggested, Elden Forger."

There was a curious tone in her voice, and he saw Esaka watching him as he glanced her way. He suspected he may have complicated what had already been an already volatile relationship between them, but in a way that still left him feeling like he'd stolen some of her power.

He couldn't blame the brand or the kestian for all of the temptation. He'd been on the verge, drawn in by the allure of the attractive Remenai leader. But he couldn't blame himself entirely, either. She'd responded to their accidental intimacy like a woman who hadn't experienced the temptation of real passion in quite some time.

He watched her, still naked, as she helped the Remenai man who'd been pretrified when they'd first entered the chamber stretch out on the stone. Esaka leaned forward, kissing her kinsman once on the forehead, and then once on the lips. He winced, hoping she'd be tactful about what she told him about how they'd freed him.

There were others in the chamber who'd been petrified who hadn't been a part of the Remenai adventurers, which was both interesting and cumbersome. The armored knight brought his sword up, confused and ready for a fight, but seemed to relax as he took in the spectacle of the chamber and the lack of real attention anyone was paying him.

"True Divine," muttered Elden. "How long do you think the other ones have been here for?"

"I suppose we could ask them?" said Lorin.

The woman in the toga, unfortunately, had collapsed forward against the rim of the basin. Lorin and Blaire made to help her up and Elden could tell from their reactions that they'd made an unpleasant discovery.

"She seems to have passed," said Blaire.

"Her essence was required," whispered the guardian. "Expendable."

"We must focus on our own for now." Esaka was dressing, helped by Iskar, the Remenai man who'd they'd found petrified upon entering the chamber.

Elden was all but sure that the two of them were a pair, which he would have to keep in mind moving forward.

"Are your people well enough to travel?" asked Blaire, looking at the two Remenai who’d been petrified.

"They will have to be," said Esaka. "I cannot leave without finding Talia. I refuse."

Lorin reacted to the mention of her old friend, frowning and reaching across her body to hold one arm. She didn't speak her mind, however. Elden drew closer to her as he buttoned up his shirt, touching her shoulder as he finished.

The male Remenai warrior who'd been with the group since the start approached the hulking knight with his spear drawn. The knight drew his weapon, a longsword that would have been closer to a great sword to anyone else, and clipped the Rem's spear like a twig. He said something in a deep voice, vaguely threatening, but not tense or enraged.

"Easy there, champion," said Elden. "Do you speak Merinian? Konokai?"

The knight jabbered in a rather guttural sounding language. Elden shook his head and pointed to his ear, but it was hardly necessary.

"Would be nice if we had a way to translate," he said, eyeing the kestian's walls.

"He has been at rest for over five hundred years," whispered the guardian. "His language is long lost to time."

He waited for another second or two, remembering how the guardian had quickly been able to speak Merinian back to him during their first encounter. Though seeing others within the kestian now, he doubted whether he'd been her first exposure to the language.

"I am not your enemy," Elden said to the knight, holding his arms out.

The knight slowly lifted the tip of his sword, and with an odd flourish, slid it back into its scabbard. He bowed to Elden stiffly, polished silver armor creaking, and then began walking toward the chamber's exit.

"Alright," muttered Elden. "I suppose he has… things to do."

"It would not serve us to take him with us," said Esaka. "He may attack in confusion."

"Perhaps he knows his way out of the kestian," said Blaire.

"It's possible," said Elden, slowly. "There are more than just the one entrance and exit. Some of them leading many miles away. Impossible distances."

Esaka looked at him strangely. He might have elaborated if not for the lingering tension between them, the way she looked simultaneously aware of him and infuriated by him. The brand seemed to burn with amusement at her reaction.

With Iskar and Vancia free from petrification, the party was seven strong as they continued deeper into the kestian. Both locked doors were also now open to them, apparently connected to the same lever. They opted for the right one, though each led to a similarly foreboding hallway shrouded in darkness.

Elden was in the lead, next to Esaka, lantern lit and pushing back the shadows. The hallway was wide enough for four people to stand shoulder to shoulder, walls and ceiling made of polished but irregular sized chunks of stone.

They reached an intersection with a path leading forward and two more to the left and right. They all went forward, and soon after, reached another intersection, this one a y-branch.

"Let's go left," said Elden.

"Why left?" asked Blaire.

"Why not?" He shrugged and started off that way. "Let's all just keep in mind the path back."

Almost as soon as the words were out of his mouth, they reached another branch in their path, this one a confusing five-way intersection. Lorin had a piece of parchment out and was, rather sensibly, mapping their way forward. Elden was about to suggest they continue as straight as they could to ease her task when the walls rumbled, and a low growl came from behind them and to the left.

He whirled around in time to see a massive set of red canine eyes glowing faintly against the darkness.




Chapter 21

"Get back!" Elden drew his sword and brought it up to bear in the same instant the red-eyed hound charged.

It crashed through the entire group, scattering people against the tunnel's walls in all directions. Unnatural darkness swirled around the monster, which stood easily as high as the tallest of the Remenai among them with far more mass.

Elden had seen a bear in person once in Hearthold while on one of the King's hunts and remembered feeling unnerved knowing how relatively small and weak he was in comparison. The red-eyed hound was of a size to give any bear who encountered it that same feeling.

"It is newborn," whispered the guardian. "Still coming into its power."

There was a scream, along with the crunching of jaws. The hound had torn one of the Remenai in half with a single bite, the same man who'd pulled his spear on the knight.

"Solas!" shouted Blaire.

The hound was in the center of the intersection, and the way they'd scattered made it impossible to reunite without moving past the monster. The hound seemed to bring with it a haze of swirling darkness. Elden could only judge whether he was moving toward the monstrosity or away from it by the faint sounds of its breathing as he hurried down the tunnel he found himself in.

His heart pounded in his chest, senses attuned to the approach of imminent doom in a way that made his existence seem to revolve around escaping, hiding. The fear was compelling — too much so. He could feel it in the brand, the unnatural cold and bone deep shivers.

"What is this?" he muttered. "What are you doing?"

"Only she can tame it," whispered the guardian. "The jaws clench tightest on prey."

Elden snarled and swung his sword, slashing through the shadows. It felt like the shadow hound was right there. Behind him? In front of him? He saw nothing as he swirled around with his lantern. Where were the others?

He tried to double back, hearing echoes of canine snarls in a way that made it impossible to know whether he was heading toward or away from them. He reached an intersection that looked new to him, a crooked four-way that reinforced just how lost within the maze he'd become.

"Stop this…" he muttered. "Please! My aesta. Lorin. Help me find them!"

The guardian's laugh was mocking, but in a gentle way. "You have served me well today, branded one. They will not suffer, nor will you."

Elden let out a furious roar and slashed his sword through the darkness. He picked up his pace, sprinting down the tunnel, taking turns at random. True despair began to sink in as he realized that he'd fallen for the kestian's trap, strode right on in, just as it had wanted him to.

"I'm a gods damned fool," he muttered.

"Not so," whispered the guardian. "You are exceptional."

All at once, he could see again. He'd come to the end of a corridor. There were still paths to his left and right, extending along what appeared to be a corner hallway, but a familiar looking door stood in front of him.

Elden took a few seconds to catch his breath. He looked around, behind him, in all directions, seeing if he could make anything out beyond the glow of his lantern.

"Aesta!" he called. "Lorin! Esaka."

No response came. He tried the door's handle, not wanting to stumble further into the dungeon blind from lack of direction, but also not seeing much else in the way of a reasonable choice. Behind the door stood a spiral staircase of exactly the sort which had brought him into the kestian to begin with.

There'd been another in the Garden of Thorns which had led to an impossibly distant exit vista, showing him night on the surface when he knew it'd still been day in Sordavakos. He kept the possibility in mind as he slowly took the stairs, still listening for trace sounds of the others or the hound.

The door at the top of the stairs had a small rope tied to the handle. Elden examined it with the light from his lantern and confirmed it was of the same style as the ropes the Verris Clan used. He couldn't think of a reason for a short length to be tied as it was beyond possibly leaving a sign to those who might come after that someone had taken a particular route.

He opened the door and almost immediately went blind. The intense sunlight ravaged his eyes, but the heat and dryness which came along with it humbled him even further. He pulled the door back slightly, giving himself a few seconds to adjust.

Elden stared out across what had to be a desert. He had never seen one in person, only paintings and descriptions and books. Golden yellow dunes stretched out ahead of him to the horizon, with an odd waver to the air overhead, like the inside of the hottest oven he'd ever seen.

He took a step forward, boots sinking into the sand in a manner that was amusing until he stopped to consider what it would be like to try to cover any real distance. Looking back toward the kestian, he could see only a tiny little nub poking out from atop a dune, no more than what might pass for an outhouse with fine masonry.

"Where… am I?" he muttered.

There was no response, and he realized part of him had been expecting one from the kestian's guardian. The question stayed with him, however. He tried to recall the maps of the world he'd seen, remember where the deserts were. Usually right on the edge of Merinian territory, as neither King Rento nor his predecessors had valued those lands much.

Elden wondered about that. There could certainly be value in such places, perhaps not for farming or colonizing directly, but when they were accessible through what amounted to one’s backyard. The kestian could allow for that sort of travel, be it for trade, charging for passage, or even just finding valuables to carry back.

How much would I charge to confront the hound again, he wondered. To have a monster like that stalking me through the dark?

He took a breath and realized he was lightheaded. His mouth was going dryer by the second, which was no surprise considering how much he'd sweat in the room of molten metal, and then his little jaunt in the basin with Esaka.

Heading back into the kestian might shield him from the heat, but he wasn't ready to subject himself to being on the wrong side of the hunt again. He walked back over to the entrance to the spiral stairs, sat down, and leaned back against the outer wall, baking in the sun.




Chapter 22

Somebody shouted something. Elden wasn't sure if he'd been completely asleep, but he'd let his guard down. About a dozen men on horse-like mounts with wispy fur and broad hooves had him surrounded.

He staggered upright and reached for his sword. One of the horseman drew an arrow back in a bow as another made a clicking noise. They all had long hair, but in a strange, horseshoe shape that was nowhere near as fashionable as Casey Calloway's pampered locks.

"I'm just a humble traveler," said Elden, holding his hands out. "I came from… this. The kestian."

He hooked a thumb back at it. The expressions of the tanned men staring back at him were heavy with suspicion, to a degree that had him wondering if they'd had previous experiences with the dungeon and the occasional interloper.

The feeling was justified as he looked at one of the horseman to the side and saw a Remenai woman on the back of his mount. She was staring at Elden, demanding his attention through her gaze, if not words. He didn't recognize her by name, but she looked so much like Esaka that there was almost no question of who she was.

"Talia?" he guessed.

"Merinian lord, yes?" she said back. "Ah. Konokai?"

Elden swore, hating how badly his skill with the Remenai language had atrophied. "Went… search for you. With others. Esaka, Blaire, Lorin."

"I…"

She cut off abruptly as one of the men barked something at her. She seemed more or less like a prisoner, though not one treated too badly. He didn't see any restraints on her, and she looked clean and well fed.

The lead horseman climbed off his mount. He approached Elden slowly and motioned with the long knife at his waist, like he was taking it out and tossing it down. Elden obliged him, pulling loose his expensive and ceremonial sword and tossing it into the sand.

The horseman than thrust a hand into his own pocket and pulled out a couple of unfamiliar copper coins. Elden nodded slowly, somewhat grateful that they spoke what amounted to the universal language. The feeling soured a bit as he took out his coin purse and poured out his money.

A few silver sables, a scattering of copper pennies. It was a decent chunk of spending money, but enough to buy his life? His and Talia's, assuming he wished to accomplish his objective? His confidence wasn't high and it took an immediate hit as the horseman frowned, shook his head, and gestured toward his other pocket.

There was a noise from the kestian, a loud bang at the door as though something had just slammed into it. All of the horseman drew their weapons, tense and serious. Elden jammed his coins back into his pocket and took a backward step in a way that kept him within recovery distance of his sword.

The kestian's door burst open, and the hulking silver knight who they'd saved from petrification in the bathing basin stumbled out into the desert. He let out a booming cough that echoed weirdly through his full helm and fell to his knees, breathing heavily. The horseman glanced at Elden. He shrugged, hoping the meaning was as universal as his money.

The horseman didn't even try to communicate with words, instead just repeating the same gesture he'd made toward Elden as he interacted with the silver knight. The knight already had his sword out and stood motionless.

One of the archers made the clicking noise again and pulled back an arrow. The knight muttered something in a guttural tone and raised his weapon. Elden stared in amused fascination at the man's gutsiness. The lead horseman made soothing noises, repeated the disarming gesture, but the situation had clearly progressed beyond that.

Several things happened in rapid succession. The archer loosed his arrow. The arrow clunked harmlessly off the knight's armor. The knight moved with unreal speed, raising his longsword and cleaving it down into… and through the archer… and through his horse.

The sheer brutality of the slash the silver knight inflicted would have seemed ridiculous if described to Elden secondhand, or even if he'd seen an illustration of the aftermath.

The mount was still neighing as its entrails oozed out of its two halves. The archer, bisected diagonally through the shoulder, held his bow in one hand and the string of it in the fingers of the other.

Elden moved quickly through the ensuing chaos. He scooped his sword up and sought out Talia with his eyes. She'd already pushed off the horse she'd been on the back of. Its rider reached down, grabbing a fistful of her hair as she made to escape.

She drew the man's own knife and slashed it through the thin blonde braids he'd taken hold of without any hesitation, freeing herself. The silver knight let out a fullhelm echoing roar and began cleaving through the raiding party. They fought back, and even though their weapons were somewhat simple against silver armor, Elden knew they'd win on horseback.

He wasn't about to stick around to place a bet, however. He shuffled through the sand and through the kestian's open door, followed immediately by Talia. They took the spiral stairs at a speed that had them sliding against the wall as much as putting their weight down on the steps.

Elden burst through the door at the bottom, ready to have to deal with the maze again. But that apparently was not what the kestian had in mind. He found himself standing within a small garden clearing surrounded by hedges which held a hellish tangle of thorny bushes just beyond them.

"The Garden of Thorns," he muttered. "Is this your doing, guardian?"

No answer came. Talia was on her knees beside him, breathing heavily and looking panicked. Elden crouched down next to her.

"Not far," he said in Konokai.

It was, in fact, almost the same area where he'd found Lorin the last time he'd ventured deep into the tangle of the kestian's cavernous entryway garden. Not quite — he realized he was on the opposite side, given the palace was now toward his right when facing out from the door, rather than the left.

He touched Talia's shoulder and gestured forward. He would need to clear a way through the thorns again, watching for those damned snakes, but that was doable. He heard noises that set him on edge right as he was getting into the flow of slashing through the dense thicket.

A howl, followed by screams.




Chapter 23

Elden cut through the thorns as quickly as he could as the sound of mayhem intensified from the direction of the palace. He and Talia spilled out onto the main cobblestone path just in time to get a horrifying glimpse of the aftermath.

The hound knocked open the massive wooden doors at the palace's front, making them seem adequately sized, at best. It had a corpse in its mouth, one of the male Remenai warriors, face too bloodied to identify exactly who.

Talia gasped and clamped a hand over her mouth as the hound chewed slowly, swallowing the bulk of the man's torso. A couple of loose, bloody limbs fell down the palace's steps.

"Get back!" hissed Elden.

He seized her by the shoulders and pulled her back into the thorns. The hound leapt down to the path, ground shaking as its tremendous weight landed. It took a lunging step forward, red eyes pulsing with light as it shifted from its physical form into nebulous tendrils of darkness.

The foul miasma flowed down the path, finding and exiting through the kestian's main door to the outside world. Elden felt a mixture of relief and horror. The hound wasn't coming for him, but the idea of it being elsewhere on the island was deeply unsettling. Sordavakos wasn't large enough for it to simply go its own way and cease being a local threat.

The palace doors were still wide open. He caught sight of movement and turned to see his aesta emerging alongside Esaka, Lorin, and the remnants of their original party.

The two groups rushed together. Talia went to her mother Esaka. Elden was all but tackled by Lorin. The brand flared with heat as he hugged her body against his. He kissed her cheek, but knew better than to kiss her on the lips and risk testing the limits of the jadhara.

"Solas." Blaire looked exhausted with relief as she came to him next.

"Aesta." He hugged her tightly, feeling even more heat, primed from Lorin's closeness. His kiss landed on her cheek once more, but a fair bit closer to her lips.

"How did you… get ahead of us?" She pulled back slowly, fingers sliding down his arm to briefly link with his.

"I found an exit," he said. "It led to a desert in the middle of the day somewhere far, far away from here. I found Talia with these… horse raiders. When we went back down into the kestian, it spat us out here."

"We ran from the hound," said Lorin. "We managed to stay together as a group, at least, but that… monster stalked us every step back through the kestian."

She shook her head and Blaire put an arm around her shoulder.

"Did you find anything that might help Kessa?" he asked, mind snapping back to the reality waiting for them back on the surface.

"No," said Blaire, with a sad smile. "On that note, let's hurry home to her."

Esaka, Iskar, and Talia came over to them. Esaka looked furious, all of it directed toward her daughter in that way of mothers taking responsibility for the foolish actions of a child.

"I… thank you for saving my Talia," said Esaka. "If she had approached leading the expedition in the manner I had suggested, much of this pain and chaos might have been avoided."

"We had a deal, Esaka," said Elden. "I still need Casey Calloway released and my pistol returned to me. I would also ask that, from this point forward, you relax the conditions of the jadhara in relation to my usage of it."

"Absolutely not. You insult us by even making the suggestion."

Blaire elbowed him in the ribs gently. "Elden is still adjusting to the way of things back on Sordavakos."

Talia took an uncertain step forward. She spoke in Konokai, but Elden listened carefully. "Lorin. You… came looking for me, as well?"

Lorin nodded slowly, and then without warning, slapped the other woman hard across the face. "Just to do that!"

"You foolish bitch!"

Talia let out a hiss and spit in Lorin's face, following it up with a punch and a tackle. Lorin pushed back, but Talia was throttling her neck when Elden and Esaka pulled them apart.

"You think I would forgive you?" shouted Lorin, coughing. "You think I would forget what you did to me?"

"It was what your mother wanted for you!" shouted Talia.

Esaka passed Talia, still struggling, to Iskar. She frowned heavily as she stepped closer to Lorin.

"Your mother's name was Heleni," said Esaka in a quiet, serious voice. "She wished for you to live in the Merinian world, without any contact with the Remenai. I believe she… had the hope that your Remenai heritage would never openly show, as is the case with some half-breeds."

Lorin gaped, and shook her head, eyes rapidly moistening. "She… wouldn't do that."

"You didn't know her, girl. I wish you did. Gods, she was beautiful. She was a bitch. She was… passionate. But she was a fool in this. Never you wondered why you were given to a Merinian aesta, the only one I know of in the Shattered Isles, rather than so many willing Remenai aestas who would have raised you with love?"

Lorin looked like she was trying to respond as the tears started to flow, but only managed three syllables. "…Heleni?"

"Yes," said Esaka. "I pity you, Lorin Haven. For I will keep my promise to her, even if it scorns you. I swore it to her through kanalas, the death oath."

With that, Esaka, Talia, and Iskar walked around them and toward the kestian's entrance. Elden caught Esaka's gaze for a moment, and there seemed to be an understanding on both sides that the intense moment they’d shared within the kestian would remain a secret. He felt a wicked flutter of tension as they finally broke eye contact.

Blaire was hugging Lorin tightly. Elden stepped close and hugged them both, listening to Lorin's sobs and wishing he could take her pain.




Chapter 24

It was late when they emerged from the cave and made the tired climb up the cliff. Elden and Blaire walked with Lorin between them. She'd recovered, but her breathing was still uneven, like her emotions pooled within an overfill cup, threatening to spill out with each step.

His concern shifted from one orphan sister to another as he remembered the situation back at the monastery. "Gods, I hope Kessa's well."

Blaire and Lorin didn't say anything, which only bolstered his anxiety. The windows were all dark when they arrived at the church, which could suggest a range of outcomes, good or bad. They made their way inside with quiet steps.

"Welcome home." Kessa's voice was surprisingly strong sounding, and she was sitting at the common room table.

"Seta," said Blaire, with a sigh of relief. "I'm surprised you're still up, though glad to see you're feeling well enough to be."

She'd been sitting in the dark, and Elden felt oddly on edge in how comfortable her silhouette seemed amidst the shadows.

"Yes, well, I'm sure the sleeping tea you gave me before you left is responsible for that at least in part, aesta," said Kessa. "How did you fare in your adventure?"

"We found Talia and one other member of the Verris Clan," said Elden. "But… there were losses as well."

From outside the monastery came a low, rumbling howl, too deep and loud to be from any normal wolf, not that they had many on the island. A shudder seemed to run through Kessa, and the legs of her chair scratched against the stones as she steadied herself.

"Kessa?" Lorin took a step toward her, arm outstretched.

"I'm… fine," she muttered. "Bad memories. That's all."

"We should get to bed," said Blaire. "It's far too late for us to still be up, given how much has happened. We can consider what to do next come morning."

Elden didn't disagree. He collapsed into bed as soon as he was in his own chamber, exhaustedly pulling off most of his clothing before quickly falling asleep.

 

***

 

Almost immediately, he found himself in a vivid dream centered on a familiar face. Esaka was in bed, stretched out across a low sleeping pad, body covered only by a blanket of thin silk.

She was fidgeting, and Elden swore he could feel the heat poring off her body somehow. There was no second body directly next to her, though he saw her partner, Iskar, on a matching sleeping pad as she turned her head sideways.

A mild sense of longing fluttered through him, foreign to his mind, given that it was very much directed at an adult Remenai male. But it was edged with disappointment. Esaka wanted something more, something she'd tasted, something she now craved.

"I am granting you this awareness of her dream state," whispered the kestian's guardian. "Though it will quickly fade with time. Do not dally in binding her to you through passion."

Esaka let out a soft groan. She rose from bed and with quick steps joined Iskar in his. He let out a grunting snore as she kissed his shoulder and tried to lull him out of sleep, whispering a few words that Elden didn't need to understand in Konokai to get the gist of. He was tired, which was fair, granted he'd recently been petrified.

Esaka returned to her own bed, one fist hitting against the sleeping pad with girlish frustration. She bit her lower lip and reached one hand down between her nude thighs. Elden felt like he was right there with her, turned on and eager to help her get the fire started.

Her fingers traced her upper thighs as much as sensitive spots of her womanhood, as though she was desperate for somebody else to step in and do the touching for her. Elden felt so drawn to her in that moment, body still abuzz from their intense encounter within the kestian.

She was thinking about it. He somehow just knew. How would she act the next time she saw him? Gods, what would her partner do if he found out? Elden had helped save him from the kestian and, what? Nearly taken his woman like a mare in heat as payment?

Esaka let out a little whimper and slid a finger into herself, and then another. She'd been so frustrated and stirred up in the water, all the previous anger between them primed like humidity before a storm.

He knew it was wrong but he wanted her, and moreover, he wanted to take her for the first time within the kestian, just like the guardian was urging. True Divine, if he could bind Esaka to him, the entire Verris Clan would come along with it.

He might actually serve part of the king's purpose in sending him above and beyond expectation if he could properly align the Remenai of Sordavakos with the interests of Merinia.

That's the kestian's evil whispering to me, he thought.

He knew it instantly for the truth and tried to close his eyes to what he was seeing. It was the kestian showing this, the kestian offering him power. Was he any better than Kessa had been when she'd first succumbed to the dungeon's corrupted allure?

"Ah!" Esaka gasped as she really started working her clit. She flexed her hips into the air and started whispering hot nothingness in Konokai.

She kept going, entire body quivering in a way that left Elden certain that she'd seek out multiple orgasms without finding relief. He sensed that Esaka had already been a sensual, passionate woman with an appetite for sex. The kestian only brought out that side of her rather than willing it into existence.

Her voice rose in both volume in pitch. She kicked a leg, freeing herself of her blanket, too hot to be anything but naked. Elden was surprised and a little amused that her partner was sleeping through her erotic episode. His loss. Esaka rocked her hips faster and faster, breath wilder by the second, until she was right about to…

"Elden." Lorin's whisper broke him out of the dream, though not in an unkind way. "Hey."




Chapter 25

Elden stirred awake immediately, given how active and engaged his dream had been. Lorin was clad only in a nightgown and had sat down next to him on his bed, one hand resting on his chest.

"Let me guess," he whispered, taking her hand with his. "Making noises in my sleep again?"

"Not as loud this time. More just… excited dreaming." Lorin swallowed, seeming a bit flustered, but with a smile. "I thought the brand might be, well, you know. Troubling you again."

His pulse quickened as he gazed into Lorin's eyes, the dim moonlight casting intriguing shadows across her face. He felt the brand on his chest pulse with warmth, responding to her proximity.

"It was, in a sense," he admitted, his voice low and husky.

The memory of his dream with Esaka lingered, but Lorin's presence pushed it aside, replacing it with a more immediate desire. He could see the outline of her nipples through the thin fabric of her gown and wondered how they'd feel in his mouth.

"Oh." Lorin's fingers traced the brand on his chest as she slid back the blanket, somehow both hesitant and eager. "Well, after… everything, today."

"So much."

The tension between them crackled like lightning. Elden couldn't resist any longer. He slid his hand to the nape of her neck, gently pulling her closer. Their lips met in a passionate kiss, far more intense than any they'd shared before. The brand on his chest flared with heat, sending waves of pleasure through his body.

They broke apart, both breathing heavily. Lorin's cheeks were flushed, her eyes dark with desire. She licked her lips, hesitating for just a moment. "I could... help. If you wanted me to."

Elden's heart raced at her offer, desire and guilt warring within him. He knew he should refuse, but the brand's influence and his own longing made it nearly impossible to think clearly.

"I want you, Lorin," he said.

He kissed her again, sliding her hand down to cup his erection. Lorin squeezed it through the sheet before roughly pulling the barrier of fabric back and getting her soft fingers on it directly.

She began stroking him as Elden lavished her neck with kisses. He tugged her nightgown, sliding it up to her stomach. She pushed it back down with her free hand.

"I should… keep that on," she whispered.

"You should take it off," he said. "Come on, Lorin. Let me see you."

She squeezed his cock and rubbed the stickiness already on the tip along his length. "If I take it off, Elden, you'll…"

"Uh-huh."

He slid a finger into her and felt her tense in a way that reminded him of Esaka, needy and desperate and overheated. They kissed again, and Elden started to lay her down on his bed. He would have her even if she kept it on.

"Well now," said Kessa. "Look what we have here."

Lorin shoved Elden back with one hand and yanked her nightgown back into place with the other. "I was just… talking to Elden!"

"Yes, of course," said Kessa, dryly. "Banter and big words before bed. I'm sure the two of you were having a mind-blowing discussion."

Lorin made an annoyed noise and made to stand up. Elden tried to pull her back into bed, realizing how it would look, but not caring.

"It isn't what it looks like!" snapped Lorin. "I was helping him. With…"

She glanced at him, eyes apologetic in the moonlight. Elden sighed, but knew that there was no escaping the truth, the reality of what had already happened and was happening now.

"Helping him… with the brand on his chest," whispered Kessa. "Yes. I remember that bit now."

She locked eyes with Elden, mouth set into a cool smile. At the very least, she seemed to understand why he hadn't given her the explicit details while she'd been recovering. She wore a nightgown that was skimpier than Lorin's, lowcut in the front, short at the hem, about as sexy as their aesta would let her get away with.

"I wasn't doing anything wrong!" Lorin was defensive to a degree out of step with the situation. "He was suffering, Kessa. I just… I thought it would help him be more comfortable."

"Relax," whispered Kessa. "I'm not here to enforce the jadhara or run to aesta."

Elden let out a low groan as the tension in the room seemed to reach unbearable levels. Nobody said anything until Kessa approached the bed and made to sit down.

Lorin shook her head and touched him on the chest, right below the sensitive skin of the brand. "Aesta wouldn't want Kessa doing anything that might affect her connection to the kestian. Elden… we don't know what might happen."

"The same was true for me and the brand." He spoke to Lorin, but he and Kessa were holding gazes, practically already doing the deed through eye contact.

"You don't know that!" Lorin stood up stiffly and started toward the door.

"Lorin," he said, quickly. "Don't tell aesta. It won't end well for any of us if you do."

She looked, if anything, even angrier after his appeal. Kessa stood up and came over to her.

"Please, Lorin," she whispered. "He's right. We're in this together, now. You don't have to go."

Lorin shook her head and set her hand on the door handle. "I'm tired."

She left Elden's room. Kessa started to go after her.

"Don't," said Elden. "She needs her space."

"Odds are she'll spend the next hour fuming in her room," said Kessa.

"She'll come around."

Kessa seemed to think about it for a second before giving him a tiny smile and walking back over to his bed. "You said you subdued me during our confrontation in the kestian."

She sat down on his bed. Elden rose and leaned in close to her, rubbing her lower back.

"Yeah." He spoke his words, whisper close. "I had no other choice but to get the staff out of your hands and pin you down."

She nodded, breathing faster. "Oh, yeah. It's… been coming back. Like a hazy dream."

He let his other hand rest on her leg, gently stroking up her thigh. "Good. I want you to remember."

"Elden…" She stared at him, blonde hair still messy from sleep.

"Kessa."

They kissed, mouths coming together in needy, sucking passion. Kessa turned her head diagonally, tongue dancing with his. He leaned her down on his bed, cupping one of her large and full breasts from the bottom, fingers sinking into the plump, perfect softness.

They kissed again and he ran his hands down her body, feeling the way she moved against him with aggressive motions. She wasn't like Lorin, existing on the allure of that uncertain, almost virginal tension. But she wasn't like Esaka, either, horny to the point of confusion. Kessa seemed to weaponize her own arousal, challenge him with it.

He rocked into her from the side as he laid her down and started to roll onto her with a blatant dry humping motion. Kessa bit her lip and narrowed her eyes at him. He began pulling her girlshorts down and she suddenly shifted, somehow sneaking a leg into the way to gently push his chest back with her foot.

"Not yet," she whispered. "It would be… too much."

He realized that she didn't mean emotionally. Too much in terms of her own journey, perhaps even how it would prime her connection with the kestian. He wanted too much, craved too much. He took a tighter hold and kissed her again. She kissed him back and made a horny considering noise.

"Hmm… Gods, Elden. You aren't making this easy."

"Kessa," he whispered in her ear. "Let's go."

"We're far gone already."

She pressed a hand to his shoulder and coaxed him flat onto his back. Elden was too horny to stay like that for long without reason, but True Divine, did she give him a good one.

She pulled his underwear down and planted a kiss on his cock that reverberated with explosive pleasure. Followed by another, and another, each one right on that most sensitive spot on the very tip where all the blood flowed to.

"Fucking hell, Kessa," he murmured. "If you keep doing that…"

He felt like Esaka in his dream, suddenly a slave to his own impulses. Kessa's eyes seemed to reflect more than just the moonlight back at him. He was seeing a deeper hunger in her gaze, the real power behind the philosophy of wanton desire.

She cupped his balls with one hand and kissed the side of his shaft at the midpoint before finally bringing it fully into her mouth. The brand was practically hissing with heat and pleasure. His cock felt bathed in erotic ecstasy, massaged by her lips and tongue as she steadied herself with one hand against his thigh.

He guided her head for a few blissed-out seconds. Kessa gently took his hand off and threaded her fingers through it, coaxing back the bit of control he'd stolen. He wanted nothing more than to push back, pin her down, strip her crotch bare and repeat the mistake they'd already made once in the depths of the kestian with the dungeon's walls moaning along with them.

Kessa went deeper, taking his cock as far into her mouth and throat as it would go. Her eyes were on the verge of watering, and were locked fixedly onto the faint glow of his brand.

Gods, Kessa, he thought. How did we get here?

She sucked faster, using her face like it was a tool specifically intended for draining his balls. It was so wrong, so debased. It would break their aesta's heart if she ever found out. He still had memories of being dunked in the river naked with Kessa as children, wrestling for the dry towel when there weren't enough to go around.

"That's it." She let his cock come loose and stroked it. "When you're ready… I want it all in my mouth, Elden. I want to taste you."

Her voice was husky, almost combative for the last few words, and that was what set him off. He pulled her head back down, taking control again, and unloaded deep between her sweet lips.

The pleasure was unreal, enough to have him kicking one leg and grabbing his bedframe for balance. She pulled back before he'd finished completely, letting the last few furious spurts come out into her open mouth, glazing her tongue.

Her eyes took on a brief red glow that made his heart skip a beat as he stopped to consider what they'd really just done. There were too many layers of wrongness to even determine which part was the worst.

The fact that she was his sister. The jadhara and the risk the whole affair put them at. The lingering influence of Lascivious and the kestian's connection to their horny exertions.

"How was that?" she whispered.

"It was… alright," he said.

The lie sounded halfhearted even to his own ears. It was one of the peak sexual experiences of his life, so good that he would need to try to forget to focus on anything else anytime soon.

"Good," she said. "You know I love you, right?"

"I'm aware, as I'm sure you are that I love you, too."

She slid up, folding her arms on his chest and resting her chin on them. "I'm going to need your help soon."

"That's… ominous."

She leaned forward to steal a good kiss. "I know."

Slowly rising from his bed, Kessa began tiptoeing towards the door. He grabbed her by the wrist, holding her back.

"Hold on," he said. "I didn't make you come."

She let out an odd laugh. "I didn't need to tonight. Besides… I don't want my next time to be here."

He didn't realize what she meant until she'd continued out and closed the door. She wanted him to take her again, like he had before, with the kestian's moans echoing through the very structure surrounding them.




Chapter 26

Elden slept in late the next morning, but found when he entered the common room that the same had proved true for most of the other members of his family. Blaire was awake and cutting into a loaf of fresh cooked bread, wearing a loose silk robe, hair tied up into a messy bun.

"Morning aesta," he said.

"Morning, solas," he said, smiling. "How did you sleep?"

"Good…" He rubbed his neck as he thought about the dream, Lorin, and Kessa. "I needed some rest after yesterday."

"Things should hopefully settle down now." She smeared some butter onto the slice of bread and brought it over to him on a plate along with a mug of tea.

He nodded, but also heard the doubt in her voice. They'd all seen the shadow hound escape the kestian ahead of them. It was still on the island, somewhere, a threat in its own right and evidence of the kestian's lingering power.

"Did you hear anything last night?" asked Blaire.

He stiffened, trying not to read too deeply into the question. "Anything as in…"

Blaire turned a spoon in a circle through her tea, eyeing the window. "I thought I heard howling at one point."

"Must have slept through it."

He finished eating and bathed in the river, slowly dressing to the sound of Lorin and Kessa taking their own breakfast through his door. Neither had much to say to him beyond good morning when he came out, but for different reasons, he suspected.

Kessa was pretending that last night hadn't happened in a quiet act of erotic erasure. Similarly, Lorin was silent regarding her own feelings on the passionate crimes taking place under the monastery's roof.

If she did tell their aesta about him and Kessa, everything would come out, including Lorin's own adventures over the line of propriety. That didn't mean that Elden was free to do whatever he wanted, but it at least created a situation with incentives for him and his sisters to work through themselves, peacefully and sustainably.

"I'd like to do some training today, aesta," said Lorin.

"Training as in… swords?" Blaire looked surprised, to say the least.

"Leaning more toward knives these days, but yes. Combat in general." Lorin's hand rose to stroke her cheek, which was still a bit red. "I never again want to be in a position where someone like Talia can hit me harder than I can hit back."

"Seta," said Blaire, with a worried sigh. "I'll happily spar with you, but I don't want you being drawn into your anger over what happened yesterday. You attacked her first, if you recall."

"I didn't ask for your judgment on that, just for help resuming my training," said Lorin, stiffly.

A knock came at the monastery's door, the sound echoing with ominous depth through the large chamber. Elden headed that way, wiping a bit of moisture left from the river from his forehead as it dripped down from his wet hair. He was pleasantly surprised by who he found standing outside when he opened the door.

"Esaka," he said.

"Elden Forger."

There was a telling pause as they held each other's gazes. Elden's memory of the awareness he'd had of her the previous night stirred several conflicting drives within him. Esaka's eyes were intense in much the same way, not quite matching any one specific emotion.

"Your gun." She lifted his pistol, holding it by the handle as though making a point, and passed it to him.

"Thank you."

He took the weapon, fingers brushing hers. She wore a spiral tunic that showed off her toned arms and shoulders, and her faint blonde hair hung in loose locks.

"You can come in, if you'd like," he said.

"No, that, ah… is not why I came. Is your aesta here? I would rather speak with the Maiden of Battles."

"Concerning what?" asked Blaire, coming up behind Elden.

Esaka took a step back and gestured to some of her clansman nearby. Elden noted that neither Talia nor Iskar were among them. Another familiar face was, however, though it took him several seconds for the recognition to kick in.

"I would release this Merinian prisoner into your care, concluding my arrangement with Elden Forger," said Esaka. "He was rambunctious in captivity. Some measures were necessary to curb his escape attempts."

Casey Calloway had been stripped of most of his clothing, his hair, and possibly his dignity. His outer shirt and jacket were nowhere to be seen, only the sleeveless underlayer, exposing an array of bruises on his arms. His boots were gone, replaced by Rem style slippers.

More dramatic was the manner in which his hair had been cut, shaved to a short stubble that was no more than a dusting across his scalp. Elden furrowed his brow as he made eye contact with the other man and saw nothing but exhaustion and defeat staring back at him.

"He hid a weapon in his hair," explained Esaka. "We would not have done it otherwise. It was nice hair."

"It really was," said Elden, with a nod. "Well, thanks for keeping your end of the bargain."

Esaka smiled with a surprising amount of genuine warmth. "I recovered my daughter and my partner. I would guess that I got the better end of this one."

"Oh, I don't know about that." He gave her a knowing smile and was delighted by the way both the brand and her cheeks seemed to heat up.

Esaka cut Casey Calloway's bindings. She pushed him toward them and he stumbled before straightening and reclaiming some of his lordly posture.

"Well," said Casey. "I am… quite glad that ordeal is over with."

"Undoubtedly." Elden didn't smile, though the temptation to rub salt in the man's wounds was there for a moment. "Come on. Let's get you inside."

 

***

 

"Go slow," said Elden. "Especially if you haven't been eating."

"They fed me," said Casey. "Just not enough and nothing good."

Elden had offered the disheveled Merinian lord a seat at the common room table. Blaire had quickly materialized some tea and another serving of breakfast. Kessa and Lorin were observing Casey curiously, though both remained standing.

"The Verris Clan, the local Remenai, take their jadhara quite seriously," said Blaire.

"Yes, well, I seem to have discovered that firsthand," said Casey. "I didn't think they'd be such a stickler about a mere warning shot, of all things."

"I can assure you that the jadhara is anything but ornamental," said Blaire. "It is true law, religious in nature but strictly obeyed at the behest of Jad, the World God."

Casey gave a small shrug and continued eating.

"You're from Hearthold," said Kessa. "Like Elden."

"Like many people," said Casey.

"How much of what he says is the truth?" asked Kessa.

"Note the accusation laden in her question," said Elden, with a tired sigh.

"He claims that the king is paranoid," said Kessa. "Always poisoning people."

Casey stopped chewing and set the bread down. He swallowed, reached for his tea, but let the hand settle flat on the table instead of picking it up to drink.

"That much, unfortunately, is quite true," said Casey.

A silence followed. Elden struggled to keep his own bad memories at bay.

"How about we give these two some space to talk?" suggested Blaire.

The three women left the common room. The space forced Elden to examine both the other man and his animosity toward him, and he wasn't sure how much was left of either.

"It's a humbling experience to be jealous of someone only to have that jealousy simultaneously proven and dismissed,” said Casey.

Elden had been the jealous one, at least he'd thought, given how often Elara had seemed to speak of Casey in idolizing tones. He shrugged one shoulder and took it for the peace offering it was.

"Jealousy is an ugly color," he said. "So out of fashion these days."

"Yes. Quite."

More silence, this time veering into awkward territory.

"You can rest here as you need to," said Elden. "There's the river to bathe in as well, long as you aren't allergic to cold water."

"I can make it back to my room at the inn, but I appreciate the hospitality." Casey let out a long sigh, staring at Elden, eyes curious but distant. "Elara would have liked us sitting down like this."

"Talking instead of plotting each other's downfall?" said Elden, with a wry smile. "It's certainly a change of pace. Nice to have a respite from Hearthold's frequent backstabs, no?"

"She spoke of you constantly," said Casey. "In a tone of voice that always made me want to puke."

"I miss her too," said Elden.

Casey made a noise of agreement and tore another small piece of bread to eat.

"You were sent here to kill me," said Elden, putting voice to a suspicion he'd had about the king's reasoning for several days.

"If needed," said Casey. He pulled out his gun, the one that was a twin to Elden's own, but set it on the table instead of aiming it. "Not just me. The King and Sapphire agreed to send some of her agents. I would give them my verdict on both you and the Battle Maiden.”

"Those agents are still on the way?"

"I'm not entirely sure," said Casey. "I don't plan on staying after all this. I need at least some time to recover back in civilization, and that backwater inn simply isn't cutting it."

"Well… thank you for your honesty, I suppose."

"I'll give you one better, Lord Forger." Casey slid the gun across the table, surprising Elden. "A gift."

"Your pistol?" Elden let his surprise show.

"The pistol the king gave me," said Casey, holding up a hand. "I think he was mocking me with it, or at least using it to try to deepen this tenuous rivalry we seem to have. My actual pistol is back with the rest of my belongings at the inn."

Elden admired the weapon, nearly identical to his own but for the handle being blackwood instead of cherrywood. "I appreciate the gift, Casey."

"I'll be charitable in my report to the king about events here on the island, as well." The other man pushed up from his chair, clasped his hands together, and nodded slowly. "Until next time, Lord Forger."




Chapter 27

Elden rested for another few hours, feeling surprised at how fatigued he was. He suspected it was more than normal fatigue as he lay in bed, though still less than the fever the brand could bring about when it was truly affecting him.

He found himself hoping for his aesta, Kessa, or Lorin to pop in through the door. The question of whether that was his own thought or an impulse primed by the kestian and the brand was one that he knew he needed to examine carefully.

It was late in the afternoon when he finally rose and went looking for Lorin. She was outside, training with her knives in leggings and a half-shirt soaked through with sweat.

He watched her from the corner of the monastery for a few minutes before slowly walking over while she was taking a break and catching her breath.

"Did you end up sparring with aesta after all?" he asked.

She looked at him for a moment, breathing heavily, neither pleased nor displeased to see him. "We went a few rounds earlier."

"Did you win any of them?" he asked.

"Do you really need to ask?" Lorin gave him a small smile. "She's still the Battle Maiden."

She sat down on the grass. Elden lowered down to take a seat beside her and for a while, they just existed in each other's company.

"Do you want to talk about last night?" he asked.

Loren sighed. "What's there to talk about? I knew that it would get… complicated once Kessa started to remember after what you told me had happened between the two of you."

"It wasn't planned," he said. "Any of this. With her, or with you."

"I know. It's been so complicated since you got back, Elden." Lorin shook her head and leaned back on her hands. "I suppose I've just resigned myself to roll with the punches."

He reached out and touched her cheek, remembering her scrape with Talia the night before. "Roll and retaliate, I hope."

"That's why I'm out here training."

A thought came to him and he reached out to take her hand. "Come with me for a second."

"I'm not finished out here," she said.

"It'll only take a second. I insist."

He brought her inside and into his chamber. She gave him an odd look and hesitated at the door. Elden pulled out the twin pistol Casey had given him, hiding it behind his back.

"Close your eyes," he said.

Lorin looked like she was trying not to smile. "That sounds like a dangerous prospect with you."

"Absolutely, but not in the way you're thinking."

She indulged him. Elden took her hand and placed the pistol within it.

"Your gun?" She furrowed her brow and shook her head.

"A twin of mine. The finish is different. I like the idea of you having it in both a sentimental and practical sense."

"Elden…" Lorin shook her head. "I don't know."

"What?" He couldn't resist stepping a little closer to her. "Afraid of violating the jadhara?"

She rolled her eyes and playfully pushed his shoulder. He pulled her closer and kissed her, lips locking together and intensifying as the moment took an interesting turn.

"Elden…" whispered Lorin. "You're not invincible. Look at what Esaka did to your friend."

"Casey Calloway is not my friend."

"Don't dodge my point. Consequences still exist. For everything."

Despite her words, her finger began to stroke the pattern of his brand through his shirt, as she could see it despite it being covered by clothing. Elden leaned forward to kiss her again but she pulled back.

"I need to finish my training," she whispered.

"Of course," he said. "I recommend you put that somewhere that aesta won't find it."

She looked at the gun again and nodded.

He stuck around the monastery for the rest of the afternoon and evening, enjoying dinner with Blaire, Kessa, and Lorin without incident. He was content with taking an off day of sorts and even went to bed earlier, feeling his body's need for sleep.

He found it, but not in the way he wanted. The night was cold, and he was breathing heavily, his body tensed and tired from fear. The sound of the waves crashing against the surf was paired with evil howls in the distance.

He could feel wounds on his body, some partially healed, some recent and still swelling and oozing blood. A makeshift club was tight in his fingers. He lifted it higher, spinning around as a snarl came from behind him.

Elden's heart raced as he spun around, the makeshift club gripped tightly in his hands. The snarls grew closer, and he could see glowing eyes in the darkness beyond the flickering firelight. The flames danced on the beach, casting long shadows across the sand.

He knew he couldn't run. The fire was everything – warmth, light, safety. If it went out, he'd be lost in the darkness with those... things.

The first dog lunged from the shadows, its teeth bared and saliva dripping from its jaws. Elden swung the club wildly, connecting with a sickening thud. The beast yelped and retreated, but others were already circling.

Elden's arms ached, his wounds stinging with every movement. He could feel blood trickling down his side, but there was no time to tend to it. Another dog charged, and he barely managed to fend it off.

The fire crackled behind him, its warmth a stark contrast to the cold fear gripping his chest. He wanted to run, to escape into the surf and swim away from this nightmare. But something kept him rooted to the spot, defending the flames with a desperation he couldn't fully understand.

A larger dog stalked forward, its eyes gleaming with a terrible intelligence. Elden raised the club, his arms trembling with exhaustion. As the beast leaped, he swung with all his might, praying it would be enough.

It wasn't. He felt himself go down with snapping teeth aimed at his neck. He screamed and thrashed and all at once, came awake in his bed, breathing heavily in the dark of night.

Footsteps sounded outside his room, but he realized that it wasn't his disturbance that had drawn them out. It sounded like Kessa was screaming, agonized noises coming from elsewhere within the monastery.

The ground rumbled, and a howl far too much like the nightmare he'd just shaken off echoed through the night outside. Elden felt a growing sense of dread and hurriedly began throwing his clothes on.




Chapter 28

Blaire was already awake, dealing with a separate but adjacent crisis. Elden slowed to a walking pace in the common room, staring at his aesta attempting to approach Kessa, who stood atop the dais in the back of the chamber that they rarely used anymore, eyes glowing faint crimson.

"True Divine," muttered Elden.

"Stay back, solas," said Blaire, glancing back at him. "She's having a fit of some kind."

"You… don't understand," muttered Kessa. "Ah!"

She let out a sudden scream and her body contorted and thrashed briefly before collapsing to the dais. Elden ran forward, heedless of his aesta's warning, knowing that he might be able to help her in unique ways.

The ground shook within the monastery right as he reached Kessa, followed by the sound of an ominous howl. The hound was outside, coming closer rather than moving away from them, judging from the increasingly heavy footsteps.

"Hey," he whispered to Kessa, crouching down next to her. "Everything is going to be—"

She screamed and lashed an arm out with shocking speed and strength. Her fingers tore his shirt open, pulling back the left front as though the movement had been intentional.

It was dark in the common room, but Elden swore he saw his aesta's eyes flick toward his chest in that moment before he pulled back and pulled his shirt into place. It was missing a few buttons and liable to fall open at the wrong angle, but he covered the brand as best as he could.

"The kestian's influence is too strong," said Blaire. "She’s reacting to its presence within this monster that broke free."

"That's a problem with a clear enough solution," said Elden.

"Solas!" snapped Blaire.

"I'm getting my pistol, aesta. From the sounds of it, that thing is headed our way whether we want it to or not."

He needed an excuse to get a new shirt anyway, hurriedly making the switch as he pulled on his gun and sword. Lorin was up when he came back out, dressed for conflict, though she hadn't brought her own pistol. Given that he hadn't taught her anything about aiming it yet, that wasn't necessarily the wrong choice.

Kessa was on her feet again, though that was more of a worry than a relief. Blaire was attempting to hold her back as she strode toward the monastery's doors with hardly any success. She seemed to be pulling strength from the kestian, or at least the will to exert herself beyond her normal physical limit.

"Kessa!" cried Blaire. "Don't! Solas, help me!"

He was already moving to. The hound's footsteps were right outside the monastery now, and a low growl shook the air through the walls of the building.

"Keep her inside!" shouted Elden. "Lorin, help her! I'll deal with the hound."

He had to double back to his aesta's room to get what he needed to load his pistol, and this time, he took all of it, the full bag of brimpowder and nine remaining balls. He knew the movements by heart and quickly went through the reload in the dark of her room before hurrying back out.

"Release me!" shouted Kessa. "It’s… calling to me. You don't understand!"

"Kessa, please!" cried Lorin.

They were holding her as best as they could, but she was determined enough to struggle herself into an injury in her desperation to get by them. Elden ran outside, pistol at the ready, just as the hound's heavy footsteps were nearing the monastery's edge.

The monster was only vaguely visible in the light of the ghost moon and the stars. Its short fur was black everywhere except around the snout in feet, which were nearer to a rust red color, with mottled patches on the neck and legs.

Its snout wrinkled into a snarl, and Elden felt a sudden awareness of how easily the monster could snap his entire body up in his jaws or simply charge into the monastery and knock the walls down.

He fired his pistol, aiming for the massive head. The hound flinched sideways, dodging with remarkable speed, but not completely. His shot took it through the ear, though the result was a visible hole that looked more like a deliberate piercing than critical damage.

"No!" Kessa's stumbled out through the monastery door behind him, with Blaire and Lorin trying to hold her back. "It… shouldn't be here! I can't face it!"

She let out a horrible shriek and rose up into the air, cocooned by a swirl of crimson energy. The hound let out a hideous roar that created a wind of humid stench that Elden had to shield his nose against.

It lashed out at him with a paw. He tried to duck but still took most of the hit across one shoulder. The pad of the hound's foot had a rough texture to it that tore into his clothing. He distantly cursed the fact that he'd ruined two expensive shirts in one night as he hit the ground and rolled several times.

The hound proceeded to raise its paw over him. He tried to draw his sword, thinking he'd stab up into its foot before concluding that it might still crush the life out of him regardless of efficacy.

He scrambled out of the way at the last second. Blaire rushed to get between him and the monster, hand outstretched to draw a sword as though from thin air. But she hesitated, fingers twitching but never closing.

Elden remembered her fear regarding the Arc Blade, how she worried that the kestian had not just coaxed it back to life, but done so with corrupted power. It didn't matter why his aesta had hesitated, whether she feared that the weapon would fail her against a servant of the kestian, or whether she worried its corruption might be too much to handle.

The hound opened its jaws wide and began the motion of snapping forward. Kessa screamed again, the air seeming to reverberate in response. The hound faltered and fell back a step before turning and, without warning, bounding off into the night, rumbling across the ground.

"Gods dammit," muttered Elden. "That thing is too powerful."

He looked at his aesta and she nodded in a way that made him worry that they still would have been outmatched even with the Arc Blade.

"It's heading downhill," she said. "Toward Haven's End. I have to go after it."

She took off, still clad in just her nightgown and a pair of slippers. Elden blinked, glancing at Kessa, who was still having a magical fit, and Lorin, doing her best to help her.

"Stay with Kessa!" he snapped. "Don't let her leave the monastery!"




Chapter 29

Elden rushed down the path toward Haven's End at a dead sprint. He managed to reload his pistol on the way, a bit skeptical if it was worth the effort with how easily the hound had shrugged off his first shot.

A shot to the head or eye might do the trick, he thought. Or just further enrage it.

The town came into view a minute later, and the damage was immediately visible. The Shipwright's guild was completely leveled, along with several nearby buildings.

One of the inn's upper rooms had a massive hole around where the window should have been. Elden imagined a guest poking their head out of the window to see what the noise was about only to be plucked loose like an apple out of a tree.

The hound was in the middle of the main road, facing off against Elden's slender, nightgown-clad aesta. She had her normal sword out and held in the zero stance, which wasn't a good sign.

She needed to draw Rhiannon, the Arc Blade, to stand any real chance against this kind of enemy. Except he knew she wouldn't — she was smarter than that. The stakes were too high with so many people watching, and the rumor would reach King Rento within days.

The moment to draw the Arc Blade had really been back at the monastery, when they'd had at least a semblance of privacy against the beast. Now, it was too late, even if it might have been their best chance at surviving the night.

Ben Stancher, the captain of the local guards, lumbered up to Elden and seized him by the shoulder. "You have more powder for that thing?"

"I do." Elden nodded, noting the rough wound on one side of Ben's face, ear bloodied and nearly torn off.

"My men will get you room for your shots, then!" shouted Ben. "But you have to get the Battle Maiden out of the way! We can't lose her!"

"I can't lose her," he muttered.

He hurried forward, unsure of whether he stood a better chance at shouting for her to fall back or trying to physically drag her out of the way. She was a determined woman and neither option seemed like a sure thing.

The hound let out a low grumble followed by a snapping bark, the sound so loud that he winced from the shock to his eardrums. Blaire held her ground, as determined as she might have been in a sparring bout.

Was this her ego? He had to wonder. She had been legendary during the Betrothal War, the subject of bardic ballads and public fascination. But she'd had more than skill to back it up — Rhiannon was a weapon from another time, and a weapon currently off-limits to her.

The kestian's hound rushed forward, jaws snapping shut to crush through flesh and bone. Blaire leapt upward, nightgown fluttering in interesting, somewhat indecent ways as she reached the apex of her jump and began to come down.

She slashed the hound across the snout as she landed, twirling into a second slash that cut a red strip through the mottled fur around the side of the monster's neck.

The beast howled and thrashed, but Blaire was already moving again, flipping backward in a manner that, once more, gave Elden and whoever else was watching an intensely compelling view of the way her girlshorts had ridden up into her toned buttocks.

She got off another slash from underneath the monster's neck as it rose up to try to snap its jaws down on her. Her strategy was not dissimilar from his own — going for the head and hoping for the best.

Unfortunately, the monster seemed thick skinned and fairly resistant to even well aimed and executed sword strikes. It stomped the ground with one paw, shaking the road so much that Blaire stutter-stepped just to keep her balance.

"Aesta!" shouted Elden.

The monster suddenly contorted like it was in pain, and tendrils of shadow poured forth from its mouth, ears, eyes, every frontward facing orifice. The darkness surrounded Blaire. She tried to slash through it with her sword, even extended her left hand as though desperately trying to summon the Arc Blade after all. Too late.

The shadow seemed to suck the energy right out of her, dropping her first to one knee, and then all the way prone. She lay there, limp and defenseless, as a few last contortions ran through the monster.

"Get her out of the street!" Elden shouted, hoping someone was listening to do so.

He fired once as he charged toward the monster, wanting to secure its attention as much as score a single shot victory. His ball took it in the neck, near where his aesta had slashed, and a fair amount of blood dribbled out, but not enough.

"Now!" shouted the guard captain. "Keep it in place!"

Ben Stancher and three of his guards tried to distract the monster on either side. One of them was knocked back by a paw strike. The others managed to get off slashes to the hound's flanks, but the damage simply wasn't there.

The hound let out another ear-piercing bark and charged forward heading straight toward Elden. He'd used the opportunity the guards had given him to quickly reload and proceeded to fire again, this time catching the hound in the snout. It flinched and came to a stop, howling with pain.

More shadows emerged from its mouth and eyes, rolling forward to wrap around him. He felt a surge of terror as the darkness momentarily blinded him, followed by something unexpected.

The brand's heat seemed to cut through the chill of the darkness, protecting him… and more. Elden felt the essence of the spell, linked to the kestian in the same way he was, being drawn in, absorbed into his being like a breath of magically infused air.

He was mid-reload and his fingers suddenly went through the long-practiced movement with impossible speed, spilling some brimpowder in the process but finishing the task in a third of the time it would have normally taken. He fired again, aiming for the hound's eyes, and the ball took it right between them.

He unloaded three more shots at a pace beyond what any normal human could have managed. Elden caught a glimpse of the guard captain's awed face as he began the reload for his fourth shot. He fired it, catching the roof of the monster's mouth as it howled in pain.

It tried to snap its jaws down on him regardless. Elden was too busy reloading to be able to fling himself out of the way without dropping his pistol. The crack of another firearm surprised him and the hound, the ball taking it in the side of the head and making it cringe to its right.

Casey Calloway leaned out of one of the inn's windows, bald and clad in a nightgown, looking more annoyed than afraid. He nodded to Elden before drawing back.

"Now!" Elden fired one last shot, catching the monster in the head and dropping it to the ground. "Hack its head off!"

Ben Stancher and his men charged forward, but the beast was already healing, the black shadows swirling to regrow skin and fur. It let out a painfully loud howl that essentially paralyzed all of its opponents, forcing everyone to cover their ears and turn away.

The monster was no more than swirling darkness when Elden turned back. There was nothing left to shoot, only the destruction left in his enemy's wake.




Chapter 30

Elden immediately ran to his aesta's side, holstering his pistol as he stooped to pull her into his lap. One of the straps of her nightgown had come loose from her shoulder and he gingerly slid it back into place.

"Aesta," he whispered. "Can you hear me?"

She was breathing, but still unconscious. He didn't see any major wounds on her, beyond a small cut where her head had hit the ground after the spell. He heard footsteps behind him and carefully shifted her back to rest as he stood up.

Esaka and the Verris Clan had their weapons drawn and were slowly taking in the damage. Elden waited for them to approach him, trying to keep his irritation in check.

"Right in time to help with the aftermath, it would seem," he said.

Esaka's eyebrow twitched and she strode forward faster, jabbing a finger into his chest. "The aftermath of a situation you created, Lord Forger! The kestian should have never been opened in the first place."

"I don't disagree with that, but what's done is done."

Iskar stood next to Esaka, and his eyes were locked onto Elden's holstered pistol. He gestured to it and whispered something to the Rem leader.

"Were you the one who fired the shots we heard?" asked Esaka.

A sinking feeling took hold within Elden's stomach. "It was in defense of Haven's End, as you can imagine."

"All of the shots?"

He nodded slowly, seeing no reason to implicate Casey over a single round.

"Bind his hands," said Esaka.

"You can't be serious!"

He tried to step forward, but that only made the situation worse. Two Remenai men quickly grabbed his arms and secured them behind his back. A third took his pistol from its holster.

"I am entirely serious," hissed Esaka. "You were warned of this! You make a mockery of my authority with your actions."

She got in his face, and a new tension invaded the moment, compelling but dangerous. She wasn't just talking about his gun, the shots fired. He held her gaze, feeling the same inescapable tension that had created so much friction between them in the hot water in the kestian.

She wants control back, he thought. Over her own emotions as much as over me.

"The king won't stand for this," he said.

"That did not stop me with the longhaired lord," said Esaka. "It won't stop me with you, either."

Ben Stancher watched the arrest with his men, not interfering. Elden caught his gaze and motioned to Blaire, still on the ground. His aesta likely wouldn't stand for his arrest either, but something about yelling that at Esaka felt particularly boyish and pathetic.

The Verris Clan led him out of Haven's End and through the night, onto the main trail through the Silent Forest that led to their village. He hadn't walked it in years, and never the full length. The Remenai were quick to stop Merinians from approaching Verrisai without reason, scouts watching from midway through the forest long before they could even get within sight of their home.

His captors pushed him forward, heedless of the branches reaching to scrape his face which he could only try to dodge through creative head movements with his hands bound as they were. The brand didn't make it any easier, slowly rising from the subtle warmth it had afflicted him with after he'd absorbed the shadow hound's attack to a more pressing and irritable heat.

They reached Verrisai after about an hour of fast paced and deliberate hiking. The village was beautiful, built within the forest, rather than amidst completely cleared trees.

The buildings were a mixture of A-frame tent houses with leather canopies and wooden huts with thatched roofs, with the central gathering area lit by paper lanterns with warm light. Even at night, it gave off the impression of a vibrant culture, one that was still mostly foreign to Elden, despite his years growing up next to it.

The depth of Esaka's anger made more sense to him as he was led deeper into the village. Elden noted the damage near the outskirts where it looked like several structures had borne the brunt of the shadow hound's ire.

He was led to a wooden hut toward the back of the village, one apart from the others with solid construction and a door that barred from the outside. Elden was pushed inside roughly, stumbling to one knee.

"Can you at least take my bindings off?" he muttered.

"I will not." Esaka spoke the words firmly, but sighed afterward. "You will be kept here for the night, at least."

He let a breath out as he turned around within the space, noting the thin sleeping pad as his eyes started to adjust to the pale strips of moonlight which snuck through the gaps in the hut's construction.

"You will be comfortable enough," said Esaka.

"A bold assertion," he said.

Esaka stiffened and strode forward, shutting the door behind her. "Enough with your bravado, Merinian. You have been playing by your own rules without regard for the greater world!"

He stepped forward, trying to match her intensity despite his exhaustion and the brand's creeping, feverish heat. "Your accusation is better aimed at a mirror. When King Rento sends his ships, it won't be to negotiate. It will be to gun down everyone on this island who doesn't swear fealty to him!"

"Ah, but where will you stand when that happens?"

She didn't back down, inching forward, even. The hut felt cramped, almost uncomfortably hot.

"Let me help you," he said. "Trust me."

"I can't." She shook her head slowly. "Not yet. It would be... far too complicated."

She left him in the hut. Elden found a spot against the back wall, hands still bound in front of him. He tried to rest, but his thoughts kept cycling back to the hound, Kessa, Lorin, and his aesta. The world was making demands of him regardless of whether he had the agency to fulfill them.




Chapter 31

Elden eventually stretched out on the sleeping pad of his tiny prison hut, though true sleep never reached him. The brand's heat became a pulsing rhythm, impossible to completely ignore, balancing him on the edge of an arcane fever.

His body reacted to its effects in the usual ways, and on top of the discomfort was a familiar stirring within his loins. He wondered, not for the first time, how he would ever manage to live with his new condition long term.

My options are less than expansive, he thought. There's only one place where I might find an answer as to how to remove it.

He heard noise outside his hut, the sound of footsteps and serious whispers. His aesta's voice stood out immediately as she spoke Esaka's name. The door to his hut shifted as though someone had been sitting against it. Had Esaka really been guarding him that closely.

"Maiden of Battles," said Esaka, in Merinian. "You can relax. Your precious solas will come to no harm under my care. I will not confine him as completely as the other Merinian, not whence he settles down."

"You test our relationship by daring to confine him at all." Blaire's voice was somehow both calm and furious, striding the line between outrage and control. "Have you no memory of what he and I just did for you? Is this how you repay me for saving your daughter's life?"

"My gratitude falls short of letting him do whatever he wants," said Esaka. "I do not blame you for his foolishness. He has been corrupted by the Merinian king."

"He has not been corrupted by King Rento. How dare you."

"Call it what you want." Esaka let out a derisive snort. "I know that man is as much your enemy is he is mine. It is perhaps the main reason why you are respected by my clan, given your history."

"Let me speak with him," said Blaire. "Alone."

"To what end?"

"That is none of your business," she hissed.

Esaka didn't reply, but after a moment, Elden heard the bar over the door sliding out of place. He forced himself to his feet as his aesta entered. She was still clad in just her nightgown and slippers, hair messy, face wearied and shadowed by the dark.

"Solas," she whispered.

"Aesta."

Esaka closed the door and rebarred it. "I will give you your privacy, Maiden of Battles. But he will not be released tonight."

Elden heard the sound of her retreating footsteps. Blaire waited until Esaka was properly out of earshot before sweeping him into a tight hug. Hands still bound, Elden couldn't even hug her back. The brand seemed to burn at her closeness, regardless.

She let her hands trail across his shoulders, down the sides of his arms, until they'd come to hold his wrists where they were bound.

"You fired your pistol at the shadow hound," said Blaire. "Meaning you took back your balls."

"A rare sighting of my aesta's sense of humor," he said, with a small chuckle. "Are you here to confirm my good health or levy your own punishment?"

"Gods…" She touched his cheek, and he could just make out the concern in her expression in the dark. "The guard captain said your shooting was the only thing that saved the town. No… I won't punish you, solas. I'm far too relieved to see you still alive."

"What of the monster now?"

"Still moving across the island," said Blaire. "It has nowhere to go. It seems inevitable that it will attack again."

"All the more reason why it's foolishness to have me barred within this hut. I'm one of the few on this island with the means to…"

He staggered, feeling the brand's heat with such intensity that it stole his focus completely. Blaire touched his shoulder again and the warmth of her fingers seemed to add to his body's confusion, good and bad at the same time.

"Solas. Oh, gods…" Her hand slid from his shoulder to his chest, touching the brand through his shirt.

Elden took a staggering step back, sinking down onto the sleeping pad.

"I'm fine," he snapped.

She didn't say anything, judging him for his obvious lie in that kind but unflinching way reserved only for mothers.

"I saw the mark, solas," she whispered. "When we were fighting outside the monastery. It matches a pattern I saw within the kestian."

"It's… a body marking," he said, without conviction. "They're all the rage amongst young lords back in Hearthold."

"One that glows with enchanted energy and feels unnaturally warm to the touch?"

She sat down on the sleeping pad next to him. Elden let out a breath, shoulders sagging. She'd get the truth out of him, one way or another.

"It happened when Kessa, Lorin, and I entered the kestian," he said. "Lorin was unconscious. I found Taryn Coldwater's last word — Kessa, written in blood. She surprised me and… the kestian told her to brand me."

"Brand you?" She rubbed his shoulder and then the brand again, fingers feeling far too good for the context of the moment. "Oh, solas."

"Aesta, you… shouldn't touch it." He felt his arousal building at a sprint, made infinitely more difficult by the closeness of her presence.

"Does it hurt?" She seemed like she wanted to stop, but her fingers only pulled back to trace around the edge of it, which was just as bad if not worse.

"No," he muttered. "Quite the opposite."

"Ah. I see." Blaire swallowed audibly. "Elden. Lorin knows about this, doesn't she?"

"She does, but I made her promise to keep it secret."

"Why didn't you tell me?" she asked, genuine hurt in her voice.

"Perhaps the King's corruption sealed my lips," he said.

"Don't even joke about such things," she whispered. "Has this brand been the reason for your fitful sleep?"

"Yes, though it's not as though I was sleeping perfectly soundly beforehand."

Blaire swallowed, hesitation laden in her next question. "Lorin has been making… visits to your room. At night."

"Aesta…"

"I told myself that it couldn't be what I was thinking, but even now, with this revelation, I can't stop wondering," she whispered. "This… mark of Lascivious and the kestian. Solas, be honest with me. Do you feel its influence?"

She started rubbing it, perhaps to make her point or perhaps simply because her fingers could no longer resist. Elden took a staggered breath, arousal surging through him. He wanted to tell her to stop, but he didn't want her to stop, logic in blatant conflict against emotion and a deeper need.

"In… some ways I do," he whispered. "But I'm still my own man. Lorin was simply trying to help."

Blaire inched closer to him, folding her legs sideways underneath her and leaning gently into him. Her fingers brushed the brand again. Elden had a full-blown erection and cursed the fates for putting him in such an awkward position with his own aesta.

"It can't go on," she said. "Solas. I forbid it."

"You forbid it?" He let out a derisive laugh, anger surging, primed by the brand. "We aren't children, aesta. And if you wish to see me truly fall under this brand's influence, stopping her from helping is the first step in that direction."

"I will help you in place of her."

Her voice was so quiet and gentle that he was sure he'd misheard her at first. His surprise quickly gave way to other, more boyish emotions. Embarrassment of an intensity that he hadn't experienced in years. She was his aesta. Rovahn's balls. His aesta. It was ridiculous.

"I don't think you understand what I meant," he said, dryly.

"I think I do." Her hand opened his shirt and then reached under it, warm fingers a shock of heat and pleasure against the brand. "She was helping you. However she could. However… you needed."

He turned his head to look at her. She blinked, meeting his gaze, cheeks visibly flushed even in the wane and minimal moonlight.

"Aesta…" he muttered.

"I can tell that the brand stirs… tension within you." She rubbed her fingers across his chest again, but let them trail lower, down to his stomach. "In your body. In your muscles. Tension that… requires release."

He sucked in a breath as he felt her fingers trace the top of his waistband. She kept rubbing in that area for a moment before sliding even lower, fingers and palm daring to cup his erection through his pants.

The sensation was so wrong and right at the same time. For an instant it was like she was tickling him, as though his mind was warring with childhood memories of other times she'd touched him with seeking and playful fingers. All at once, he snapped back to the lurid reality, the brand's hunger, his aesta's soft hand cupping his manhood, and his own indecent lust.

"Elden," she whispered, giving him a gentle, almost questioning squeeze. "Is there… tension here?"

Tell her to stop, he thought. It's the brand driving you both to this insanity.

"Quite a bit," he said. He flexed his hips upward into her touch.

"I see."

Blaire touched his brand again with her free hand as she continued massaging his erection through his pants. He tried to reach over to touch her, but with his hands still bound, all he could do was rest them on one of her knees. She still reacted to his limited touch, fingers curling to squeeze his cock, fingernails gently scraping into branded skin.

"Magic takes a unique toll on the body," she whispered. "I felt it often with Rhiannon. I know some of what you're going through, solas, even if it manifested differently. The build up. The stirring."

He undid his own belt with his bound hands, but it was his aesta who worked his pants down. The taboo of it made him want to look away, to be somewhere else entirely, except… not completely. A horrid part of him was deeply intrigued by her touch, by how it forced him to see her as a woman, beautiful and erotic.

"It's not all bad," he said.

He had to throw his head back slightly as her fingers made contact with his bare manhood, one leg twitching from the raw, forbidden pleasure.

"No, I… suppose not." She started stroking him with slow, loving movements. "I wish you weren't afflicted by this, but if you need help… if someone must help you… I don't mind."

"You don't mind, aesta?"

He turned his head sideways, realizing then how close her face was to his, and kissed her neck. A tiny, lurid gasp escaped her lips and her small, soft hand began pumping him faster.

"Oh!" she whispered. "Solas. Mmm…"

Her reaction fed into the moment, the tender reluctance, the passion underneath. He wanted to kiss her more, push her further, watch her restraint collapse under the weight of forbidden urges.

"This needs to be our secret," whispered Blaire. "Now and always. Just this. No more."

She went faster with her hand, breathing faster as though bringing him pleasure was just as intense on the giving end. Elden kissed her cheek and then found her lips. She made a surprised noise and shook her head.

"Oh, solas. Kissing is…"

He cut her off with another kiss and she made a little whimpering noise, still stroking him off with practiced little tugs.

"Keep going," he whispered. "Aesta. Don't stop!"

He let his own fingers dig into her thigh a bit. Blaire's movements became suddenly frantic. She kissed him this time, mouth sucking against his with a level of need that felt shamefully erotic, coming from her. Too much, all at once."

"Aesta!" he groaned.

She moved quickly, taking the bottom of her nightgown and covering his erection with it just as he began to unload. It was softer than he'd ever realized. She didn't stop pumping even as he came, his seed soaking through the thin fabric and onto her fingers.

"I didn't… want you to make a mess," she said. "My gown is already defiled by the events of the night. One more stain won't attract any attention."

"I… suppose that's true."

He leaned his head back against the hut's wall. Blaire slid herself closer against him as she carefully cleaned his manhood the rest of the way off. He was still glowing from the pleasure, though in a figurative sense as the brand cooled. Blaire kissed his shoulder.

"Did that help, solas?" she whispered.

"Gods yes."

She let out a pleased laugh and helped him put his pants back on. "Good. Get some rest. I'll handle what needs to be done tonight."

He blinked as the meaning of her words hit him like a bucket of ice water to the face. "Aesta… What do you intend?"

"This hound cannot be left to terrorize our island," she said. "I will do what I must."

He shook his head, still thinking through the daze of lingering pleasure. "You mean… the Arc Blade. Aesta, if anyone sees you draw it, the King will hear of it."

"I know. I won't let that stop me."

He struggled to his feet, but she was already moving toward the door. "King Rento is a bigger threat to this island than that monster."

"Perhaps, but not a closer threat."

"Aesta!"

She knocked on the door. Esaka opened it to let her out. Elden made a feeble attempt at following only to be shoved back at the shoulders, staggering off balance from his bound hands.




Chapter 32

Elden banged his hands against the door and knocked his shoulder against it. He'd been expecting flimsier construction from the overall shape and size of the hut, but it was deceptively sturdy.

"Esaka!" he shouted. "Esaka!"

He knew she wouldn't let him out. There was no point to the struggle, but with the knowledge of what his aesta intended, he had to do it. She wasn't a fool. She knew how dangerous and paranoid Rento was. Any hint of her still having the Arc Blade would be perceived as open treason.

He gave in body if not mind after a few more charges into the hut's stout, unyielding door. There was no way to balance his concerns for his aesta against his confined reality except to simply rest and try again with more strength.

Surprisingly, he managed to get a bit of sleep, feeling it drawn out of him like the sum total of the night's exhaustion. A rustle at the door alerted him to a visitor, though it took another second beyond that to remember where he was and why he was angry.

He groaned as he forced himself to sit up. A figure entered the hut, and he struggled to make out their features.

"Esaka," he muttered.

"No. Talia."

Elden furrowed his brow. He was surprised and let it show.

"Will you let me out of here?" he asked.

She didn't answer him with words, instead just moving close enough to cut his bindings. He flexed his fingers, feeling blood flowing back into them properly.

"Why?" he asked, repeating the word in his rough Konokai.

"Nothing," said Talia. "I owe you nothing. Speak to Lorin that I owe her nothing. I refuse to honor her life debt."

"Tell her yourself," he said. "I've had enough drama for one night."

He wasted no time seizing the escape he'd been granted. Outside the hut, it was still dark, though with the grey and purple seeping in at the edges of the shadows of the trees.

He looped around the outskirts of Verrisai, found the main path, and began sprinting down it like a wild man. His impulse was to run straight back to Haven's End. He expected his aesta to be waiting there, poised for the monster's return.

That would be too easy. The Verris Clan would look for him there almost as quickly as they'd look for him at the monastery. Moreover, there was little he could do to even fight against the hound again with no pistol and no sword.

His steps carried him in the direction of the kestian as soon as he was back into the near side of the Silent Forest. The answer lay within the dungeon, be it how to contain the monster… or control it. The memory of how he'd absorbed the beast's spell was still vivid in his mind. The strangeness of real magic was only secondary to the potential of it, the raw power he was beginning to toy with.

His path toward the cliffs took him downhill. He paused as he reached a section where he could see the river, along with the spot where the rope was tied to the stump.

Kessa was there, walking toward the cliff's edge with unhurried steps. Elden almost shouted to her from a distance before realizing that alerting her to his presence might not be what he wanted.

Why was she there? What was she doing?

The situation had grown entirely too complex for his liking. He hurried onward, trying to move as quietly as he could. Kessa was gone as he came out onto the cliff. The sun was actively rising now, and he had no trouble with his climb down, finding each handhold with ease.

The bronze door was still open, stuck in place by the rocks the Verris Clan had set into place. He hurried down the spiral stairs, sliding against the wall to take them faster, but somehow, Kessa still wasn't anywhere in sight when he reached the Garden of Thorns.

He took a few steps onto the cobblestones, looking around the spacious cavern, listening closely. He couldn't hear anything other than the usual faint drip of water in the distance and the ambient whisper of his own echoes.

"Go home, Elden. Chasing a woman is nowhere near as admirable in reality as the bardic songs would so often suggest."

The voice seemed to come from the stone of the cavern itself. A horrible press of uncertainty and reluctance seemed to come along with it, and it took Elden a long moment to realize he was experiencing the press of the kestian's will.

"Kessa," he said. "Where are you? What have you done?"

"I simply came back where I belonged," her voice rumbled. "The kestian was waiting for me."

"Waiting for you…?" Elden shook his head. "Kessa, the hound attacked Haven's End and Verrisai! Aesta has reached the point of threatening to draw her Arc Blade in public if need be, and even that might not be enough to stop it!"

"Why do you think I'm here?" Her voice was almost a screech, stones shaking at the intensity of her emotions. "It wants me, Elden. Here, within the kestian… may just be the only place I'm safe."

"You aren't thinking straight," he said. "It attacked Haven's End and Verrisai. Why would it do that if you were its target?"

"Dogs get hungry."

"Kessa." He looked up, as though he might see her in the walls or ceiling of the cavern. "I came here to find a way to stop it. But I can't simply leave you in here, either. Don't fight me."

"Go home, Elden."

He tried to take another step forward and it was as though an invisible force was holding him back, a wall of will he had to exert himself to get through. Giving up, however, was not an option.

Elden gritted his teeth and began walking toward the palace, step by step.




Chapter 33

He was almost crawling by the time he reached the stairs leading up to the palace's doors. The wave of will subsided to more of a bearable hum as soon as he pushed his way into the structure's interior.

He sank to his knees for a few seconds, catching his breath and wiping cold sweat from his brow. Elden sensed his doubts creeping in and getting comfortable. The hound was at least a physical opponent to fight or flee from. Kessa, giving herself to the kestian, was worse in every way.

I have to bring her back out, he thought. I'll never be able to face my aesta if I don't.

"She is not the only one who belongs here," whispered the guardian.

It was the quiet voice of the kestian's loyal servant, the one that came to him as a whisper in his ear rather than a dungeon-consuming rumble. He raised his head, keeping his voice low and quiet in answer.

"Can you help me?" he asked.

He touched the brand, running his fingers over the pattern. For once, it felt dormant, almost numb against his otherwise warm skin..

"She entered through The Deep," whispered the guardian. "It is the most pliable of the dungeon's areas and has formed itself around her trauma. I have unlocked the way for you."

He was about to ask which of the doors would take him there, but somehow, he already knew. The one on his right, nearest to the palace's entrance. Elden gathered what strength remained in his weary body and pushed himself in that direction.

A short, introductory staircase led to the door leading down into The Deep. He opened and felt an odd sense of vertigo as he stepped through, vision going briefly hazy.

The place he stepped out into on the other side was impossible, a far cry from even the kestian's previous outlandish tricks. He was standing on the deck of a ship, having just stepped out from a cabin of some sort.

A storm raged overhead, water pelting down on him with the intensity of angry hail. The ship was lilting at a sideways angle, either in the midst of sinking or soon to be.

Elden glanced back through the door he'd just came through and, despite how it violated all laws of physical space the world should adhere to, confirmed that he could still see the steps leading up to the palace's foyer. He took a step forward, letting the wooden door on his side flap closed in the violent wind.

"What is this?" he shouted, not entirely sure if he was asking Kessa or the guardian.

"I know not," answered the guardian. "It is of her mind. A powerful memory, one which haunts her to this day."

Elden had more questions, but the rain and wind hit his face with enough intensity to making breathing normally a more pressing objective. He could see a path of sorts ahead of him, constructed from other ships like the one he currently stood on.

The water was forcing them together, turning the surrounding ocean into a ship graveyard in the process of holding burials. Elden walked to the bow of the ship he was on, which was clipping into the broadside of the next ship over as though ramming it with intention.

He saw no one else on his current deck or the next one, not even Kessa. His feelings on trying to continue forward were mixed, but if he wanted to find Kessa, going back was simply not an option.

He climbed over the railing and hung from it. His expectation had been to gently drop down onto the next ship, but it wasn't perfectly flush. There was a gap right beneath him that the ocean surged through and he had no great desire to fall into it.

He half swung and half pushed off, landing on the deck and railing of the target ship, which was about fifteen feet lower. Pain surged through his ribs as the railing took him into the chest, but he twisted and flopped safely onto the deck, rain still pelting down on him.

"One follows," came the guardian's voice. "You are sought by an enemy."

He blinked feeling an odd shift in his awareness. He could see it in his mind's eye, almost like he was imagining the scene, though the certainty undercutting it made him sure that he wasn't.

Esaka had just entered the kestian, alone and infuriated. She was walking cautiously down the cobblestones, not held back by Kessa's will as he had been. The thought gave him an idea, one which cost him nothing to attempt.

He tried to enforce his own will on her, push back in the same way Kessa had through his own connection to the kestian. He knew that dissuading her was probably impossible, given the Remenai leader's spirit.

Instead, he let the kestian do what it seemed to do best. He thought of that moment between them in the basin, working the lever. Bodies heated by more than just the water, the friction of their banter sparking in all the wrong ways.

That's it, he thought. Come after me, Esaka. All that anger. All that frustration.

He kept moving, knowing that putting distance between himself and her would be just as valuable as slowing her down. She'd have to guess which door he'd entered through. He hadn't stopped to check if he'd left footsteps behind him or even closed the door completely when he'd started moving across the ship. No going back to do it now.

There was a larger gap between the deck he was on and the next one he needed. He saw a way forward from how the ship's boom jutted out across the water. The climb was made far more difficult than it should have been from the wind and water, and he slowly inched out until he was on the next deck.

The surrealness of the situation struck him as he noticed, for the first time, that all the ships were copies of one another. They were at different stages of sinking, but all the same ship, slowly being beaten into submission by the surging storm.

What happened to you, Kessa?

Elden pushed on through the relentless storm, his clothes soaked and heavy against his skin. The wind howled, threatening to throw him off balance with each step. He leapt from one ship to another, his muscles aching with the effort.

As he landed on the deck of yet another identical vessel, he felt a shift in his awareness. Esaka had found the right door. She was moving through The Deep with surprising speed, her determination palpable even from a distance.

His attempt to slow her down seemed to have backfired in spectacular fashion. Instead of distracting her, he'd only fueled her pursuit. He tried to exert his will on a deeper level, but it was impossible to focus on his awareness of the kestian and keep moving.

He quickened his pace, ignoring the burning in his legs as he climbed over a tilted mast. The rain lashed at his face, obscuring his vision. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, scanning what lay ahead.

There was a last ship. The realization surprised him, though of course it shouldn't have. He was still moving through the kestian, regardless of what it seemed and felt like. The guardian's voice being able to reach him in waking reality seemed to be clear confirmation of that.

He jumped down onto the final ship deck and hurried to the door leading to the cabin at the center. Esaka was racing after him now, running across wet decks with reckless abandon. Elden watched her for a moment and then slipped through the door.




Chapter 34

Despite having taken a step through a door into what should have been a ship's cabin, Elden found himself brushing aside branches and foliage and stepping through dry sand into a sunny evening on the other side.

He glanced back, and while the door wasn't there, a vague rectangle formed by two tree trunks and their embracing branches served the purpose, showing him the stormy scene in his wake. He had no intention of turning back, not until he'd found Kessa and a way to combat the threat of the hound.

He took a few steps forward, slowly taking in the scene. The island wasn't large, no more than a mile square, judging from what he could see of it from the beach. Chunks of driftwood littered the beach, some of them clearly former ship timbers.

"Kessa." He called her name in a loud voice, but with no anger or frustration, just the weary determination of a tired brother.

"She's here," whispered the guardian.

"Where is here?" he asked. "This is… still within the kestian, isn't it? It's not like the other impossible exits leading to mountains and deserts."

"This is The Deep," said the guardian. "A labyrinth as much of the mind as the mud and mortar."

"This place makes no sense to me. What purpose would this serve other than to waste the time of the creators?"

"If that is your opinion, you lack creativity," whispered the guardian. "The kestian has served many purposes over the eons. A shrine of rebirth. A fortress. A staging ground. Which one will it serve it henceforth?"

He exhaled, frustrated and tired and aware of how little sense his life had begun to make. The rustle of someone pushing through the branches behind him alerted him to Esaka's presence. He stood up slowly, ready to deal with her as a problem rather than continue running away.

She walked out of the brush slowly, eyes narrowing to a glare as she saw him. He only noticed then that she was carrying his pistol. Gesturing to it, he furrowed his brow.

"I do believe that's a violation of your jadhara, no?" he said. "Rules for thee but not for me?"

"It is written in the jadhara that there are times when a punishment must fit the crime to enforce Jad's way." She cocked the hammer and pointed the barrel at him. "This is one of those times, Elden Forger."

"It isn't loaded," he said.

He was hoping that it was the truth, rather than feeling all that confident in the assertion. Gods, something felt uniquely wrong about having one’s own favorite gun pointed at them.

"I loaded it. My clan keeps brimpowder for our own purposes."

He had no good response to that. Waves continued crashing into the beach, and the sun cast a beautiful stripe of orange across the darkening ocean. There were worse places to die, he supposed.

"She won't kill you unless you make her do so," whispered the guardian. "It wasn't just anger pushing her to chase you. Take care in testing her limits."

"Esaka," he said, holding his hands out, letting himself be a target. "What do you want me to say? I'm too tired to beg for my life, not that such behavior would suit me, regardless. Either shoot me or go home."

"You are coming back with me, Merinian." She took a step toward him, one finger shifting to settle on the pistol's trigger. He tried not to let it show how much that bothered him, practically tempting a misfire.

"No." He swallowed as Esaka came close enough to have a guaranteed shot at his head. "Kessa is inside the kestian. The shadow hound is on the island, still a threat. I might be the only one who can do anything about either of those unfortunate facts."

"You mock the situation!" hissed Esaka. "You do not get to strut around my island doing whatever you want."

He heard it then in her voice. Not just anger. Elden took a long blink, letting that awareness sweep into him again. Esaka, on the beach, waves crashing into the surf. The kestian seemed happy to oblige him as he tried to coax it into stirring more interesting emotions, the kindling of passion and lust.

"I want what you want," whispered the guardian. "But she is dangerous. Moreso than you realize."

"This isn't about me firing my pistol at the hound anymore, is it?" he said.

Esaka bared her teeth and let the pistol press into his chest. "Your insinuations are foolish and have no place in this moment!"

He took a risk, slowly raising his hand and letting it settle atop hers. Esaka blinked quickly, but he kept the press of the kestian's influence on her, gently intensifying it like the rising tide.

"I don't want to complicate your place among your clan, Esaka," he said quietly, as he lowered her arm and the gun. "Whether in regard to violating the jadhara or… anything else. I want to be your ally."

"Lies…"

She was breathing faster. Elden swore he could feel the echo of what the kestian was doing to her, like ambient heat from a bread oven.

"Truth." He came closer still, staring into her eyes, until they both reached some hidden limit and snapped together like a slammed door.

He kissed her deeply, hands roving over her body in the same way he'd wanted to touch her the last time he'd had the chance within the kestian. Esaka let out a tiny whimper and kissed him back, one leg sliding open and curling around him to pull him closer.

"This… is wrong," she whispered.

The sound of the waves lapping at the shore seemed to urge them on. Elden ran his fingers along her thigh and turned her around. Esaka let out a low breath as she pushed her butt out, rubbing it against his crotch, with needy movements. He groaned and set his hands on her waist, guiding her movements.

His fingers rubbed against the silken fabric of her spiral tunic, loosening it with deft tugs. He needed to do this, but where was that need coming from? The brand burned with approval and the kestian seemed to pulse with erotic energy, urging him on.

He heard Esaka gasped as he undid his belt and lowered his trousers. She was still rocking into him as his cock brushed over the smooth skin of her ass. It was so soft and supple, a stark contrast to her rigid demeanor.

He pulled her Merinian silk thong out of the way, his touch gentle but insistent, and Esaka shivered as he dragged it down her thighs, the cool air raising goosebumps on her flesh.

"Can you feel it? Her shame, her desire, her need?" The guardian's whisper was like the purr of a satisfied cat. "She wants you. She hates that she does, but she wants you. Give her what she needs."

"You foolish Merinian," whimpered Esaka. "You're... playing with fire."

Elden lined himself up with Esaka's entrance, his chest against her back, arms blanketing her body. With a slow, deliberate thrust, he sheathed himself inside her, and they both let out guttural moans.

Esaka's hips met his, greedy and wanton, her moans a symphony to the guardian's satisfied whispers. They moved together, her hips rolling to meet his, the tide of their lust rising higher and higher.

"Yes, Elden. Take her. Claim her." The guardian urged him on with filthy, excited whispers that seemed to dance across his skin like the ocean breeze.

Elden didn't need her urging. He had Esaka, and he would give her exactly what she craved, even if she would never admit to it outside of the Kestian's influence. He thrust into her, his hands gripping her hips, his grunts intermingling with her breathy moans as the waves lapped the shore.

"Yes!" she cried in passion.

"That's it, Esaka," he growled. "Give in to your passion."

She let out a cry and reached a hand back to grab his. Tensing and taking quick breaths, she let out a series of whimpers as her body went through the shakes and moans of an orgasm.

Elden felt the heat building up inside him as Esaka's walls spasmed around him, her orgasm triggering his own. He thrust once more, deeply, burying himself to the hilt inside her before he spilled his seed, filling her with his essence. He stayed like that for a moment, panting, letting the waves wash against the shore as he held her tightly against him.

The kestian's aura filled his mind, a symphony of pleasure and satisfaction that mirrored his own. Esaka trembled in his arms, her own breath coming in short, sharp gasps as she came down from her climax.

Slowly, he pulled out of her, his hands gentle as he helped her regain his balance. He started putting his clothes back on. Esaka awkwardly sought out her thong.

"This was a mistake," she said, her voice shaky as she tied her tunic back into place. "We cannot… I cannot…"

"I know," he said, thinking quickly. "It’s insanity. Which is why you attempting to imprison me is so dangerous. There would be too many chances with me so deeply in your power, as there would if you were in mine."

"There is no other option." The steel returned to her voice.

Elden matched it with a cocky and playful smile. "I will give you information about King Rento and the movements of the Merinians. I will be your ally."

"In name only. You came to this island for your king's purposes, and I believe you serve them yet."

"No." He let out a sigh. "It's not that simple. I think the king… may have killed someone I love. I came to home to ensure that it never happens again."

He didn't have to affect the emotion in his voice as he spoke of Elara, veering into his genuine fear that King Rento might move on to others he loved next. Esaka blinked and gave a small shake of her head.

"I… can understand that, to an extent," she said, slowly. "I would do anything for those closest to me, Elden Forger."

He smiled again and stepped a bit nearer. "They are lucky to be so close to you, then."

"Immensely."

He kissed her again and, for an instant, he thought they'd be tumbling in the sand for round two. But no. She was a complicated woman already far beyond her emotional limits. He'd taken enough risks with her for one night.

"You need to go," he said, pulling back.

"I cannot just… leave you here to your own devices!"

"I'm here at your behest, no?" he said. "I'll give you the kestian's secrets along with the king's. You'll finish on top… regardless of how it goes."

She just stared at him for the longest time. She still held his pistol. She still made the rules. Finally, she spoke.

"Betray me and I will kill you, Merinian."

He leaned in to whisper in her ear, fingers closing around her hand with the pistol. "A little bit of trust goes a long way."

She let go of the weapon. Elden immediately released the hammer and checked the barrel.

"It is unloaded," he said. "You liar."

"You Merinians act as though having a pistol is like having a second spear." She reached her hand down and playfully patted his crotch. "I thought I might watch you squirm."

"That's one way of doing it."

He stole one last kiss. She was smiling as she pushed him back gently by the shoulders. Without another word, she backed off into the trees, disappearing the same way she'd arrived.




Chapter 35

Night arrived faster than it should have. It was both a reminder to Elden that he was still within the kestian, rather than in the real world, and a warning of what might be to come. He went looking for Kessa amid the last rays of light. The darkness following the sunset arrived alongside an unnatural creeping cold.

He clenched his pistol tighter as the night deepened around him. The kestian’s chill seeped into his bones, and the waves became quieter, almost background noise to a greater silence.

He pressed on, one step after another, deeper into the darkness. The path ahead, obscured by shadows, seemed endless, but turning back wasn’t an option. Not while she was still out there.

A silhouette came into view as he rounded the beach’s next bend. He knew it was her as he came closer, if only from the way her posture broke his heart. She was sitting against a tree slightly up from the shore, knees pulled into her chest, so much like his dream. She glanced at him and he could just make out twin lines of tears streaming down her cheeks.

She was surrounded by wild dogs — dead dogs. Some of them were large enough to clearly have been formidable on their own. Others, less so, too young or thin or mangy. Kessa's shoulders shook, and she pressed her eyes into her arms as he crossed the rest of the way over.

"Oh, Kessa." He crouched down next to her, not saying anything at first. "When did this happen?"

"…Years ago. I was sixteen. I went through a tailoring phase. Dyes, embroidery, the works. I was bringing some of my stuff to Ashala, where the prices were almost double what I could get here. The ship ran into a storm. I fell overboard and…

"I heard the howls in the night first, on the island. I was afraid, Elden. I was terrified of them. But what really scared me the most was when they did attack, and… I discovered just how desperate I could be. I ate some of them after I killed them. No choice. Terrible meat, but meat is meat."

She looked up at him, the tears dense again, face contorted and on the cusp of ugly crying. Elden pulled her into a tight hug.

"You did what you had to do to survive, Kessa," he whispered. "The dogs would have done the same."

"I don't want to ever be that desperate again. But in some ways, there's no coming back from it. It made me realize just how… small I am. I'm still scared of ever getting on a ship again, in truth. I need this."

Elden pulled back a little bit and shook his head. "The kestian? No. I think it's the exact opposite of that. The kestian needs you."

"Do not speak for her," said the guardian. "She makes her own choice, as do you."

"We're leaving." He took Kessa's hand and made to stand up.

A howl sounded from the surrounding darkness. The hair on the back of Elden's neck stood up straight. He let go of Kessa and spun around in time to see long tendrils of shadow mixing and lengthening into a familiar shape.

The shadow hound manifested as it opened its glowing red eyes. It let out a low growl as it took great, stomping steps across the beach. Elden set himself between it and Kessa, weaponless but determined.

"She's coming back with me," he said.

He rushed forward. Bits and pieces of memories that were not his own flickered through his mind as the scene resonated with Kessa's history. She was the hound, as much as she feared it. She'd fought with nails and teeth as weapons, tasted blood, no hesitation or holding back.

The shadow hound swiped a paw at Elden, catching him in the shoulder and flinging him sideways. He hit the sand hard, grateful it wasn't a harder surface. The shadow hound used its ranged attack on him, long strands of shadow seeking contact.

"Stop!" cried Kessa.

The hound went still, seeming uncertain… almost afraid. Elden caught his breath and realized the fear was mirrored on both sides. Kessa wasn't just afraid of dogs for the usual reasons. They were as much a reflection as a phobia, a living, breathing representation of what she'd once had to do to survive while powerless.

"Elden…" Kessa came closer to him and took his hands. She looked younger than he'd seen her since arriving back, eyes red rimmed, blonde hair a mess in the faint sea breeze. "I'm sorry."

"For what?"

"I can't leave with you," she whispered. "Not anymore. Not that I'd want to… if I could. This is the answer I've been waiting for. The way forward."

"No it isn't." He let out a breath, anger and panic rising, and looked upward, seeking the kestian's guardian. "She isn't yours! She can't stay here!"

"I do not make choices for one such as her," whispered the guardian.

"Go home, Elden," she whispered. "I’ll keep the hound on its leash. Don't worry about me anymore."

She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. He seized her by the shoulders, intent on dragging her out of the dungeon if need be, but his strength began to fade as her lips broke contact. His surroundings and awareness went next.

 

***

 

Elden was back in the cave in the next moment he experienced. He heard a deep rumbling, along with rocks scraping together and crunching. It took him longer than it should have to realize that it was the noise of the bronze door closing behind him.

"Kessa…" He stumbled to his feet and whirled around. "Kessa!"

The bronze door was firmly shut, and it didn't open for him when he pressed his hands against it. He pounded on either side of the visage of the seductive bronze demoness. He shouted, speaking as much to Kessa as the guardian as Lascivious as herself.

"You are not ready yet," whispered the guardian. "She is."

"Ready for what?" he asked, touching the demon's face.

No response came.

"Ready for what?" he shouted. "Answer me!"

He slammed his fist against the door. He tried to force his fingernails into the hairline crack where it became perfectly flush with the cave's stone. It refused to budge.

Elden dropped to his knees, resting his forehead against cold bronze. He stayed like that for what felt like an hour before slowly rising to his feet, finding defeat if not acceptance.

The walk back to the monastery was mockingly pleasant, with the morning sun bright on the horizon and the bird's chirping. He tried to slip in as quietly as he could, not wanting to wake his aesta or Lorin if it could be helped.

They were already up, sitting in the common room, looking as unsettled and worried as he still felt within. Blaire rose and immediately hurried over to him, wearing the same nightgown she'd fought the hound in earlier in the night.

"Solas," she whispered.

"She went back in," he muttered.

"We know," said Blaire.

"Kessa… refused to stay in the monastery," said Lorin. "I tried everything to stop her. She said if the hound found her outside the kestian, she wouldn't be able to control it. She said she didn't have the power yet."

"She doesn't need power!" snapped Elden, mad at the world, mad at Kessa, mad at himself, most of all. "I couldn't get her to leave with me. She forced me out. Said she’d keep the hound contained. Sealed the door."

Blaire's expression hardened. "It will not stay sealed. I'm getting her out of there. I swear it. True Divine. I swear it."

She had the Battle Maiden's steel in her voice, and the worry of a terrified mother in her eyes. Elden hugged her tight to him. Lorin came over, and he pulled her into a joint embrace.

"We will get her back," he said. "Whatever it takes."
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