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Chapter 1

	The determination in Lorin's expression manifested itself in a v of pinched skin right in between her narrowed eyebrows. Elden would have found it adorable if he hadn't gained a recent appreciation for what usually happened right after Lorin made that face. 

	He circled around her, feet bare against the late spring grass, wooden practice sword gripped in tight fingers and held at guard. Lorin used two wooden short swords matching the length of her long daggers in place of a true dueling weapon. In theory, that gave Elden the advantage of reach.

	She came at him with unreal speed, her Remenai ears seeming to fold back ever so slightly to cut more smoothly through the air. He blocked the first short sword slash, fighting his own reflex to flinch back, aware of how much the training swords could sting one's fingers even on an otherwise solid deflection.

	Lorin spun, brown ponytail swishing, and followed the first slash up with a second from her right arm. Elden hopped sideways out of reach and countered with an overhead chop.

	She attempted to block it with her other short sword and barely pulled it off, her arm wavering a bit in an encouraging reminder of Elden's superior strength.

	He pressed the attack, swinging low at her knees, figuring she'd be too slow to raise her swords back in time. She wasn't, and both blocked and retaliated with ease.

	"You still fight like you did before you left," Lorin said, with a smirk. "What works at age eleven is less formidable a decade later."

	"I resent that," said Elden, trying to sound offended even as he shifted his weight to better account for her unpredictable movements. "I'll have you know I've learned quite a bit in the intervening years."

	"Like how to be overconfident?" Lorin lunged and Elden barely managed to parry the blow in time. The impact stung his palms and he gritted his teeth, feeling an annoying blister already forming on the side of one thumb.

	"How to exploit subtle openings." Elden switched tactics, pushing forward with a few reckless strikes. He forced Lorin back towards the monastery, their wooden swords a blur of motion as they clashed together.

	Lorin let out a small, surprised yelp as she nearly backed into the wall, momentarily trapped. Elden pressed close, one arm bracing against the wall beside her head, his face inches from hers.

	"Subtle openings, huh?" Lorin inched forward, eyes fluttering, heat pouring off her body from the thin, tan tunic she wore.

	Elden was wise to both her tricks and quietly competitive spirit. He dodged back as she tried to sneak a touch with one of her short swords. Swinging his own practice blade at shoulder level, he felt wood vibrate against wood as she blocked.

	Lorin tried to spin past his guard before he could reset his stance. Elden caught her second slash at the wrist and yanked her sideways. She pushed further forward, body pressing into his, limbs tangling as they both tumbled to the grass.

	The shift was not instantaneous, even though their weapons fell to the wayside almost immediately. Elden sought Lorin's wrists, ostensibly trying to pin her and secure his victory, whatever it might entail. Lorin tried to wrap her legs around him and twist for leverage. 

	They rolled and rubbed together, both sweaty and breathing heavy. Lorin twisted just right and managed to get on top. Elden grabbed her leg and shifted her underneath him hard, setting her down on her back with enough force to push the breath out of her lungs.

	This is how it always goes, he thought. It's never just sparring with Lorin.

	He pinned one of her wrists, staring at her flushed face, expression still combative and cute. Elden felt a sudden pulse of heat that was beyond what his body could produce on its own and sensed the brand's sharp influence pulling his strings.

	It was a demand, a sudden need, to strip her tunic open and press down upon her. Lorin watched him, eyes subtly glazed, almost nodding like she was reading his mind and urging him on. He pinned her other wrist and leaned his face closer to hers, feeling the blood pounding through his body, pulsing downward to all the right and wrong places.

	"Solas," came their aesta's voice. "Seta. I think you've finished the round."

	Elden forced himself to push back from Lorin. The brand on his chest, the proof of the kestian's corrupting influence on him, seemed to hiss with pain as though rebelling against his choice. He winced as a wave of dizziness and fevered fatigue swept over him.

	"Are we not even allowed to spar in private now, aesta?" asked Lorin. 

	Elden rose to one knee, trying to shake off both the brand's influence and his lingering excitement. Blaire, their aesta, had the day off from Haven's End's tiny primary school. She wore a plain sundress and walked barefoot, her dark brown hair loose against her shoulders.

	"I encourage you both to keep up with your sparring," said Blaire. "As long as you play by the… established rules."

	"You've been watching us like a hawk for these past few days, aesta," said Lorin. "It's unnecessary. We're not children."

	"You will always be my children," said Blaire. "And it would seem as though taking my eyes off any of you for even a moment now carries the promise of disaster."

	None of them said anything for a moment. Kessa's disappearance within the kestian still hung over the monastery like a dark cloud. Elden understood their aesta's perspective even if he didn't necessarily agree with the rules it pushed her to enforce.

	Blaire had forbidden Lorin from helping Elden with the demands of the brand. She was quick to stop her late night and early morning visits to his room, wary of even giving them time alone together. It was both understandable and infuriating.

	He'd expected his aesta to take Lorin's place, as she'd told him she intended to when she'd first helped him that night in Verrisai, when he'd been held captive by Esaka and the Remenai. She'd touched him, stroked him to completion, crossed a line an aesta should never cross.

	The memory still makes the brand burn just to recall, he thought.

	But in the days since, Blaire had been far more chaste and responsible. She had helped him, in her own way. Breathing exercises. Back massages. Sleeping tea and encouragement. Never once had it truly been enough.

	Elden was aware of how fragile his family's current circumstances were. The brand was his burden to bear. He had no intention of turning it into his aesta’s or Lorin's problem. But ultimately, it was a problem, one which had been wearing him down, sapping his strength, stealing his sleep.

	He rose to standing, feeling a rush of lightheadedness that he fought off as he pulled Lorin up by the hand. "We've done enough for today. I would be exhausted if we tried to go another round, regardless."

	Lorin let out an exaggerated sigh. "So be it. I'm going to rinse off in the river. I have to work at the inn tonight and the tips tend to be larger when I'm not stinky."

	She walked off slowly, watching Elden as though still leaving room for the possibility of him sneaking off to the river after her. True Divine, was he ever tempted. But he knew that was also the brand's influence, possibly on both sides. 

	Lorin acted so differently around him now than when he'd first arrived back to Sordavakos. It was hard to separate the natural changes and trajectory of their relationship as grown adults from the subtle corrupting influence of the kestian.

	"You knew where that would lead, solas," said Blaire.

	He sighed as he looked at her, unable to deny it as he wanted to. "She's been eager to spar and improve since her tussle with Talia. You've also suggested more than once that I refamiliarize myself with my sword."

	"Weapons were not in hand when I walked out onto the lawn."

	"The round was almost over." 

	He started walking by her toward the monastery's entrance. The fatigue hit him in full after two steps. Blaire was at his side in an instant, her presence helping him stay upright, but feeding the brand in a way that was counterproductive.

	"Elden?" she said. "Are you all right?"

	He nodded, but the world was spinning around him. "It's the brand. I just need… to rest."

	Blaire's eyes flicked downward to the left side of his chest. She seemed to stare at the brand through his clothing, cheeks flushing as her gaze lingered.

	"I see," she whispered. "Let's get you inside and… get you what you need."

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	The monastery was silent, stained windows beautiful in the raw light of the midmorning sun. Blaire helped Elden to his chamber, and he all but collapsed into his bed.

	The brand's fatigue was a complex malady, more than just fevered exhaustion. He felt antsy, frustrated in a way that was near impossible to satisfy. He unbuttoned his shirt and tried to focus on breathing, feeling the heat pouring off his chest.

	"I'll get you some tea," said Blaire.

	"It never helps," said Elden.

	"It would if you'd let it," said Blaire. "Focus on your breathing. The connection between you and the kestian is not a one-way path. You can influence it just as it influences you."

	"That's a bold assertion." 

	He scowled, feeling boyish at contradicting her. Even if it wasn't true, he saw the logic and benefit of believing it anyway. It'd been true enough for Kessa, given how one of the dungeon's levels had all but conformed to her past trauma.

	Kessa's absence was what stung most about his ongoing struggle. She would understand better than anyone else what he was going through, how hard it was to focus on anything that fell outside the purview of what the kestian held important.

	He'd gone back to the kestian several times since his encounter with her. The bronze door refused to open for him, and he hadn't heard the voice of the guardian or Kessa, though he suspected they could still hear him.

	True to Kessa's word, the shadow hound was seemingly once more contained within the dungeon. Sordavakos was still recovering from the monster's attack, celebrating in light of what seemed to be a reprieve from the beast which had inflicted violence upon the island's residents.

	"Elden?" 

	His aesta's voice surprised him, and he realized he'd slipped into a fevered state, somewhere between the gaps of consciousness. His forehead was hot with sweat and somehow ice cold at the same time.

	"I'm fine," he muttered.

	"You don't look fine." Blaire came close to his bed and set his tea down on his nightstand. "Solas. I'm worried about you."

	He felt his body already reacting to her presence, drinking in the sight of her like a man lost in the desert setting eyes on water. "I'm fine, aesta. I've been trying to find my own rhythm. Ways to tend to my own needs."

	"Judging from how I found you and Lorin ten minutes ago, I question how well it's working."

	He met her gaze, tension sparking as his eyes lingered on hers.

	"We both know what helps with my condition," he said. "You forbid Lorin from helping me and said you would take her place."

	Blaire bit her lower lip, glancing away. "When needed. I don't think giving the kestian what it wants through you is a sustainable strategy. Not for you. Not for me. Not for Kessa, most of all."

	"Then stop asking if I'm well and fretting when you see me suffer. I'll carry this burden, but I won't lie about its toll on me."

	She stared at him for a long while. He sat up, shifting the pillow to prop up his back. The room felt small and heated, and his arousal began to grow like the growl of an empty stomach at the smell of baking bread.

	Slowly, but without hesitation, Blaire reached her hand out and let it touch the hem of his open shirt, the holes where the buttons would normally thrust through the tight slits. He took a breath as her hand slid underneath, the tips of four fingers and a thumb tracing small circles as she rubbed closer to the brand.

	"I feel the power of the brand when my hand draws near it, solas," said Blaire.

	"Not surprising." He cleared his throat, finding it somehow difficult to keep his voice from wavering, distracted by her touch. "The kestian's influence is subtle but powerful."

	"That's not what I mean. I feel… the power within the brand." Blaire finally touched it and made a little noise, not quite a sigh, not quite a moan. "It's so different from Rhiannon. Younger. More eager. Primed to… be used and go off."

	"It only feels powerful when I'm within the kestian," he pointed out. "In the outside world, the dynamic is reversed."

	"Maybe." 

	Blaire pulled back his shirt and let her fingers briefly trace the pink crescent moon and dot underneath. Her hand slid down and up across his pectoral muscle, going a little lower each time until she was caressing his stomach. "Lorin will be bathing at the river for another few minutes."

	He felt himself getting hard and forced the issue, taking her hand in his and gently coaxing it onto his crotch. The insanity of what he was doing made him wonder just how deeply the kestian's corruption already ran. His body knew what it wanted even if his mind was still confused and ashamed.

	"Aesta," he said. "Please."

	"Oh, solas." Her fingers cupped his hardness through his trousers, and then all at once she was sliding into him, undoing his belt, cheeks flushed with the excitement of the moment. "If… this is truly what you need."

	He nodded slowly. She gave him an odd smile, proud and understanding in a way that chastened him. He helped get his pants and undershorts down, feeling boyish and awkward as his full erection snapped into view.

	Blaire's expression banished any hesitation he might have had. Her eyes were curious in a dangerous way, questions with naughty answers dancing behind the chestnut brown of her irises.

	"Solas." 

	She slowly closed her fingers on his erection, watching him as though expecting him to stop her. True Divine, she had no idea how powerful his arousal and sexual hunger had grown. She wasn't supposed to ever know about that side of her beloved solas.

	"Gods," he groaned. "Aesta. That's perfect."

	"Like this?" She stroked him off with slow movements, soft fingers curling into a tender, gentle touch.

	"Just like that." 

	He leaned in closer to her. He saw her eyes flutter and dart briefly to his lips. She pulled back as he leaned in to kiss her and he didn't press the point, too lost in the sensation of her working his hard cock with perfect little pumps.

	"We'll find a way to stop all of this," whispered Blaire. "It'll just be a memory one day. A period of time which we'll let ourselves forget about once it passes."

	He nodded slowly, but knew he would never forget. The memory was already seared into his mind, the softness of her fingers, the way her cheeks were flushed, the quiver of her lips as she watched the illicit movements of her own hand.

	"I can already feel it helping," he said.

	"I'm glad."

	"It feels… so good, aesta."

	"Well, it's supposed to." She let out a small chuckle and cupped his balls with her free hand. "I'm glad I'm making you feel good, solas, even if it's… through such lurid means."

	She went a little faster and leaned closer, stopping for a moment to brush her hair back out of her face. Elden felt his release drawing near, and his aesta's breathing seemed to speed up to, her own excitement obvious and compelling.

	"Let me know when you reach your limit," she whispered. "Best not make a mess."

	"There should be a towel over…" He groaned as he looked for it and realized he'd already used it and tossed it away the previous night. "Oh, gods. Aesta!"

	The pleasure was too much. Blaire was quick to cover his cock with her free hand, taking his load in her palm as he flew past his bursting point. His seed seemed to shoot out with impossible force and volumes, some of it leaking out between his aesta's slender fingers.

	"Oh…" 

	She brought the mess up, blinking in surprise as she examined it. Elden was still reeling from his orgasm, but he was struck by the clear fascination in her expression.

	"Here." He took off his shirt, which was already sweaty and ready for a wash, and passed it to her.

	"Is it… always like this?" asked Blaire.

	"Like what?"

	She seemed unable to articulate her own question, shaking her head. "Never mind. It's just so… hot in my hand. Gods, I've been cloistered away on this island too long, I think."

	She let out a laugh and wiped most of it off on his shirt, also using it to clean him off. Elden swore he could still see some of his emission on her hand, but she either didn't notice or didn't care as she absently wiped the thumb of the same hand across her lips.

	"Do you feel any better?" she asked.

	"Much," he said. He stretched out again as he pulled his pants up. "Thank you, aesta. I wish I didn't have to ask that of you."

	"It… was no real bother." Blaire swallowed and cleared her throat, standing up and wiping her hands on her gown. "As I said. This will be nothing but a faded memory once we've brought Kessa out from the kestian and cleansed the evil within."

	"Of course," said Elden.

	 

	


Chapter 3

	Regardless of the complicated emotions underneath the act, Elden felt decidedly refreshed after receiving his aesta's help. He bathed in the river after Lorin returned to the monastery and only came back for long enough to dress in clean clothing.

	Most of his days following the shadow hound's attack had proceeded in the same manner. He went to the kestian every morning, hoping that he'd find the bronze door gaping open or persuadable to sliding. 

	As had consistently been the case, the door was solidly shut after he'd walked the length of the path, climbed down the cliff face, and entered the cave. He let his hand trace the carving of the demoness, wanting at least acknowledgment, if not entry.

	At first, Elden had brought food with him, dried fruit and hardtack, the kind of rations suitable for travel and storage. His thinking was that Kessa still needed to eat, or at least he assumed she did.

	The food had been eaten, but not by its intended recipients. Squirrels and rats and various other scavenging animals seemed to have picked over his offerings until it became clear enough that Kessa wouldn't be lured into opening the door by hunger.

	The conclusion he'd drawn was that she either was beyond eating and the normal need for sustenance, or she had her own sources of food within the kestian or through its other entrances. It was frustrating most of all because without the threat of starvation, Elden was hard pressed to imagine what else might force her to leave.

	He had so many questions. He understood the allure of the kestian on an emotional level, but the promise of power hinted at by the guardian seemed to hold a deeper meaning for Kessa. 

	"I know you can hear me, Kessa," he whispered. "Tell me why you chose this. Let me in."

	He ran his hand over the door again. No response came, and even though he hadn't really expected one, he felt his anger flair with passionate heat. He slammed a fist into the stone next to the door at half strength and stomped out of the cave.

	He didn't immediately climb back, instead sitting on the ledge with his legs dangling, letting the waterfall's mist cool his face and neck. Kessa would make her own choice, free from anyone else's judgment or needs. Kessa had always been selfish like that.

	He finally scaled up the cliff face and started back toward the monastery. The circumstances made it hard not to question his own situation, what currently was and what came next. 

	The drying line outside the monastery was laden with clothing as he arrived back, but his aesta was nowhere to be seen. He felt well enough, after her earlier help, to head into town.

	He made the walk quickly and slowed as he set foot into Haven's End, surprised by the level of activity and rebuilding that had already taken place after the shadow hound's devastating attack. 

	Though not completely back to normal, many of the structures in town, including the general store and several of the residential huts, had already been patched up, with new thatch covering the roofs and freshly cut planks replacing the splintered wood. 

	The air was filled with the sounds of sawing and hammering punctuated with shouted instructions. The workers, a mix of men, women, and children, were busy with their tasks, toting materials into place or hammering repairs into finality. 

	Elden marveled at the resilience of the people. The basic rhythm of life was mostly undisturbed, as fishmongers hawked their morning's catch, the inn resumed business, and the townsfolk went about their normal routines as best they could. Despite the destruction and the lingering tension in the air, the people of Haven's End seemed determined to push forward and rebuild.

	He had business in town beyond just taking in the atmosphere. Haven's End had a single small postal outpost that he'd been checking daily in expectation of the king's response to the report he'd delivered through Casey Calloway.

	He didn't have high hopes as he waited at the counter after giving the young clerk his name. When she came back with a thin missive with the unmistakably elegant wax seal of King Rento on the front, he felt his heart catch in his chest.

	"It is for you, no?" said the woman. "Elden Forger?"

	"Yes, it is," he said. "Thank you."

	He ran his fingers over the wax as he started back through town. The king's response, be it a new order related to Sordavakos or a demand for him to return to the capital, would be the next turning point for his life. He realized that he'd begun to think of the island as home again, internalizing his problems and circumstances in a way that centered on his family.

	What would he do if the king summoned him back to Hearthold? Simply wash his hands of the kestian and forget he'd ever been beyond the bronze door to begin with? It was unthinkable, not with Kessa still within the dungeon's grasp and the brand on his chest. But he couldn't simply refuse an order from his liege.

	He was still staring at the unopened letter as he continued up the path and out of town, and perhaps that was why he didn't notice the Remenai until it was too late.

	Iskar was the one who stepped out to block his path forward. Elden hid his reaction as best as he was able, the memory of Esaka's failed pursuit of him through the kestian vivid in his mind. Primarily, exactly how subduing her had involved drawing from the erotic aura of Lascivious to distract her with sex.

	If she told him, this man may well try to kill me, he thought.

	"Greetings." Elden smiled and even gave a tiny bow. "Iskar. Might I inquire as to your intentions for blocking my way this time? I carry no pistol with me, no violation of your jadhara."

	He didn't have his gun on him, but gods, it probably would have been simpler if he did. Iskar reached out, attempting to seize the unopened letter from his hand. Elden was quick enough to stuff it into his shirt, anger rising at the very notion of someone else opening his sealed communication from his king.

	"I read," said Iskar, in rough Merinian. "Give."

	"That isn't happening." Elden slowly turned, unsuccessfully trying to stand so all four of the Remenai were within his field of view. "You don't understand what you're asking. I will tell Esaka what she needs to know, but not until I know it, first."

	He had a moment of genuine unease, possibly even fear, as he examined his opponents. They were tall and well-built Remenai, the shortest of which still half a head taller than him. His fingers twitched in that way that usually had him reaching for his pistol and he once more cursed the fact that he hadn't worn it out of a desire to play by the rules.

	Iskar came at him first, arm snaking out to seize Elden's shirt front. That, at least, was a move that happened often enough back in court for him to have a counter baked into his bones. He twisted and spun low, stripping the other man's hand.

	One of the other Rem was ready for him as he came back up. He dodged a blow to the face, and then took a blow to the stomach that landed with enough force to make his eyes bulge outward from their sockets. The pain was delayed in that worrying way, catching up with him on his next inward breath. 

	Another blow landed against his head, though it ricocheted off the hard part of his skull, likely doing as much damage to the hand delivering it as to his head. Elden whirled around, putting his fists up, knowing there was nothing he could have done even if he'd been better trained at hand-to-hand combat than he was.

	He took another blow, this one connecting hard with his jaw and making his gaze seem to blink out of existence for a moment. He staggered, clutching the letter to his shirt, dreading his humiliating defeat even as he watched it unfold.

	"No…" he muttered. "You bastards."

	He stumbled, falling to one knee. A hand threaded through his hair and yanked him backward. Iskar came forward, ready to strip the letter off him.

	"Get away from him."

	Lorin's voice was cold and outraged. Elden heard the click of a pistol being cocked, followed by another few words from her in Konokai for the men slow on the uptake.

	He rose to his feet, finding it a dizzying challenge in its own right. Iskar let out a mocking laugh and said something dismissive sounding to Lorin in Konokai, once more reaching for Elden's shirt.

	Lorin bared her teeth and stepped closer, letting the pistol's barrel push up against Iskar's cheek. Elden winced, realizing he hadn't given her the full dose of safety lessons that usually came with arms training in the capital. She had no idea how common misfires were, how near she was to reducing Iskar's head to splattered meat.

	"I think we can begin deescalating this encounter," he said, gingerly taking Lorin's shoulders and walking her back a few paces. "I will speak to Esaka on the matter of the letter. No one else."

	Iskar glared with the intensity of imminent murder, which honestly made Elden wonder if the man hadn't uncovered Esaka's passionate indiscretion. He kept Lorin walking up the path toward the monastery, both grateful and concerned by her intervention.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 4

	"Gods, you look awful!" said Lorin. "There's a cut on your forehead, and your lip is all swollen. What were you thinking walking around without your pistol?"

	Elden worked his tongue over his split lip, tasting blood and feeling a stab of sharp pain. "I'm damned if I do, damned if I don't at this point. I thought I'd reached something of an arrangement with Esaka and the Remenai."

	"It isn't as simple as Esaka being their unquestioned leader and making every decision for them," said Lorin.

	"I had hoped it was." He furrowed his brow, surprised by her statement. "Where is this sudden insight into the Verris Clan coming from? I thought they were your least favorite subject."

	She shrugged. "When they're as involved in our business as they have been recently, it pays to hear what people have been saying."

	"I suppose you'd be in a position to do that at the inn," he said. "Well then. What have people been saying?"

	"That the clan is about to tear itself apart," said Lorin. "Esaka has left the island for a few days, as well. There's some major alliance currently being hammered out between the Ocean Remenai of the Shattered Islands, all of the clans, and King Rento. The Verris Clan seems split over whether to come out for or against it."

	"That would certainly explain why Iskar wanted my missive so badly," muttered Elden. "Isn't discretion supposed to be part and parcel of the postmaster's job? I suppose it's my own fault for expecting professionalism from rural island folk."

	"Keep talking like that and I'll give you a bruise on your other cheek," said Lorin.

	He chuckled with good humor but grew serious as they reached the monastery. The sky overhead had shifted to an overcast grey, as though the weather itself was a reflection of his uncertainty.

	Blaire was in the common room with a teacup and a book. Her eyes locked onto the missive in Elden's hand as soon as he came through the door.

	"Rento?" she asked.

	Elden nodded. "I haven't opened it yet. It may be a response to my report, or perhaps even a new order issued before he received it, given the timing."

	"Gods, solas," said Blaire, as he drew closer. "What happened to you? Let me get a washcloth."

	"It's nothing, aesta," he said. "Iskar and some of the Remenai who don't approve of my presence on this island got a bit rough. Lorin was there to ward them off."

	Blaire's gaze shifted to the pistol in Lorin's hand. She sighed, but didn't speak her mind, instead quickly heading off to the other room. Elden sat down at the common room table and set the missive down in front of him, finger tracing the wax seal once before finally breaking it open.

	He felt his second gut punch of the day as he recognized the familiar script of the royal scribe and took in the short message contained within.

	Lord Forger,

	Your service on Sordavakos has been most adequate so far. I am satisfied with your report on the unfortunate departure of Taryn Coldwater. I would personally invite both you and your aesta, Blaire Haven, to the wedding of my daughter, Princess Risa, on the island of Ashala.

	Please impart the deep importance of this invitation to the Battle Maiden

	Ren

	"Elden?" Lorin was standing behind his chair and shook one of his shoulders. "What is it? What's wrong?"

	"Gods dammit," he muttered. "I wish Iskar had stripped this missive from my hand and torn it to shreds."

	"Why is that, solas?" Blaire came back into the common room, carrying a clean washcloth and a small bowl of water. 

	Elden's first impulse was to quickly tear the letter up and claim it said something else, but he was aware that Lorin had been scanning the words over his shoulder. There was no escaping the king's request, not now.

	"Here." He passed her the parchment, knowing she would want to read it, regardless. 

	Blaire's eyes narrowed slightly as she recognized the script. Lorin frowned and shook her head.

	"I don't understand," she said. "Why is this significant?"

	"King Rento wants us to go to Princess Risa's wedding," said Elden. "I'm not certain he'll be present for the nuptials himself, but his forces will be there. Sapphire's agents, if not Sapphire herself, will be there. It's about as dangerous for aesta as marching into Hearthold castle and placing herself directly back in his power. I don't understand why he'd ever think she'd accept such an offer."

	"Because I will," said Blaire. "I will go to this wedding."

	Elden stared at her, momentarily stunned to silence. "What? Aesta, you can't be serious. Think about what this would entail!"

	"I knew Princess Risa many years ago," said Blaire. "I was her tutor, in a manner of speaking. Rento insisted she have combat training from an early age, but hadn't the trust to leave her in the tutelage of a man. She was six or seven at the time, so she must be nearing thirty by now."

	"King Rento isn't simply inviting you to his daughter's wedding out of sentiment!" snapped Elden. "Read between the lines! He stresses the importance of your attendance. That's a thinly veiled threat, in his way of speaking."

	"I suspect she's grown into a beautiful woman," said Blaire, absently. "Or perhaps not. You never know when it comes to pretty little girls when they're allowed so much privilege."

	"Aesta!" he shouted. He stood up and took her by the shoulders. "Be serious. We have to immediately write back with an excuse for why you can't go. We could claim that Kessa is suffering an unknown illness. That's not even far from the truth."

	"I will do no such thing, solas." She gently took his hands from her shoulders and held them in hers. "I know Rento as you do, if not far better. There is no escaping his will when he digs his heels in. Refusing the first formal request he's made of me in years will lead to an unbearable outcome for our family."

	Elden shook his head even as he heard the truth in her words. "What of Kessa, then? Are we to just leave her within the kestian? Hope that all is well when we come back? If we come back?"

	Blaire's gaze shifted to Lorin, who sensed what was coming before their aesta spoke.

	"No!" snapped Lorin. "Absolutely not! I'm not staying behind!"

	"Lorin," said Blaire. "Please. Just listen to me. This is the most strain our family has ever been under."

	"If you think I'm useless, then just say as much, aesta!" cried Lorin. "If you think I'm a liability… If you think I should be tossed aside, just like the Verris Clan tossed me aside, then why don't you just—"

	"Enough!" Blaire's voice came out as a true shout, loud and powerful and a little scary. She took a rough sounding breath and pressed her fingers to her forehead. "This isn't about your past trauma, seta. Or your paranoia, solas. This is about what we have to do. What we must do if we're going to have any hope of ever making it through to the other side of this ordeal as a family in one piece.

	"Rento cannot bring his scrutiny down on Sordavakos any more deeply than he already has until we've found a way to free Kessa from the curse that foul dungeon has placed her under. Which means I must go to this wedding, along with Elden. Lorin… I am asking you — no, begging you — to stay behind. To be available for Kessa if she needs help here on the island while we're gone."

	Lorin shook her head, on the verge of tears. The fight seemed to go out of her, but not the emotion, and she suddenly stomped a foot down and marched off in the direction of the front door.

	"Lorin," called Blaire. "Please!"

	Lorin didn't turn back.

	 

	


Chapter 5

	As much as Elden wanted to push back on his aesta's logic, he couldn't find a way to. She was absolutely correct about how King Rento would react to her not making this appearance, given how brief and specific his request had been.

	He had this deep and impossible desire for all of them to simply stay on Sordavakos. For life to be as simple and routine for them as it was for so many of the island's denizens.

	But there was no hiding from reality, and certainly no hiding from the king of Merinia. Elden eventually went to his room to sort out what he would be bringing with him. As much as he felt like he needed to stay near the kestian, letting his aesta go to Ashala for the wedding alone simply wasn't an option.

	I would never be able to live with myself if she didn't come back, he thought.

	The question of how leaving Sordavakos would work for him, given that he still wore the kestian's brand, was one he still needed to answer. He worried that the toll the link placed on his body might worsen with distance, a dark homesickness enforced by ancient magic.

	He'd managed alright during his brief excursion through one of the kestian's distant doors. He hadn't spent all that long in the desert, but there'd been no immediate ill effects. Granted, he'd still been near one of the kestian's doors, which seemed reasonable to assume might serve as a proxy for priming the connection.

	In truth, whatever anxiety he felt over the brand was a far second compared to Rento's volatility and the greater situation. Regardless of whether the initiation was an outright trap for Blaire, there was a rationale behind it on the king's end.

	It was possible that Princess Risa had simply asked for Blaire, requested another chance to see her childhood tutor, given Ashala's proximity to Sordavakos. Unlikely, but possible. In which case, they might not even have anything to fear.

	He tried to convince himself that it made the most sense but knew that Rento would seek more from his aesta. A show of loyalty, or perhaps even a demand for her to return to his direct service as an advisor. There was no way to know except to make the journey, and the range of potential outcomes left Elden unsettled.

	He took out his pistol and evaluated his shot and brimpowder. He had four balls left after taking Lorin out once to test fire her pistol and get accustomed to the kickback. It was a miniscule amount, though he could certainly acquire more in Ashala fairly cheaply given that it held the largest brimpowder mine in all of the realm.

	My pistol won't be an advantage against the king's agents, he thought. They'll be better armed and equipped than I could ever hope to be.

	The situation felt far too much like walking knowingly into a trap, but what other option did he have? His aesta was set on going. He simply couldn't let her go alone.

	"Solas?" 

	A tap came at his door later that night. Elden stirred, only then realizing that he'd fallen asleep.

	"Do we leave tomorrow, aesta?" he asked, standing up.

	"We'll need to, yes." Blaire let out a sigh and leaned against his doorframe. "I haven't brushed off your concerns."

	"You know Rento as well as I do. It's not unlikely at all that he'll try to coerce you back into his sphere of influence, if not capture you outright."

	"Ashala is only just within that sphere," she pointed out. "He is not as powerful there as he is in the capital. Regardless, this is not a discussion I wish to retread. Lorin hasn't come back."

	"She's probably at the inn, still fuming," he muttered. "I'll go down and walk her back."

	He let out a groan as he rolled out of bed. The prospect of having to march down the trail to collect his orphan sister wasn't especially appealing, but he remembered how upset she'd been.

	"We need her here, solas," said Blaire. "Gods, that's what pains me most about all of this. I'm not trying to shield her from these events, would that I could. I am as worried for Kessa as ever and have to trust her to stay here and hold a vigil of sorts."

	"The last few weeks have been a test of emotions for her," he pointed out. "This is no exception. I'll talk to her, but honestly, I see her point."

	Blaire didn't say anything. Elden gave her a long hug, and then she walked him through the common room and to the door.

	"Come straight back with her," said Blaire.

	He carried a lantern to light his way and made fairly quick progress once the cool night air woke him the rest of the way up. Haven's End was silent and serene, with only the orange glow of a couple of windows lending a sense of shape to the main street.

	He slowed to a stop outside the inn, surprised at how empty and quiet it was. It made sense. The shadow hound's attack was still fresh in the minds of both denizens and travelers. Kessa had told him that she'd keep it contained to the kestian, but it wasn't a bit of knowledge he could easily impart out to the rest of the world.

	He opened the door and entered the inn's common room. Lorin was the only one up, sitting on the patron's side of the counter with a mug of ale in front of her. She glanced up with a smile meant for a customer and immediately returned to her bad mood when she saw that it was him.

	"Buy you a drink?" he said, taking the stool next to her.

	"I'm at work," she muttered."

	"Clearly." He eyed her mug of ale for a moment before heading around to the other side of the bar to pour his own. Lorin was still steadfast in her sulking.

	"Why do you always side with her?" she whispered. "Am I just a second thought to you? Am I just worth less?"

	"How many ales have you had, exactly?"

	"Don't do that!" she snapped.

	He didn't react, coming around to her side of the bar again, and took his stool facing her. "Lorin. I love you. But this situation isn't about you."

	She glared and even bared her teeth at him, looking furious, cheeks flushed with inebriation. "Isn't it? I get left behind, here on Sordavakos, while the two of you go to a wedding in Ashala?"

	"There's your problem. You have no idea how the king thinks. This isn't a wedding. This is a trap. This is Rento trying to manipulate aesta in a way that might force her back into his service. I don't want to lose you, Lorin, but you aren't the one at risk of being stolen from me right now."

	"Let me come with you both then!" said Lorin.

	"Gods dammit Lorin!" He slapped the counter, anger flaring. "Kessa. Think of Kessa. Do you really want to leave Sordavakos with her on her own in the kestian?"

	"It's not fair," she muttered.

	He sipped his ale and then set a hand on her knee. "I know. I'm sorry."

	"I don't want your pity right now." 

	She grabbed his mug and drained it in two long sips.

	"Seriously, how much have you had to drink tonight?" he asked.

	"What? Are you going to run to aesta? Tell her that Lorin's been drinking?"

	"No, but I will worry about you."

	She let out a huff and grabbed the front of his shirt. "I don't want your worry tonight, Elden."

	She leaned in and kissed him, surprising him with her forwardness. Elden felt his mouth responding to hers as the brand began to stir with eager warmth. 

	He came to his senses for long enough to glance at the door and windows. People knew who they were in Haven's End. A single late night customer or passing voyeur and the rumor would spread across the island like wildfire.

	"There's a room upstairs that I still have to… clean," said Lorin.

	Bring her back to the monastery, he thought. Aesta is expecting us to come straight back.

	"Let me help you with that." 

	He stood up and took her hand and led her toward the stairs.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 6

	Elden knew it was a bad idea, but he didn't care, at least not enough. Lorin led him down the upstairs hallway, only a few doors closed and seemingly occupied, to one at the very end.

	She ended with slow, borderline uncertain steps, as though having her own doubts. The brand pulsed on Elden's chest, searing him with the demands of the kestian. He closed the door and came up close behind her, letting his fingers rest on her waist.

	"I have to… strip down the sheets," she whispered, voice shaky.

	"Go for it." He ran his hands up her body, smelling her hair. 

	"Fluff the pillows," she said, swallowing.

	"Yeah," he whispered, hands daring to cup her breasts. "Fluff them right up."

	"Elden." Lorin turned around, mouth slightly agape. "Oh, Elden!"

	They kissed, the moment turning passionate and raw. A desperate voice in the back of his mind reminded him of his aesta's rule, how she'd taken Lorin's place while forbidding them time alone. Each minute without them arriving back at the monastery was another minute for her suspicion to grow.

	But Blaire wasn't there, and Lorin was. The brand pulsed, urging him on, aching for more. He pawed at her clothing and felt her touching him back aggressively. They stumbled toward the bed, still kissing, bodies locked together in a clumsy embrace.

	"Elden!" hissed Lorin. "I want to be close to you tonight. Closer than aesta."

	He pulled her dress down, letting it slide off her body. Her breasts came into view, petite and pale, with the same perkiness as her distinctive ears. She grabbed his shirt and pulled him toward the bed.

	"If that's what you want, that's what you'll get," he said. "But you have to be certain."

	"Do I look uncertain?" 

	Her voice had a taunting edge to it that fed into Elden's lust in all the right and wrong ways. He watched her start wiggling out of her girlshorts and helped her, roughly yanking them down.

	"Don't test me if you aren't sure, Lorin," he growled.

	"Again, do I look unsure?"

	Elden's eyes roamed over Lorin's body, drinking in every curve and contour. She stood before him, completely bare, her skin flushed with desire. He could see the rapid rise and fall of her chest, her breathing quick and shallow.

	He didn't need to be told twice. In a flash, he had her pinned against the wall, his body pressing against hers. He kissed her hard, his tongue pushing into her mouth, claiming her as his own. She responded with equal fervor, her hands tangling in his hair, pulling him closer.

	They broke apart for a moment, both gasping for air. Lorin's eyes were dark with lust, her lips swollen from his kisses. She smirked at him, her hands trailing down his chest, her fingers deftly working at the button of his trousers.

	Elden growled, his hands gripping her hips, pulling her closer. He ground his hips against hers, letting her feel the full extent of his arousal. Lorin moaned, a low, sultry sound, hand slipping into his pants, her fingers wrapping around his hard length.

	Elden let out a deep, pleasured breath, his eyes rolling back in his head as she began to stroke him. He could feel the brand on his chest pulsing in time with his heartbeat, the kestian's magic urging him on, fueling his desire.

	This was wrong, he knew it was wrong, but he couldn't bring himself to care. Not with Lorin's hands on him, her body pressed against his, her scent filling his nostrils. He was lost in a haze of lust, consumed by his need for her.

	They continued their aggressive dance, their movements almost confrontational as they fought for control. They fell onto the bed together, pawing shifting into wrestling and rolling, still kissing, always kissing.

	Elden's hands roamed Lorin's naked body, his fingers tracing the curve of her waist, the swell of her breasts. He could feel the heat radiating from her skin, the softness of her flesh beneath his palms.

	As he touched her, he couldn't help but wonder where his own lust ended, and the brand's urging began. The kestian's magic thrummed through his veins, a constant presence in the back of his mind, urging him on, fueling his desire.

	He kneaded her breasts, thumbs flicking over her nipples, eliciting gasps and moans from Lorin's lips. He watched, transfixed, as he continued to fondle her, her back arching, pressing her chest harder into his hands.

	Lorin's hand slipped between them, gripping his hard length, guiding him towards her entrance. Elden's breathing grew ragged, his heart pounding in his chest as he poised himself at her entrance, ready to spear into her.

	This was it, the point of no return. Once he did this, there was no going back. But the brand pulsed on his chest, a searing reminder of the kestian's influence, and he couldn't bring himself to care about the consequences.

	"Lorin…" he muttered.

	She met his gaze and, breathing fast, gave a small, tentative nod. He leaned down, capturing her lips in a searing kiss as he began to push into her, his hardness breaching her entrance, sinking into her tight heat. Lorin moaned into his mouth, her hips rocking against his, urging him deeper.

	Elden pulled her even closer, fighting for control as he sheathed himself fully within her. He could feel her walls clenching around him, her slick heat enveloping him, drawing him in. 

	"Elden!" she cried. "Oh, Elden!"

	She let out a fluttering moan, almost pained but for a delicious treble of pleasure that betrayed her passion. Knowing that she was caught up in the same intense tangle of emotions fed into the motion of his hips, primed him to take her to completion.

	The tight caress of her pussy was so similar to what he'd felt with Kessa that he would have smiled had he not been so lost in the moment. They were competitive, right down to the appeal of their beautiful bodies, both in their sexual prime and ripe for plucking.

	"Ah!" Lorin gasped and wrapped herself tight around him. 

	He sped his pace up, breathing hard against her neck. He let his lips suckle on her earlobe and she tried to shift her head, perhaps out of self-consciousness. She was so ridiculous for not realizing just how attractive her ears were, how much they suited her, made her who she was.

	Sweat lubricated their bodies, adding lurid noises to his movements into her. They kissed again. Elden threaded his fingers through hers, capturing one of her hands. The other was curling through his hair. He felt a sudden compulsion from the brand to go faster, harder, take her as completely as he could.

	He cupped her buttocks and pumped into her with all his energy. Lorin moaned again, loud enough to tip off any other inn patrons, if there were any in the other rooms. She let out a girlish series of tiny little ecstatic gasps. It was too much for him, too much for them both.

	Elden grunted as he unloaded into her. Lorin's breath came out in a pleasured little hiss. Her face was all scrunched up, simultaneously lewd and adorable. He kissed her and brushed sweat slick hair back from her forehead.

	"I love you," whispered Lorin.

	"Gods, Lorin." He kissed both of her cheeks, noticing tears in the corners of her eyes. "I love you, too."

	They lay together, still embraced erotically, his erection still inside her as it returned to normal. Would their relationship undergo a similar softening, a matching return to norm? Unlikely.

	"Was that your first time?" He kissed her again as he finally rolled off her.

	"Sort of." She gave a small shrug, blushing and smiling.

	"How can it sort of be your first time?" He propped his head up on his arm, genuinely curious.

	"I thought… Taryn might have propositioned me once or twice," she whispered, glancing away from him. "I never knew what to say. If I'd known it would be like this, maybe I would have… I don't know."

	She shrugged. Elden chuckled, suppressing an odd feeling of jealousy over a dead man, and hugged her closer to him.

	"It isn't always like this," he admitted.

	"Was it like this between you and Kessa?" whispered Lorin.

	He lifted her chin so they were looking eye to eye. "How about I don't talk about what it was like with Kessa, and you don't tell me about your flirting with Taryn?"

	"Deal."

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 7

	Elden intended to bring Lorin back to the monastery that night, but action and intention are rarely one in the same. They never left the bed of the little inn room, cuddling and kissing and making love once more before falling asleep.

	He awoke with her still against his chest, naked and vulnerable. Enough light streamed in through the window to hint at them having slept in. He kissed her forehead and gently roused her.

	"Lorin," he said. "You're going to have patrons demanding breakfast soon."

	She groaned and snuggled against him. "It's not my shift."

	"But someone could still find us here."

	"Fair point."

	They both got up and began getting dressed. The atmosphere was decidedly awkward, and regardless of how much he'd enjoyed the previous night, he still felt a pang of regret as he considered how much it would change things. Not just between them, but for their aesta, and even Kessa, to an extent.

	Blaire was already downstairs sitting in the inn's common room, wearing a soft smile equal parts suspicion and resignation. Elden came down a few steps ahead of Lorin and struggled to meet their aesta's gaze.

	"She'd been drinking last night," he said, fumbling for an excuse he doubted she'd believe. "I thought it made sense to stay with her rather than forcing her to go home while she was… in such a volatile mood."

	Blaire nodded slowly, face unreadable. "I guessed as much. We need to set out, solas. I packed your traveling bag for you."

	"That will save us time." He exhaled, part of him wishing he had more opportunity to take in the morning. "What did you pick for clothing?"

	"All of what you had," said Blaire. "I thought it would be best in case there was anything in particular that you… might not want to leave behind."

	It was solid reasoning, but he wondered if it was the truth. "I'm coming back, aesta. We both are."

	He looked at Lorin expecting her to be as upset as she'd been last night. She was taking chairs down off tables, pensive rather than sulking.

	"I'll check in on Kessa at least once every day," she said. "That's the most I can do between work and watching the monastery."

	"If the door ever does open for you, seta, promise me you won't go in," said Blaire.

	Lorin let out an annoyed breath. "What's the point of staying behind if not to try to free Kessa? You can't have it both ways."

	"I couldn't live with myself if I lost you both within that foul dungeon," said Blaire. "Please, seta. Promise me."

	"I'll give no promise," said Lorin. "But I doubt she'll let me in, so it's a moot point."

	Blaire sighed but came forward to pull Lorin into a hug. They shared a few whispered words before parting. Elden hugged Lorin next, keeping it chaste for their aesta's sake.

	"We'll be back before you know it," he said. "I'm willing to give my promise on that, at least."

	"Good," said Lorin. "I'll see you soon, then."

	Elden and Blaire stepped out into Haven's End, greeted by fair weather and a clear, sunny sky. The morning was a stark contrast to the turmoil swirling within him as they began their journey toward the docks.

	The town's denizens were waking up, going about their daily routines, oblivious to the weight on Elden's shoulders. He couldn't shake the lingering guilt over his tryst with Lorin, despite his best efforts to rationalize his actions.

	"You're quiet, aesta," he said, attempting to break the silence. "Are you still resolved to make this trip?"

	Blaire glanced at him, her eyes searching his face for a moment before she replied. "As much as ever. I'm just lost in old memories. We have a long road before us."

	Elden nodded, though he couldn't help but feel there was more she wasn't saying. He wanted to press her for a better sense of her mood, but feared what truths might be revealed if he did.

	As they neared the docks, the salty sea air grew stronger, filling his nostrils with its briny scent. The sight of the ships anchored in the harbor brought back a flash of his own journey from Hearthold, what felt like a lifetime ago.

	He felt odd and a little childish as he stood on the dock alongside his aesta as she spoke with the ship's captain and arranged their passage. It made sense, given the size of her reputation, along with the simple fact that most ship captains trading in the Shattered Isles owed their routes to her actions during the Betrothal War.

	"We'll have a shared cabin," she told him, after paying the captain. "Why are you smiling?"

	"Because of you," said Elden, simply. "It's so easy for me to forget how much more you are to the world than just my loving aesta."

	She smiled back at him, and there was a secretive, almost mischievous edge to it. "All of that is years past. I've lived a humble life for decades now. I suppose part of agreeing to this invitation is out of a desire to let the rest of the world see that truth."

	Elden watched as his aesta crossed the gangway with practiced steps, her movements graceful and assured. She moved to stand on the ship's bow, the wind fluttering her dress around her lithe form. The sunlight caught her hair, bringing out the rich chestnut hues and the elegant contrast of the grey.

	He couldn't help but notice how the breeze molded her dress to her figure, hinting at the curves beneath. The neckline of her dress only dipped down modestly, but the wind's playful tugging made her cleavage seem active. Elden's gaze lingered there for a moment before he caught himself and looked away, feeling a twinge of confusion and guilt.

	The brand on his chest pulsed, a steady, insistent thrum that echoed the pounding of his heart. He was torn between the desire kindled by the brand's influence and his own emotions, a tangled mess of love, respect, and forbidden yearning.

	"Solas?" she called, looking his way. "Are you coming?"

	He nodded and followed after her. "Of course, aesta."

	Crossing onto the ship, Elden turned his gaze back toward Sordavakos. He could see the waterfall in the background behind the cove, and would have been able to pick the cave which held the kestian's entrance if not for its spray.

	Kessa, he thought. Hold on until I get back.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 8

	The cabin which Elden and Blaire were to share for the duration of their trip was nice enough, if somewhat barren. There were four hammocks in total, though they'd only be using two, with small windows giving a view and some light.

	He deposited his traveling bag and came back out on deck. Blaire had brought food with him and gave him a lemon square, which he devoured in two hungry bites. His previous journey out from Hearthold had been long enough to grant him a minor inoculation to seasickness which he was quite grateful for.

	Though the king's missive had been sparse on details relating to Princess Risa's wedding itself, the crew of their ship was surprisingly well informed. Princess Risa would be marrying Lord Kenan Tanara, a Remenai lord from Ashala whose family was both influential among the Ocean Rem and deeply involved in the brim powder trade which made the volcanic island so powerful.

	It was in line with the rumors Elden had heard before leaving Hearthold. He considered how that particular detail affected the invitation the king had sent his aesta. For the Battle Maiden to be present at a wedding intended to strengthen the peace between Merinia and the Remenai was meaningful, but dangerous.

	The Verris Clan's acceptance of Blaire Haven on Sordavakos was somewhat of an anomaly. Many of the Ocean Rem reviled her, or at least held only begrudging respect. 

	No, Rento's invitation was more about the Battle Maiden than it was about the wedding or making a symbolic statement about the Betrothal War being irrelevant history. He was commanding his onetime weapon to come to heel.

	Would Rento himself be at the wedding? Unlikely. A marriage between his daughter, who was out of the line of succession, and a prominent Remenai leader, was a calculated, political move. Rento need not be present for it any more than he would at the construction of a fort along a contested border.

	Still, Elden found himself considering what he might say to his king, what he might be asked. Did he need to have a justification ready for his time on Sordavakos? If commanded to return to the capital to tend to other business, what would he say?

	He maintained his contemplative mood for most of the day. The sky was clear up till late afternoon, but the ship's captain seemed confident that they'd avoid the storm. Ashala wasn't a far journey from Sordavakos, around two days travel, and the wind was already doing them favors.

	He ate dinner with the ship's crew. Blaire wasn't hungry and didn't join him. He came out on deck later that night, an hour or two after sunset, to find her standing near the front of the ship, staring out at the reflection of the ghost moon and the stars in the placid ocean.

	"Aesta," he said, coming to stand next to her. "What's on your mind?"

	"Oh!" She stiffened and grabbed the railing. "I didn't hear your approach, solas."

	"I wasn't trying to be silent." He smiled and touched her shoulder. "Are you that deep in your thoughts?"

	"I suppose I am." She set her hand on his, rubbing his knuckles affectionately. "I've been living my life on Sordavakos for so long that when I think back to the time when I was involved in wars and politics, it almost feels like another person's life."

	He nodded slowly, but wasn't really sure he understood.

	"I was younger than you are now when I began wielding Rhiannon," she said.

	She looked at him, a far-off quality within her eyes.

	"How did you find the Arc Blade in the first place, aesta?" he asked. "I've heard so many similar but slightly different stories, but I'm suddenly realizing that I've never asked you for the truth."

	Blaire smiled and shifted to lean more against the railing. "I was a blacksmith's assistant when I was young. My parents died in a trading caravan. I know I've told you that much before. My uncle took me in, and when I was old enough, I began helping in his shop.

	"It's a lesser-known secret, but warriors are generally much more obliging when it comes to buying weapons from women as opposed to men. They always assume they're getting the better end of the deal, that they have a deeper knowledge about what a given weapon might be worth when it's a female on the other side of the interaction."

	"That somehow doesn't surprise me," said Elden. "Especially with firearms on the uptake."

	She nodded slowly. "I would sell weapons, but also buy them when they were in a condition to be repaired for a profit. A farmer brought in an old, rusted weapon that he said he found in a freshly cleared field. It was seemingly beyond repair, but for whatever reason… I bought it anyway. I saw it for what it was. I'm not sure how or why, whether it chose me or I chose it. My uncle was furious."

	"Does he still live?" asked Elden.

	"Gods no. Drank himself into an early grave years ago. Anyway, since he wasn't pleased with me for wasting the shop's funds, I had to repair the weapon myself, in secret. I spent hours at night and on my days off slowly working off the rust, restoring the hilt, polishing it to a sheen. This was at a time when I was a teenager, fresh faced and popular. I passed on many a social engagement for the sake of that blade."

	"I wish I could have known you back then," said Elden.

	"You weren't born back then." She smirked and prodded a finger into his cheek. Elden playfully pretended to snap his teeth at the tip of it as she pulled it back.

	"Anyway, there came a day when there was nothing more I could do for the sword. It was a beautiful weapon by then, and it seemed to welcome my touch. No, it was more than just that. It was as though it… fed off my touch. The connection was there by that point, still just a whisper, but I could sense it demanding more of my attention by the day.

	"My village was attacked. This is Northern Merinia, not quite in the borderlands, but certainly within range of roaming bands of miscreants. Buttonhole Valley. I haven't been back in years. I wonder if it's still…"

	"Your village was attacked," he gently prompted.

	"Yes. I had Rhiannon near my bed. I took it out to join in the fighting. It wasn't some act of bravery, just simple survival. A bandit burst into our house. My uncle barricaded himself in his room. This particular bandit thought he'd have an easy time with me… and more. Well, I certainly gave him more."

	There was an icy edge to her last statement that sent a chill down Elden's spine. He was well aware of how many lives she'd taken during the Betrothal War. He'd never thought about what had steeled her resolve to the task, but in this experience, he thought he could glimpse some of it. That moment when a girl with a sword became a force to be reckoned with.

	"It was when the sword first tasted blood that I realized it was so much more," said Blaire. "It told me its name. The only word it ever spoke to me, though it wasn't speech. It was deeper than that, a sharing of power, a pact of survival and violence.

	"I fought off most of the bandits. Not all of them, but enough to become a local legend overnight. King Rento was shrewd, even back then. He sought to bring me into his service much for the same reasons he now invites me to this wedding, I think. To punctuate a story.

	"Even then, it took time for him to truly realize what I was… what Rhiannon was. I wonder sometimes how different my life would be if I'd been too scared to draw it on that day when the bandits showed up. It… scares me to think of that."

	"Aesta…" Elden touched her shoulder again. She took his hand and kissed the back of it.

	"It's late, solas," she said, shaking her head. "Go get some sleep."

	"Are you coming too?"

	"No. I need to think a while more."

	 

	


Chapter 9

	Elden fell asleep easily in his hammock within the ship's cabin and woke up with similar expedience. The ship was rocking at a worrying angle, and thunder boomed over the sound of rain pelting the cabin's tiny little windows.

	He stirred and, in a flash of lightning, caught sight of his aesta's currently empty hammock. He swore under his breath and hurried to his feet, a larger task than it might seem against the pitching deck.

	"Aesta!" He ran to the door and threw it open, though his attempt to call out to her again resulted in a mouthful of rainwater and rushing wind.

	Elden squinted against the stinging rain, his heart pounding as he scanned the deck for any sign of Blaire. The ship lurched beneath his feet, and he gripped the doorframe to steady himself. Lightning flashed, illuminating the chaos of sailors scrambling to secure loose rigging and adjust the sails.

	He took a deep breath, steeling himself to venture out into the storm. His mind raced with possibilities—had she been swept overboard? Was she clinging to the railing somewhere, moments from being lost to the churning sea?

	Just as he was about to step onto the deck, a familiar figure appeared from his left, moving with surprising grace despite the ship's wild pitching.

	"Aesta?" Elden called out, his voice barely audible over the howling wind.

	Blaire turned, her soaked hair plastered to her face, and grinned at him. She was carrying a heavy bucket of water, which sloshed dangerously with each roll of the ship.

	"Solas." she shouted, making her way towards him. "What is it?"

	Relief washed over him, quickly followed by a twinge of embarrassment at his overreaction. Blaire seemed completely at ease, even amused by his obvious concern.

	"I… thought you might have been caught in the storm," he said, stepping back to let her brush by him.

	"Caught and overwhelmed? Not quite." She set the bucket down in the corner of the cabin and closed the door. "I simply wanted to fill up on fresh water for the cabin while it was abundant."

	"Smart thinking," he said. "I suppose I still have Kessa and her experience on the mind."

	Blaire sighed, her expression softening. "I understand, solas. My mind goes in a similar direction at such times."

	She began to peel off her soaked clothing, and Elden quickly turned his back, trying to focus on the conversation rather than the sounds of wet fabric hitting the floor.

	"I can't help but worry about her even now," Elden said, staring intently at the wall. "The kestian's hold on her seems so strong."

	"It is," Blaire agreed, her voice muffled as she pulled a dry shirt over her head. "Which is part of why I agreed to this journey to Ashala."

	Elden's brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

	"I'm hoping to find more information about the kestian there," she explained. "Ashala has one of the largest libraries in the Shattered Isles. There might be ancient texts or scholars who know something that could help us."

	Elden nodded, then realized she couldn't see him. "That's... that's good thinking, aesta."

	He shifted uncomfortably, acutely aware of her presence behind him. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't help but catch a glimpse of her reflection in the small, rain-streaked window. 

	The soft curves of his aesta's nude figure were mirrored in the glass, skin glistening with droplets of water, textured with gooseflesh from the cold. The subtle swell of her hips and the curve of her breasts were hard to tear his eyes from, even obscured by the distortion of the glass and shadow. 

	He felt both the brand and his loins stirring with heat. He made himself avert his eyes, but the image lingered, burned into his mind.

	"We'll be there tomorrow afternoon," said Blaire. "The evening at the latest. Back by later this week."

	 "Kessa and Lorin can manage until then," he said. He took off his own somewhat damp shirt and sat down on his hammock, trying to ignore the sound of dry clothing sliding against soft skin.

	"You will have to manage as well, solas," said Blaire. "We have to assume that Sapphire's spies are watching us from start to finish."

	He let out a sigh that held more frustration than he'd intended. The brand seemed to mirror the feeling with an irritation of its own. He clenched his jaw and tried to repress a sudden longing for his aesta's touch, the way she helped him cope when the kestian's demands became too much.

	Elden turned to face Blaire, catching a glimpse of her slipping on her nightgown. He forced himself to look away, but not before the image seared itself into his mind, fueling the brand's insistent heat.

	"You're being paranoid, aesta," he said, his voice harsher than he intended. "Sapphire can't have eyes everywhere."

	Blaire raised an eyebrow, her lips curling into a wry smile. "Oh? And you're suddenly an expert on the reach of the kingdom's spies?"

	"I'm not, but—"

	"Then perhaps you should trust my judgment," she said, tone sharp. "I've dealt with Sapphire and her methods far longer than you have."

	Elden felt a flash of irritation, both at her dismissal and at the brand's growing demands. He stood, pacing the small cabin. "I'm not a child anymore, aesta. I can handle myself."

	"Can you?" Blaire challenged, her eyes flashing. "Because from where I'm standing, you seem to be struggling with more than just Sapphire's spies."

	Her gaze flickered to his chest, where the brand pulsed visibly beneath his skin. Elden felt his face flush with heat, a mixture of embarrassment and desire.

	"That's not fair," he growled, stepping closer to her. "You know I can't control it."

	Blaire didn't back down, meeting his gaze with equal intensity. "All the more reason to be cautious, solas. We can't afford any... distractions."

	The air between them crackled with tension, and Elden found himself hyper-aware of her proximity, the thin fabric of her nightgown doing little to conceal her figure. He swallowed hard, fighting against the urge to reach out and touch her.

	"And what if those distractions become too much to ignore?" he asked, his voice low and husky.

	"I've given it some thought." Blaire let one of her fingers trace her lower lip. "I think distance between you and the kestian might soften the dungeons demands on you. You've only been on Sordavakos in the time since being branded."

	"I've been out through some of its far doors," he countered.

	"Only briefly. Perhaps this experience will help you better understand just how the kestian's magic is affecting you. How it might also be managed."

	He didn't push the point, knowing his aesta well enough to know when she wouldn't budge. In truth, Elden wondered if the distance might have the opposite effect. He was already feeling the brand more acutely, a growing, background drive not unlike the hunger of an empty stomach.

	"We need to turn our attention toward Ashala, solas," said Blaire. "For the time being."

	"For the time being."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 10

	Elden awoke to a placid and cool morning, fighting for warmth in the open air of his hammock. Blaire was still asleep, but he was struck by a sudden urge to go out on deck and see the ocean.

	He stepped out of the cabin, the wood creaking softly beneath his feet. Blinking, he was taken aback by the thick blanket of fog that enveloped the ship and stretched out across the sea. The air felt heavy and damp against his skin, muffling all sound save for the occasional groan of timber.

	As his eyes adjusted to the murky atmosphere, Elden noticed the crew moving about with purpose, their forms ghostly in the mist. He approached the railing, straining to see beyond the ship's immediate surroundings.

	In the distance, a dark shape materialized through the fog. Another vessel, its outline growing more distinct as they drew closer. He squinted, making out two flags fluttering atop its mast. The familiar purple and gold of Rento's standard made the hair bristle on the back of his neck, but the white flag flying underneath it signaled distress.

	Could it be? Am I looking upon my king in need?

	He gave into an odd urge to set his hand on his pistol, but he'd just woken up and groggily remembered he'd left it in the cabin. The eerie silence pressed in around him as he watched the crew work, their movements betraying a sense of urgency he hadn't noticed before.

	He glanced back at the Merinian ship as they slowly closed the distance, a knot of unease forming in his stomach. Blaire came out of the cabin to join him, still wearing her nightgown and barefoot, oblivious to how many sets of hungry eyes her attire drew her way.

	"More guests on their way to the wedding?" she guessed.

	"Let's hope," said Elden. "That's Rento's standard."

	"It's not him."

	He turned to look at her directly. "How do you know?"

	"He was never comfortable at sea. He would not be traveling in a single ship."

	"His flotilla could have encountered the storm. They are flying the distress flag."

	Blaire shook her head. "It's not him."

	He let his doubt show openly on his face and felt the brand stirring as she smirked back at him, primed with a familiar, early morning heat. Several sailors jumped into motion as a dinghy brought a group of cloaked figures across the gap between the two ships.

	Elden and Blaire stood near the back of the crew as their mysterious new guests came aboard. He still held his breath, hand still missing his pistol. It wasn't too late to go grab it, but the ship had been flying Rento's standard. He wasn't about to face an enemy, though that didn't necessarily mean he'd be greeting a friend either. 

	The shortest of the group stepped forward as the apparent leader, speaking to the captain in a quiet voice before slowly lowering the hood of her cloak. Elden recognized her instantly and felt the core of his tension return.

	Sapphire, King Rento's cousin and Merinia's Master of Whispers, briefly took him in with her disconcertingly sharp blue eyes. She was short and thin, with long grey hair, high cheekbones, and surprisingly smooth skin.

	Elden had never interacted with her much directly in court. She'd been at the king's side during a couple of meetings he'd had with him, occasionally whispering words into Rento's ear whenever he'd been at an impasse about a decision regarding his favorite hostage.

	Even so, it still caught him off guard when Sapphire's gaze passed over him, locking onto Blaire Haven instead. She gave a slow, dangerous smile, upper lip curling to show teeth.

	"Lady Haven," said Sapphire. "The Battle Maiden in the flesh. I was rather doubtful that you'd accept Ren's invitation, after all these years."

	"Sapphire." Blaire nodded with a resigned smile. "You look well."

	"As do you, Blaire."

	The two women stared at each other for a span of silent seconds that Elden found extremely difficult to interpret. Were they sizing each other up? Perhaps, but that wasn't exactly the vibe. They both just seemed tired, and far too familiar with one another to even bother.

	"I didn't think Rento would leave Hearthold, even for his daughter's wedding," said Blaire.

	"You thought correctly. It would have been far too dangerous. I advised him against it, and he took heed."

	"Did you also advise him to invite his former champion?" asked Blaire.

	Sapphire let out a quiet laugh and shook her head. "That was all our liege. As I said, I did not anticipate you would oblige him. I hope you know exactly what's expected of you, now that you have."

	"I will make myself smile and be visible," said Blaire.

	"You will reaffirm your loyalty to King Rento of Merinia," said Sapphire, voice curt and commanding. "Gods, Blaire. You've barely aged a day. I expected you to be full grey as I am."

	"It was never like you to be jealous, Sapphire," said Blaire.

	"I never said I was. We need to be who we are now, free of pretenses. You didn't leave the game board simply by settling in the far islands."

	"I was never on it to begin with." Blaire took a step closer to the other woman, seeming to press her rather small height advantage. "Tell him this piece can only be moved so far."

	"Blaire," said Sapphire. "You will reaffirm your loyalty. It's required of you."

	Blaire held the other woman's gaze for a moment before looking around at their foggy surroundings. "I think I'll rest in my cabin for the morning, solas. This weather doesn't suit me."

	"Uh, of course, aesta," said Elden.

	He felt conspicuous as she departed, as though he'd inherited Sapphire's scrutiny in her place. 

	"Lord Forger," said Sapphire. "You've been back on Sordavakos for a while now. How has it felt being home after so long away?"

	An easy question… on the surface.

	"So much has changed for me that it hardly feels like enough anymore," he said, carefully. "It's an uncivilized island backwater. I, of course, serve at my liege's command, but I'm looking forward to returning to Hearthold."

	It was a lie, but not a complete one. Part of him did miss Hearthold, the bustle of the city, the intrigue of politics. But he couldn't leave Sordavakos with so much unfinished. Lorin and Kessa, his aesta, the brand. So he would lie and, if possible, leave Sapphire thinking she could dangle his return over him as a reward.

	"We will speak more once we arrive in Ashala," said Sapphire, with a nod. "In private. Say nothing to the Battle Maiden of this."

	She turned and walked away before he could agree or object.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 11

	The fog cleared and Ashala came into view by midafternoon. Elden had been to the island before, but as a child, and his memory of the experience was faded by nostalgia and time.

	What struck him first was the long plume of smoke rising from Ashala's mountainous namesake, the volcano that supplied the bulk of Merinia's brim powder needs. It was, in truth, the catalyst which had led to the Betrothal War in the first place. The betrothal which Mari of Clan Tanara had broken with Rento's younger brother, Sinto, had merely been the spark.

	Elden leaned against the ship's railing, taking in the sight of Ashala as it grew larger on the horizon. The volcanic island loomed before them, its peak shrouded in a haze of smoke that drifted lazily across the sky. As they drew closer, he could make out the bustling Remenai city perched on the tip of a small, fertile peninsula.

	The air grew thick with the scent of sulfur and sea salt, a pungent reminder of the island's volcanic nature. Elden's eyes felt dry against the hazy atmosphere, but he couldn't tear his gaze away from the spectacle before him.

	Countless fishing boats dotted the coastline, their nets cast wide in the brilliant, clear waters. The ocean here was a startling shade of turquoise, so transparent that Elden could almost make out the seafloor beneath.

	As they approached the harbor, the city's architecture came into sharper focus. It was so unlike the Merinian settlements Elden was accustomed to, one of the few true Rem cities. The buildings seemed to grow organically from the land itself, curved canopies in bright colors with intricate patterns a stark contrast to the rigid and bland structures of his homeland.

	The docks teemed with activity — fishermen hauling in their catch, merchants hawking exotic wares, and dock workers scurrying to and fro. Elden marveled at the diversity of the crowd, a mix of Remenai and Merinians and other races he couldn't quite place.

	"It's something, isn't it?" Blaire's voice startled him from his reverie.

	He nodded, still drinking in the sights. "I forgot how remarkable this city is."

	"Ashala has been a city for longer than Merinia has been a unified realm," she said, leaning on the railing next to him. "I was… awestruck by it when I first saw it. This was during the war, but even Rento was smart enough to take great pains to preserve the island and city. It's a place that demands respect."

	"Is he making a point by holding the wedding here?" asked Elden.

	"Someone is."

	Their ship weaved through the other vessels, finding a spot at the pier with some effort. Elden and Blaire gathered their things, wished their best to the captain, and departed.

	The docks were a cacophony of activity, shouts and movement and action as merchants sold their wares, mostly fish. They weaved their way through the action, doing more to stay close than one another than make real forward progress.

	There were even more people on Ashala's main street, which was wider than Elden sensed it needed to be and, strangely, almost entirely devoid of horses. He'd never really thought about the character they lent towns and cities before, not to mention the smell.

	The cobblestone itself was made of chunks of obsidian fused with mortar, walked so smooth by feet over the years as to have a somewhat dangerous slickness to it. The buildings seemed almost improvisational, clumps of structures still built in the Remenai tent style but with thick, fixed poles, giving a sense of an entire maze of tents to either side of the street.

	There were Merinian style buildings and other, wooden Remenai towers, the latter speckled with colorful paint and artwork. More merchant stalls sold clothing, weapons, food, small animals, larger animals, so much that it was legitimately overwhelming.

	Elden felt his aesta's hand brush his, and he shifted his traveling pack so he could take it. He thought at first that she was pulling him closer to whisper something until he caught the somewhat stunned expression on her face and realized she was just as taken aback as he was.

	"We should find somewhere to stay for the night," he said. 

	A tall Remenai man with his arm linked at the elbow through a woman's brushed by him, while several Rem children ran between him and Blaire and all around their legs.

	"I think that would be wise," she said, shifting to hold her bag more tightly at the straps.

	Progress moving through the crowd was slow. People packed together in places to make the entire street a mass of bumbling bodies aimed in different directions. Elden's focus was as much on keeping his aesta near him as it was continuing onward, while the street seemed to require him to choose one or the other.

	They went to the most obvious looking structure first, which had a familiar sign out front with its establishment name written in both Merinian and Konokai. There were several other people already queuing at the door, and a frustrated Merinian man came out to announce that there were no rooms available before Elden and Blaire had even committed to the line.

	"It may be a challenge for us to find a room," said Blaire, with a sigh. "I hadn't stopped to consider just how many people would be drawn to Ashala for the wedding."

	"We should have brought a tent and simply camped on the mountain," said Elden, playfully.

	It felt like less of a joke as they went to two more inns only to receive similar refusals. The pace and surge of the crowd only added to the stress of the day, forcing them to shout to one another to be heard and in a constant state of being jostled.

	The crowd suddenly began to split, starting from the top of the sloping street and progressing downward in a wave of order. Elden stepped sideways alongside his aesta, pulled as much by his own curiosity as social symmetry.

	A richly decorated curtained palanquin carried by eight muscular Remenai and flanked by twice as many Merinian guards slowly made its way through the city. It came to a stop in an area that Elden only realized was the city's oval shaped central gathering area once enough people had moved out of the way to expose the terrain.

	The palanquin carriers effortlessly lowered their charge. A woman who was instantly familiar to Elden stepped out from behind the curtains, though she wore an expensive looking teal green Remenai spiral gown in place of Merinian finery.

	Princess Risa was tall and lithe, with dark blonde hair and sharp facial features reminiscent of her father's hawkish visage. She held her arms out, drawing the massive crowd to silence through what seemed like magic.

	It was only then that Elden noticed something off. None of the Merinians guarding her wore pistols or carried muskets. His own pistol felt suddenly conspicuous, despite having stowed it in his traveling bag in a similar precaution. 

	The idea of the princess of Merinia, one of the most powerful women in the realm, forgoing armaments for her guards to appease the Remenai jadhara was a breathtaking display of both risk and respect. He shook his head, still disbelieving even as Princess Risa began to speak and shocked him a second time.

	She greeted the crowd in fluent Konokai, certainly better than he could manage anymore. Elden made out her first few words, a humble greeting, compliments to the city, an expression of the peace and serenity she found in the islands. Much of the rest was lost to him, only one word in three being intelligible, but she seemed to be stressing her desire for a union between the Remenai and Merinia, along with preserving the Remenai way of life.

	"This is… unexpected," whispered Blaire. "True Divine. I wonder if Rento knew what he was doing when he arranged this marriage."

	Some of the Remenai had come forward, screened by the guards, mostly children and the elderly. Risa shared a few quiet words with each one before bowing.

	"Risa seems to know what she's doing, at least," he muttered.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 12

	They continued on, making slow progress through the crowd toward what looked like another inn or hostel along one curving edge of the city center. Elden fell a step behind his aesta and reached out to touch her shoulder to get her to slow down, not that a touch was all that meaningful amidst the jostling and shifting of the crowd. 

	Just as Blaire turned back to look at him, he felt a small tug at his pocket. Turning around, Elden caught sight of a young Remenai teenager, tall but spindly with messy hair, hastily stuffing a familiar wallet into a bag at his waist.

	"Hey!" snapped Elden.

	He reached out, but the lad was quick and used to navigating the crowds. Elden heard his aesta call out to him as he took off after his pickpocket, shouting out to clear the way as much as possible.

	Inevitably, he resorted to shoving his way through the crowd as he fell behind, keeping his eyes locked on the thief's messy hair bobbing ahead. An area of the crowd opened up before them, giving the pickpocket more room to maneuver. Elden's longer stride began to close the gap as they darted between market stalls and bewildered onlookers.

	"Stop! Thief!" Elden bellowed, but his words were swallowed by the bustling noise of the square.

	The boy glanced back, panic flashing across his face as he realized how close Elden had gotten. He veered sharply, diving into a narrow alleyway between two weathered buildings. Elden followed, the shadows of the alley engulfing them both as they raced deeper into the maze of backstreets.

	Suddenly, the thief dropped to his knees and wriggled through a small gap in a wooden fence. Elden skidded to a halt, cursing under his breath. The hole was far too small for him to follow.

	Desperate, he thrust his arm through the opening, grasping blindly. His fingers met nothing but air. Elden gritted his teeth in frustration, about to withdraw his hand when a searing heat bloomed across his chest. The brand burned, its heat spreading down his arm like liquid fire, and he gasped with pain.

	To his astonishment, his own shadow came alive. A dark tendril snaked out from the darkness beneath his feet, stretching impossibly through the gap. He felt an odd tug, like his very soul was stretching beyond his physical form. The shadowy appendage rose upward like a pillar, bringing his wallet high enough for him to easily pluck it back to hand.

	He stumbled back, staring at the shadows in disbelief. The wallet sat there in his grip, real and solid, while the brand's heat faded to a dull throb. He blinked, trying to process what had just happened. The alley was silent save for his ragged breathing, leaving him alone with the unsettling realization that he'd just performed some kind of sorcery he didn't understand.

	"Gods…" he muttered. "What's happened to me?"

	The relief of recovering his money was paired with a sense of ominous unease. He thought of Kessa, the brand, and the kestian. Blaire had suggested that some distance between himself and Sordavakos might have a diminishing effect on his condition, but that seemed more unlikely now than ever.

	His body began to react to whatever he'd just put it through, the brand's heat throbbing like the aftermath of a hard slap or minor burn. It spread to his chest, heart pounding, blood rushing upward and downward. 

	A familiar stirring took hold in his loins, and he suddenly wondered if the modest coinage within his wallet might have been a small price to pay to put off meeting the brand's demands a while longer. But there was no undoing it, no point in regretting it.

	A little bit of shadow magic might come in handy here and there, he decided.

	The question of whether to share the occurrence with his aesta was one he debated with himself as he left the alleyway. He immediately set it aside for the simple question of how to find his aesta now, split apart suddenly without even having acquired an inn to serve as their home base.

	"Aesta?" he called out, raising his voice to the maximum.

	Six nearby women of various ages immediately glanced his way, all of them apparently aestas, none of them his. He laughed and ran a hand through his hair, surprised when it came back slick with sweat.

	It took him a solid hour to find her, and most of that was spent wandering around the area where they'd last seen one another. Blaire didn't have her traveling pack on her when she hurried up and touched his shoulder, which either boded well or extremely poorly.

	"There you are," she said. "Gods, solas. You should have known you had no chance at catching that pickpocket. The crowd thieves of Ashala are legendary. They even have their own guild."

	"No chance, huh?" He smiled and bounced his wallet in his hand. "I must be something of a legend myself."

	"The last thing we need right now is for you to start getting cocky," she said, smiling despite her words.

	Elden felt the brand stirring again as their eyes held amidst the crowd, imparting its needs onto the rest of his body. He shook his head, deciding to keep the means of which he'd recovered his wallet to himself for the moment.

	"Did you find us lodgings?" he asked.

	"As it happens, I did," she said, with a smile. "Upstairs. With a view."

	He furrowed his brow. "How much did you spend?"

	"More than I should have, and it's still just a single room," she admitted. "A single small room. With a bed which we'll have to share, in all likelihood."

	The prospect stirred Elden's excitement in a confusing, somewhat unwanted way. He nodded slowly and gestured for her to lead on. Blaire brought him up the slope, down a series of winding alleyways, to a part of town with less upkeep.

	They approached what looked like a ramshackle single-family Remenai dwelling. A wooden tower jutted from its center, giving the structure an odd, lopsided appearance. He wondered if this could really be their lodging for the duration of their stay.

	As they neared the entrance, a full-bodied Remenai woman emerged, her face breaking into a warm smile at the sight of Blaire. She greeted them enthusiastically in Konokai, her words flowing too quickly for Elden to catch. The woman gestured towards a steaming pot near the doorway, the rich aroma of some kind of vegetable soup wafting towards them.

	Blaire nodded, responding in kind, and the woman ladled two bowls of the fragrant stew. Elden accepted his gratefully, the warmth seeping into his hands as they made their way towards a narrow staircase.

	They climbed the creaking steps, Elden careful not to spill his soup as he navigated the tight turns. Finally, Blaire pushed open a door at the top, revealing their accommodations.

	The room was indeed small, as she had warned. A modest bed, barely big enough for two, dominated the space. A small table with a single chair sat beneath a window, which, true to Blaire's word, offered a surprisingly picturesque view of the city and the volcanic peak higher up the island.

	Elden set his soup on the table and moved to the window, taking in the vista. Despite the cramped quarters, he had to admit the view was impressive. He turned back to Blaire, who was settling onto the bed with her own bowl of soup.

	"Well, it's cozy," he said, trying to keep his tone light despite the sudden awareness of how close they'd be sleeping.

	"We'll manage." Blaire smiled and tried some of the soup. "It'll just be a matter of respecting each other’s boundaries and keeping in mind where we are."

	"Of course, aesta."

	The brand seemed to throb with heat, as though amused.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 13

	They had some downtime, with most of the wedding festivities not kicking off in earnest until the next day. Elden sat on the room's chair while Blaire took the bed, both resting off the fatigue of their journey.

	He peered out the window, watching the crowd from earlier start to disperse, and then intensify again, and then slowly dwindle down even further. He was struck by a sudden urge to see more of Ashala which he saw no reason not to give into.

	"I think I'll go for a walk," he said.

	"Take your sword with you," said Blaire.

	He nodded. "You're welcome to join me if you'd like."

	Blaire shook her head. "I'll rest a while longer. I don't think I slept as well on the ship as you did."

	He nodded as he strapped on his sword, bringing their dinner bowls down with him. The Remenai woman was joined by two children in that hard to guess range of ages, under ten but old enough to be energetic. 

	The woman waved him over and took the bowls from him. She surprised him by pushing a small, rolled missive into his hand in their place.

	"What's this?" he said, smiling. "A note of welcome?"

	The woman furrowed her brow and pointed at him. "Lord… Forger."

	"That's right." He frowned and glanced at it again, recognizing Sapphire's seal. "I see."

	Well now, he thought, as he tore it open. That was quick.

	The king's Master of Whispers wanted a meeting with him that night. He felt relieved to have already excused himself for a walk, sensing that his aesta might have been suspicious had the note arrived first. Sapphire would be waiting at a the Melkavai Hot Spring in the northern section of town but gave no detailed instructions on how to find it.

	That suited his mood well enough. He wandered up the street slowly, paying close attention to the vibe and flow of the city, along with the position of his wallet. He was surprised by how much the place impressed him, drawing out a sense of wonder and exploration he hadn't felt since he'd first arrived in Hearthold.

	Ashala's main street shifted into a series of switchbacks as the slope grew steeper. He could see buildings both above him and below him as he continued along, admiring the tenacity of some of the buildings jutting out from the uneven terrain.

	Elden arrived at what seemed to be the Melkavai Hot Spring, his eyes widening as he took in the impressive structure. The building clung to the angled terrain with a grace that spoke of incredible craftsmanship. Walls of thin waxed parchment stretched between ornate wooden beams, adorned with intricate designs that caught his attention.

	As he studied the artwork more closely, Elden felt a mixture of reactions. The patterns were undeniably sensual, hinting at intimate embraces and passionate encounters. He breathed out, suddenly suspecting he might be stepping into a high-class brothel rather than a simple bathhouse.

	The brand makes this a more dangerous proposition to shrug off than normal, he thought.

	He wouldn't have put it past Sapphire to stage their meeting in such a place in a shrewd attempt to throw him off or even ply him with sex. Little did the Master of Whispers know that he was even more susceptible to this approach than it might seem.

	Before he could reconsider his decision to enter, several tall and strikingly beautiful Remenai women glided towards him. Their silk robes clung to their curves, leaving little to the imagination. Elden cleared his throat, trying to keep his eyes respectfully averted.

	"I'm... uh, looking for Sapphire," he managed to say, his voice sounding strained even to his own ears. "The powerful grey-haired Merinian woman."

	One of the Remenai bowed gracefully and disappeared into the back without a word. The others remained, their gazes fixed on Elden with undisguised interest. He smiled politely at them but kept his eyes from lingering for too long.

	The brand on his chest began to pulse unhelpfully, sending waves of heat through his body. Elden focused on his breathing, fighting against the rising surge of desire. He silently cursed the kestian's influence, as strong as ever despite being across the ocean.

	Finally, the woman reappeared and led him down the hallway and deeper into the building. She opened a sliding door made of waxed parchment and gestured for him to step through into the steamy space beyond it.

	Sapphire was mid-bath, which caught Elden off guard. The pools within the hot spring seemed like natural hotspots, with water fed into them manually rather than flowing from a heated stream.

	The wooden floor gave way to the natural rock, which was dark black and porous, but heavily smoothed out. Plants jutted from a few cracks within it, red chunky stems with massive broad leaves that almost created a veil of flora between the bath itself and the rest of the room.

	Almost. There was a reason why Elden was admiring the plants. Sapphire was naked within the water, and he heard a small splash and caught a glimpse of her exiting the hot spring with her back turned away from him.

	She wasn't nearly as old, or at least aged, as he'd assumed. He'd pegged her at perhaps a few years older than his aesta, and it was somewhat confusing to realize that she still had a body with a vast amount of sex appeal contained within it. A little worn and seasoned in places, but still more than enough to make the brand burn with overreaction.

	"They get hard in the heat," said Sapphire.

	"What?" He shook his head, trying to act like he hadn't just been fixated on her naked side profile.

	"The leaves." Sapphire held out her arms, and another bath attendant moved into place to wrap her body, flushed in interesting places from the heat. "These plants have adapted to both the rocky terrain and the heat. The exterior leaves toughen up to better withstand it. They have a natural oil within them that has interesting properties."

	"I don't know much about plants," said Elden.

	He waited for Sapphire to slowly pad her way between the pools. She watched him with her blue eyes the entire time, though it was hard to understand her scrutiny. Her cheeks had a reddish, vital glow to them.

	"We all adapt to our circumstances eventually," said Sapphire. "We adapt. We become reliant on our conditions, even. It's no different for you, for me. For the Merinians. The Remenai."

	"Quite the grand analogy," said Elden. "And a bit of an oversimplification."

	Sapphire took a few steps forward. Her grey hair was still wet, the moisture both darkening it and adding a hint of a sheen.

	"You were never this lively in court," she said, in a dangerous purr. "You were timid. Confident at times, but in that agitated, fragile way. I take it you've found your return home reinvigorating?"

	"Sordavakos hasn't been my home for years," he said. "But yes. It's been a valuable change of pace to be back in the Shattered Isles."

	"A chance to slow down, get some fresh air," said Sapphire. "Not to mention reconnecting with your family. The other orphans you were raised with. Your aesta."

	"Quite so," he admitted, knowing it would be pointless to deny it.

	Sapphire stared at him for a long moment, and he realized that she was right. He had been less confident back in court. The brand seemed to hum with a satisfied heat, as though to emphasize the most obvious change he'd undergone in the time since.

	"We need this wedding, Lord Forger," said Sapphire. "We need it to solidify the same fragile circumstances which allow these plants to spread their leaves. We especially need it to be perceived as a win for King Rento and Merinia, rather than a concession of weakness."

	"That's why you invited my aesta, isn't it? To have the Battle Maiden herself, a living and breathing reminder of the Betrothal War here. Shake a man's hand on one side, hold the gun on the other, as they say."

	Sapphire's eyes were as deep as the sea as she held his gaze. "We need more than just her presence. She needs to reestablish her loyalty to Rento verbally. I've arranged for her to speak during the feast after the wedding and have several points I'd like for her to touch upon during it."

	Elden winced. "You'd be better off having this conversation with her."

	"She doesn't take orders from me," said Sapphire.

	Neither do I, he thought, but had the sense not to say aloud. 

	The brand burned under his shirt, affirming the sentiment with perhaps a bit too much enthusiasm.

	"I'll give you a missive with her full speech written out," said Sapphire. "It doesn't have to be word for word. She'll know which points Rento will wish her to emphasize and which ones she has some flexibility on. She's no fool."

	"I'll bring her the missive," he said, with a shrug. "That's about all I can do here."

	"There will be consequences, Elden Forger, if this role in the wedding goes unfulfilled."

	He felt a prickle of danger, his own anger flaring too fast in response. "Is that a threat?"

	"Absolutely, but not one from me. The Battle Maiden has always held a… special place within Rento's heart. She must have talked with you about this? He was obsessed with her during the war, though to this day I know not if it was romantic love or closer to the love a man feels for his favorite weapon."

	"That was years ago," said Elden. "She doesn't wield Rhiannon anymore. She teaches at a primary school and hardly even leaves the island."

	"Rento has his expectations, regardless," said Sapphire, turning up her palms. "He did make for one allowance, as he is shrewd enough to have expected pushback on your aesta's behalf. If you cannot convince her to pledge her loyalty herself, you may speak for her."

	"Speak for her, as in…?"

	Sapphire's gaze narrowed. "As in, pledge your loyalty and hers. I have a script for you as well. You'll have less leeway, as the phrasing needs to be specific to impart the right effect."

	He breathed out, wishing that it was as much of a solution as Sapphire seemed to think it was. His aesta would never accept him speaking for her if it went against what she felt in her heart. True Divine, he had his own reservations about whether it would be right for him to overrule her will with a cynical political statement.

	"As I said, I can only explain to her what it is you want." He shook his head. "If she isn't convinced, there's nothing I can do."

	"Don't tell her that you have the option to speak for her if she refuses to pledge her support to Rento herself. I'll arrange for you to be given an opportunity to address the wedding party without her having a chance to interrupt."

	"It's not that simple," he muttered.

	"It never is. I brought more than just Rento's threat to retaliate against your entire family along with me to serve as motivation. I know what's in your heart, Elden Forger. Your former servant, Elara…"

	Hearing her name sent a stab through his chest. "What about her?"

	"She was poisoned by Casey Calloway." Sapphire gave him a cool, but sympathetic smile. "She wasn't his target, as I think you can understand, given the circumstances between the three of you. He wanted you dead and fumbled the job."

	She's lying, he thought. This is what she does.

	"Why are you telling me this? He serves the crown and runs your errands."

	"Yes, he's matured quite a bit in the time since his teenage years," said Sapphire. "But I don't need him. That is to say, I don't need him and you. Rento feels similarly, hence why he's made a game of playing you off one another. 

	"I would much rather settle the matter while there's still some value to be gained in making a choice. I want the Battle Maiden's royalty reaffirmed, one way or another. Give me that, Elden Forger, and I'll give you the man who killed your lover."

	 

	 

	


Chapter 14

	Elden walked back to the lodgings his aesta had rented for them with slow steps, carrying two missives in hand. He'd read his own almost immediately after leaving the hot spring and was galled by how sickeningly effusive it was.

	He more or less suspected that Sapphire had simply crossed out the Is and replaced them with wes given some of the phrasing. He'd been steadfast in not wanting to circumvent his aesta's will if she chose not to speak right up until Sapphire had mentioned Elara and Casey.

	The anger within him over her death felt like the hidden coals under a seemingly dead fire, stoked to new life with some stirring and some air. It made far too much sense for Casey to have been the one responsible, adding to the sting of her death by making him feel like a dullard for not realizing it sooner.

	Except I have no way to know if she's telling the truth, perhaps not ever, he thought. Casey could simply deny it.

	To trust Sapphire's word would be like trusting a snake, replete with actual poison. To refuse her, however, would not only deny him what might be his only chance for revenge, but bring Rento's ire down on his aesta and family.

	He found himself hoping that Blaire would simply bend the knee and say the words as he reached their lodgings. The bottom floor was empty, and he quickly scaled the stairs up to their shared room.

	It was after dark, and he thought his aesta might be asleep, but she was awake, stretched out comfortably in bed. She sat up and looked at him, pulling one of the shoulder straps of her nightgown back into place.

	"You were out for quite a while," she said.

	"Sapphire summoned me." He'd slipped his own missive into his pocket but passed her the other one. "She wants you to speak at the wedding."

	"Of course she does." Blaire unrolled the missive, gave it the most cursory of scans, and immediately began tearing it up.

	"Aesta…" he said. "Consider the consequences before you dismiss this completely."

	"No consequences would be worth debasing my values like this," she said. "There's an entire section about how I excised the cancerous Remenai and spared the righteous ones. Utter nonsense. I'd rather get down on my knees in front of Rento than read this."

	Elden frowned at the mental image.

	"As in to kneel before him, solas," said Blaire, a touch annoyed. "I hope you didn't think I meant… Never mind. I won't do it, that's my point."

	"Sapphire made it clear that it was Rento himself promising consequences."

	"If he was that keen on securing absolute obedience from me, he would have done so long ago," said Blaire. "No. He'll do nothing in retaliation. He still has respect for how much I accomplished for him during the war."

	"We can't know that for sure."

	"The decade you spent in Hearthold has warped your perception, solas," said Blaire. "The king is not all powerful. I've compromised enough in making an appearance. I will serve him best by saying nothing."

	He thought of Kessa, still deep within the kestian, and Lorin, alone on Sordavakos. "He could take action against any of us, in nearly any way."

	"This discussion is over," said Blaire. "It's my decision to make and I've made it."

	She pulled the sheets over herself, rolling to face away from him. The lantern had already died down to a low level and Elden took his time stripping down to his underwear before climbing into bed next to her, still frustrated.

	He felt a thrill of unwanted excitement as his bare arm brushed hers, but it came and went as Blaire slid even further over to the edge of the bed, using all of what little room they had. He closed the lantern and set his head back, annoyed by the tone their argument had set for the night.

	***

	It didn't take him long to get to sleep, as though his dreams had been eager for the chance to drag him in. He was back in the kestian. He knew it as an innate truth even before his senses adjusted to the dim light and strange awareness it provided.

	He was also not alone. Lorin was within the kestian, walking down a hallway composed of what looked like gigantic crystal shards polished to a mirror sheen. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she wore a shirt and leggings. What drew Elden's attention, however, was the fact that she held her pistol tight in her right hand.

	The dream had the same clear and compelling quality as the vision he'd had of Talia within the kestian, the details of which had all later been corroborated. Which made no sense. Even if Lorin had somehow managed to get the door of the kestian open, to delve into it herself, into a new section of it, no less, with no one home to rescue her? 

	It was foolish, and it was unfortunately also her style. Elden felt a heat not unlike the brand's warmth flaring as he took in the sight of her from impossible angles, sensed how amused the kestian was by its prey. Lorin's defiance was equally evident in her expression, the way her gaze darted around, nervous but resolved.

	"I'm not going to feel sympathetic for your choices if you keep making them against all reason, Kessa," shouted Lorin. "Enough!"

	"I'm not the one making foolish choices at the moment." Kessa's voice seemed to resonate through the kestian, but it might have easily just been a voice in Lorin's ear he was eavesdropping on. "Do you have any idea how many times you could have died up until now? How many times you would have died, if not for what I've been doing?"

	Lorin was looking in all directions. The mirror crystals made it near possible to see the path forward. Elden noticed that her reflection didn't match in some of them, showing her talking, or sweeping the pistol around, or even sobbing outright in one.

	"If it bothers you so much, I'll leave," said Lorin. "As soon as you agree to come out with me."

	"I can't believe that aesta and Elden even let you journey within the kestian to begin with. I still have no idea why the guardian opened the door for you."

	"You don't know?" Lorin gave a mocking smile that was matched and distorted in hideous ways by her many reflections. "Aesta and Elden left."

	"What?" snapped Kessa. "What's that supposed to mean?"

	The entire kestian seemed to flare with surprise and anger, the emotion magnified by ancient power and arcane motives. Lorin let out a bitter little laugh that echoed strangely within the crystalline hall.

	"They've gone to Ashala," she said. "What's wrong, Kessa? Feeling lonely?"

	"They'll be back," hissed Kessa.

	"I see. It must be so exciting to sequester yourself within the dungeon and flirt with evil when you know it makes you the center of concern for everyone. They're tired of your games, just like I am."

	"I haven't even started playing games with you yet!" boomed Kessa.

	The crystalline hallway shimmered, its reflective surfaces shifting to display haunting scenes that seemed like distorted mockeries of the past. In one shard, a younger version of Lorin was bound by the Remenai of the Verris Clan, as one of their warriors viciously whipped her back. Another showed her cowering in fear within the Silent Forest as Merinians with guns stalked her every move.

	Lorin's jaw clenched, her grip on the pistol tightening. "Stop it, Kessa. This is pointless."

	But the visions continued, relentless. Another reflection showed an older version of Lorin with her ears wrapped tight in a headscarf, gaze downcast as an inn patron knocked a trey out of her hand and forced her to meekly pick it up. In another, her mouth moved, but no voice came out, both Konokai and Merinian languages silenced as though she'd lost belonging even through speech.

	"Is this what you think of me?" Lorin's voice trembled with rage and pain. "That I'm weak? Useless?"

	The crystals flickered, and a particularly petty reflection showed her with boils and wrinkled skin, ears comically long and gangly.

	"I'm more than this," Lorin growled, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "I'm not just some scared little girl anymore."

	The hallway seemed to pulse with malicious glee, but Lorin stood straighter, defiant in the face of her deepest fears.

	"I came here for you, Kessa. I'm not leaving without you."

	Suddenly, one crystal shard seemed to take priority, spreading to every reflection within the hallway. It showed Lorin, small and terrified, watching a Remenai woman who had all the same features dying against a tree trunk.

	With a snarl of fury, Lorin raised her pistol and fired. The crystal exploded into a thousand screeching shards, the sound of breaking glass distorting into an otherworldly shriek.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 15

	Elden stirred awake, expecting darkness only to find himself bathed in early morning light. He was in Ashala, in the tiny tower rented room, in bed… with his aesta.

	At some point during the night, he'd found a comfort that wasn’t the kind that came from blankets or pillows. His aesta's body was warmer, smoother, and filled with the subtle, musky scent of feminine sleep.

	He was spooning with her, his chest to her back, locked together with the intention of drowsy arousal. Her nightgown, soft and silky against his skin, had bunched up to her thighs, putting his crotch in dangerous contact with her soft butt.

	His hand was resting on her waist. Had he pulled her into embrace sometime during the night? The brand was already warm on his chest, no doubt at least partly responsible. Lascivious, still playing with mortals long after departure.

	He tried to summon the will to remove himself from the bed, but he would have sooner removed a hang nail the hard way. True Divine, his aesta was a woman and she felt like one against him.

	The memory of that night in Verrisai, wrists bound while she slowly helped him with his state, soft hand stroking, coaxing to completion. His wrists were not bound now. He rubbed one along the side of her body, fingers brushing the edge of her breast.

	She was asleep, and he forced himself to stop, still drunk on her scent, still experiencing the subtle shift of her against him each time she breathed in, breathed out. He rocked forward, his burgeoning arousal straining against his undershorts, hardening further as it practically left an imprint against the soft cushion of her rear.

	"Ah…" Blaire stirred awake. "Solas?"

	"Aesta…" He hesitated but didn't stop completely.

	She surprised him, taking his roaming hand and pulling it up to her lips to kiss the back of it before returning it to the relative safety of her stomach, arm still wrapped around her.

	"Well," she whispered, wiggling a bit. "What did we expect?"

	"It is a small bed." He let his hand rub ever so slightly in place against her stomach. "I suppose this is how our bodies wanted to fit."

	The brand flared, heat pulsing through every inch of his body with a special focus on his pounding heart and bulging loins. Could she feel it, too? This close, bodies tight with only a thin layer of nightwear in between?

	"Are you alright?" whispered Blaire.

	He let out a single, amused chuckle. "I'm fine, aesta. That was my question for you, actually."

	"I… don't mind," she whispered. "It's nice. To be close with you like this. You know how much I love you, solas. We haven't exactly found our stride since you returned."

	"We'll get there, aesta." He let out a low groan, too aroused to stop his hips from rocking forward with subtle intention. "So much has been going on. It's hard."

	Blaire let out a soft gasp, and Elden could feel her tense against him. There was no denying that their hips were in unison, rocking and rolling in a timeless rhythm that they were powerless to resist. 

	The brand throbbed with approval, Elden’s loose undershorts and her thin nightgown were practically nonexistent barriers, and he hardened further against her softness. His breath caught in his throat as he felt her tense sheath teasing him through fabric, coaxing him into the slightest of thrusts.

	"I can feel you moving, solas," Blaire whispered, her protestations undercut by the breathy timbre of her voice. Elden groaned, low and soft, hips continuing that short, slow dance.

	"I know," he murmured in response. "It's as you said, aesta. It feels so good to be close like this. Too good to stop."

	"That, mmm…. wasn't what I meant." She reached her hand back to rub his side, but it was unclear whether she was calming him down or urging him on. 

	He squeezed her body tighter with his arm around her, hips rocking to meet the cradle of her thighs, undulating against her in the gentle morning light. Blaire's breathing quickened, her own hips moving ever so slightly in return, 

	Elden’s heart raced, blood pumping south as he ground against her in a soft ecstasy that seemed to push Blaire closer and closer to the edge of willing submission.

	"It's the brand, aesta," he whispered. "Gods, I wake up like this every morning. The brand, and this tiny bed, and… you."

	"We spoke about this." She tapped his side with her hand, but her hips were like his, rolling with a mind of their own. "Not in Ashala. You have to… find your own way."

	The air seemed thick with tension, moments stretching like tantalizing minutes. With every slight sound Blaire made, every miniscule movement, Elden pushed further and faster, running his hand up her body to rub and then grope one of her breasts.

	Blaire shifted, arching her back and squeezing her thighs together in a way that caught the shaft of his erection. Elden groaned at the intensity of the sensation, pumping into her, past the point of stopping. The softness of his aesta's petite little body had his cock primed with need, the brand feeding into his twisted arousal and demanding more.

	"Solas!" Blaire turned her head, and he found her lips, kissing in a manner so lewd that it felt more debauched than the rest of what their bodies were doing.

	He yanked one of her breasts out of her nightgown and pumped against, his other hand fumbling with her girlshorts even as he continued furiously dry humping her. 

	Without warning, Blaire broke their embrace, extracting herself from his arms and the warmth of the bed with long, regretful exhalation. Elden groaned with disappointment, feeling the brand continuing to pulse with a more frustrated tenor. He rolled onto his back, panting and sweaty, body yearning for something he knew would have destroyed their relationship.

	"It's time to get up," muttered Blaire.

	He shook his head, which suddenly ached, but not nearly as much as a place lower down. "I… need a minute."

	"Of course." Blaire swallowed. One of her breasts was still hanging out, large, with only a hint of mature sag that had the same elegant allure as the refined grey in her hair. She fixed her gown and cleared her throat. "I'll speak with our host."

	It took Elden all of fifteen seconds to find a somewhat tragic release after she'd left. It still shook him to the core, pleasure wise, but was clearly inferior and hollow compared to what could have been.

	He struggled to manage his frustration for his aesta as he dressed and finished waking up. It wasn't his fault. The situation was impossible, both of them crammed into such a tiny little bed.

	He imagined what would have happened if she'd given in, too. They would have been loud — it always was when the brand began flaring during sex. They would have been overheard by their host. They would have had an irrevocable change to their relationship, and Elden still would have needed to solve the situation of Sapphire's request.

	Aesta would have been shattered emotionally if we'd made that mistake, he thought. If I went on to speak on her behalf after that, it would have been stepping on the pieces.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 16

	Elden attempted to put the frustrating experience of the morning behind him as he made his way down into the common room of their Remenai host. Blaire was helping the older Remenai woman bring breakfast over to the table.

	She set a platter of flat cakes down and smiled at him, face flushed and eyes still reflecting the intensity of their morning. "Solas. Are you hungry?" 

	She stepped closer to him, cheeks flushed, and set one hand on his chest, right where the brand was. Elden realized that, while he had found a somewhat disappointing release, she'd simply fled the room and started her day, still carrying all that tension.

	"Starving, aesta," he said. He felt the tension rise as he touched her back, coaxing her to make room as he walked around the table to an open chair. 

	"I just need to… get into some real clothes for the day," said Blaire. "I'll be right back down."

	"Take as much time as you need."

	No sooner than she'd disappeared up the stairs, a knock came at the door. Elden glanced at their host who went to open it. He was about to start eating when the woman made a noise, getting his attention.

	"You," she said.

	She moved out of the way, revealing that the visitor was a young Remenai messenger holding a missive rolled in the Merinian style. "Elden Forger?"

	He nodded. "That's right."

	The man passed him the missive, bowed, and left. Elden furrowed his brow as he tore open the missive, reading the few lines on the parchment. Blaire arrived back downstairs in fresh clothing, curiosity plain in her expression.

	"It's from Lord Kenan," he muttered. "Princess Risa's betrothed. He's inviting us to brunch."

	He came back over to the table, absently reaching for one of the flat cakes. Blaire intercepted his hand, holding it with a smile.

	"You should save your appetite, in that case," she said. "Have you been away from royal proceedings long enough to forget the intensity of their catering?"

	"I think you'd be surprised by how rapidly my appetite recovers, aesta," he said. 

	He pulled her a little closer, feeling the way the brand seemed to react to every diminished inch of proximity.

	"Best not to test it, regardless." Blaire let go of his hand and slowly, deliberately turned to bow to their host. She was wearing a far more practical and modest dress than her nightgown, but Elden was still mesmerized by the way the cut hugged her compelling curves.

	He went upstairs to put on his sword and felt rather paranoid about simply leaving his gun tucked away in his traveling pack. An invitation from someone marrying into the royal family carried with it all the risks of Hearthold's court. He would have preferred to have a weapon that suited his reflexes, but the jadhara was even more strictly enforced on Ashala than it was back on Sordavakos.

	He considered that fact as he again thought about how his morning had gone, how close it had been to getting completely out of hand. He needed to practice sanity as a habit. The brand was affecting his behavior, chipping away at both his restraint and what might well be the most solid relationship in his life.

	As he finished tightening his sword belt, he looked out the window from the perch of their room. Ashala was primed to go off, the island's volcano pumping out a thicker plume of ash and smoke than he'd seen when they'd arrived. How long would it hold out?

	***   

	He walked alongside his aesta through the city’s busy streets, somewhat more accustomed to having to go with the crowd's flow. 

	"The invitation was to the Obsidian Palace," he said, raising his voice slightly to be heard over the bustling noise around them.

	Blaire nodded, expertly sidestepping a group of busy Remenai women. "That's not surprising. Kenan's father is the head of the Tanara Clan, but Kenan has taken on more responsibilities in recent months."

	"Preparing for the expectations of his new role, I imagine," said Elden.

	As they rounded a corner, the palace suddenly came into view, taking Elden's breath away. The magnificent structure loomed before them, perched atop a steep slope that seemed to rise from the very heart of the city. The palace was a marvel of obsidian construction, its dark, glassy surfaces gleaming in the sunlight and creating a stark contrast against the azure sky.

	A long, winding staircase carved into the slope led up to the palace entrance, its steps worn smooth by countless feet over the centuries. Elden marveled at the engineering feat, imagining the effort it must have taken to build such a grand structure on such challenging terrain.

	Two imposing towers flanked the main building, their spires reaching towards the heavens as if in defiance of the nearby volcano's might. The obsidian walls of these towers seemed to shimmer and shift in the light, creating an almost ethereal effect that left Elden momentarily mesmerized.

	As they approached the base of the staircase, Elden's gaze was drawn to the palace's main entrance. There, standing sentinel on either side of the massive doors, were two mesmerizing statues. 

	Carved from pristine white marble, they depicted full-bodied Remenai women wearing intricate veils. The contrast between the pale statues and the dark obsidian backdrop was striking, creating a visual spectacle that Elden found difficult to look away from.

	"It's incredible," Elden murmured, his eyes still fixed on the palace above them.

	Blaire nodded in agreement. "The Obsidian Palace is truly one of the wonders of the Shattered Isles. Are you ready for this, solas?"

	"I am." He eyed her expression more critically. "What are you expecting?"

	"I'm unsure." She let out a breath, uncertainty showing in her posture. "Lord Kenan might seek our presence here for any number of reasons. We are guests to him and his betrothed, after all."

	Elden heard the suspicion in her voice, but didn't press the point. They approached the Obsidian Palace's stairs and began making their way up. Elden's thighs were burning by the time they reached the top.

	The doors were open, and two Remenai women wearing veils similar to the statues greeted them with bows and began wordlessly leading them through the foyer and deeper into the space. They passed through a curtain that revealed a massive room with a long dining table, with several groups of people standing and talking around it, most Remenai.

	Elden was somewhat startled to see Esaka on the other side of the chamber, wearing a fine spiral gown, a white ribbon tying back her blonde braids. She'd been speaking to a group of Rem and seemed to stumble mid-word at his appearance, though she didn't come over to greet him right away.

	That would explain why Iskar seemed so confident in harassing me before I left, he thought. Esaka must have already departed the island at that point.

	"Lord Forger." A somewhat musical masculine voice came from a short Remenai man with fine yellow silk clothing. "Thank you for accepting my invitation."

	"Lord Kenan, I assume." Elden bowed to the man, who waited until he'd finished before pulling him into a more courtly handshake. "Your Merinian is flawless."

	"Thank you," said Kenan. "I've had a lot of practice over the years."

	Kenan looked different from the image of the Remenai lord Elden had conjured in his mind. His ears were curved, scything backward in a fashion distinct from what most Rem ears looked like, and his face was soft, not ugly but certainly youthful and rounded.

	His green eyes were sharp, however, almost dangerous in their intensity. Elden noticed an odd lump under his shirt around his waistline that looked suspiciously like a hidden pistol, one of the small handshots that had grown increasingly popular in Hearthold.

	Would he truly risk carrying such a weapon in violation of the jadhara?

	"And this must be Blaire Haven," said Kenan. "The legendary Battle Maiden herself."

	Kenan turned his attention to Blaire, smiling in a subtle, observational way. Blaire gave him a bow that was slightly curter than the one Elden had offered, but she didn't seem to have her guard up otherwise.

	"Lord Kenan," said Blaire. "It's nice to meet you."

	"We will eat momentarily, but I'd like to have a word with Lord Forger alone, first." Kenan clapped a hand on Elden's shoulder with surprising familiarity. "Maiden of Battles, my mother and aunt would be most happy to speak with you in the meantime. Mother?"

	He called an older Remenai woman with true grey hair over. Blaire blinked, looking surprised and somewhat affronted. Elden gave her a shrug and followed after Lord Kenan, aware of how effectively the young Remenai man had set the pace.

	


Chapter 17

	They went up a staircase and then out onto the palace's massive balcony. A servant waited for Kenan next to one of the Remenai water pipes with the long, leather smoke hoses. He took a deep inhale from it before offering the hose to Elden, exhaling smoke upward in an imitation of Ashala's ashy discharge.

	"It's a mixture of awareness herbs," said Kenan. "It'll help your focus rather than numb you out."

	It would have been poor form to refuse regardless, but Elden appreciated the explanation. He took a deep inhale and breathed out, coming over to stand next to Kenan against the railing. He watched the volcano as he put words to a growing suspicion.

	"You were raised in Merinia, weren't you?" he asked.

	"Not hard to tell, is it?" Kenan let out a small chuckle and turned sideways. "Yes. I grew up overseas in Avaricia, in the household of one of King Rento's distant cousins. I was a hostage as well, Lord Forger. Pampered as much as watched."

	"You don't say?" Elden rubbed a hand across the stubble on his chin, seeing the young Remenai lord in a new light. "It's quite a way to start life off, knowing that you're a piece on a game board."

	"This piece found a way to play as the hand," said Kenan. "You've no idea how hard I worked to land myself in my current position. Two steps forward and one step back the entire way, as it goes."

	"Well, I'm glad I could be here to bear witness to your nuptials," said Elden.

	"Why are you here, exactly?"

	Kenan's eyes took on that sharp, dangerous edge again. Elden considered how to answer the question, what the truth would mean in the current context.

	"King Rento commanded it," he said. "He wishes my aesta to reaffirm her loyalty."

	"To the king? To Merinia? Or, perhaps, to Princess Risa and whatever the future may hold for her?"

	Elden chuckled, aware now of the game Kenan was truly playing. "Oh, it's been written out. Exactly what to say, down to the word."

	"What he requests that you say," said Kenan. "You know how this works as well as I do, Elden. When the king pulls your strings, you must dance, but there's always some room to decide in what way or how much."

	"It's my aesta he wants talking."

	"What if it's you that I want talking?" Kenan held a hand out into the open air beyond the railing, flashing a smile that seemed to suit his status. 

	"It's not that simple," said Elden.

	"I'm aware of that, along with far more than I think you realize." Kenan walked over to the water pipe and took another inhale, red coals on the top flaring back to life. He exhaled up and over Elden before meeting his gaze. "This… kestian on Sordavakos. You know of it?"

	Elden fought the urge to tense up. If the secret was out, Kessa might be in even greater danger, not to mention everyone on the island through sheer proximity.

	"Yes, I do," he said. "It's an old, dangerous relic of a bygone era."

	"It's much more than just that, from what Esaka has told me," said Kenan. "Though undoubtedly ancient, as you say. A place of old magic, true magic. I have reverence for that which came before. I expect its secrets could make a faction like mine quite powerful."

	Elden made a show of taking another inhale from the water pipe, buying time as he furiously thought through the situation. Esaka had given up the secret of the kestian. That surprised him, ambitious as she was, but perhaps she simply wasn't interested in losing anymore of her clan within its depths.

	Was Kessa in danger? Inevitably, if she continued to refuse to leave the kestian. Though anyone attempting to enter without her permission was likely in an even more precarious situation. Regardless, any new exploration of the dungeon's depths would put her in conflict.

	"The kestian isn't what it seems," he said, slowly blowing out smoke. "I wouldn't expect it to change the balance of power."

	"Esaka said something similar," said Kenan. "I am more intrigued by that warning than deterred. Though I need not take a personal interest in it. Perhaps I'll supply someone knowledgeable of its depths to endeavor to explore it for me."

	An interesting silence hung on the air, laden with implication.

	"My hands are tied, but my ears are open," said Elden.

	Kenan laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. "So be it. I should have expected no less from a fellow former hostage. You don't survive being entirely within the power of your enemy without learning restraint."

	They both admired the view over the balcony and enjoyed the pipe in silence for a while longer. The smoke had an interesting flavor, almost like honey and blueberries.

	Kenan was passing the leather hose back to Elden when one of the lingering Remenai servants let out a shout. The servant tackled Kenan in the same moment the crack of gunfire echoed from somewhere nearby. 

	All Elden saw was blood — too much blood — as the two men hit the floor in a tangle of limbs. He spun around, eyes immediately drawn to the slope, the most obvious place for an assassin to take a shot from a distance.

	Except… he knew it wasn't quite right. He could feel that it wasn't right, a sudden deepening of his perception. The assassin had taken the shot from the shadows, and through them, Elden could somehow sense the man, the rush of his fingers as he rapidly loaded a second ball and brimpowder into his musket.

	"Down there!" he shouted. 

	There was a building with an awning over the stairway leading to the roof slightly below the palace. A shot from there would have been tricky, only viable if Kenan were near the railing, but something told Elden that he was often enough for it to be a known fact.

	The nearby Remenai were more focused on their lord than going after the assassin. Elden glanced over at him, wincing and fearing the worst. Kenan was covered in blood, all of it the servant’s, however. The man who'd tackled him had saved Kenan's life and forfeited his own.

	"Go after him!" shouted Kenan. "Don't bother with me! Find who did this!"

	Elden crouched to one knee and closed his eyes, trying to feel more of the strange awareness which had fed him the clue. The brand pulsed hot with anger, rather than lust, for once. He winced as a sudden spike of pain stabbed through his head, dizziness following as though it had been a physical blow.

	"We'll have to continue this conversation another time, Lord Forger," said Kenan. He was tending to the dying servant, the front of his fine yellow shirt now a mess of red and black blood.

	"It would seem so," said Elden.

	 

	


Chapter 18

	Kenan was still covered in blood when he made the announcement of postponing the social engagement to his guests. The sight of him alone was enough to unsettle the crowd to the point of conspiracy, overshadowing the reasons for the gathering in the first place.

	Elden gave his account of the attempted assassination to Blaire as they once more walked through Ashala's crowded streets. She frowned at his explanation of what had happened, along with an abbreviated version of Kenan's earlier request.

	"A gunshot would seemingly imply that the assassin is a Merinian," she said.

	"Not necessarily. A Remenai could just as easily purchase and employ a musket."

	"They would be violating the jadhara in the process, which makes it unlikely."

	Elden shrugged, not as convinced. Though most Remenai observed the jadhara strictly, it wasn't universal. The same conclusion his aesta had drawn might also provide cover and confusion to a would-be Remenai assassin.

	"If it was Sapphire behind this attempt on Kenan's life, why bother entertaining the possibility of a wedding in the first place?" asked Elden.

	"Kenan seems ambitious," said Blaire. "Perhaps more so than Rento initially expected. Risa spoke to the Remenai crowd in Konokai, remember. She may be sympathetic to their cause, especially if it's in line with the will of her betrothed."

	"Honestly, the offer he made me and the fact that he knows about the kestian complicates our situation more than the assassination attempt." Elden let out a breath and ran a hand through his hair.

	They'd stopped at a food stall, and Blaire bought him a piece of bread on a skewer wrapped in thin strips of pork and covered with cheese. He took a bite of it, only then realizing how hungry he was.

	"His offer is interesting," said Blaire. "In truth, I'm far more partial to speaking on behalf of Kenan and Risa's marriage than making a statement about loyalty to the king."

	"You said it yourself that in all likelihood, the assassin was Merinian," pointed out Elden. "Going against the king now that the plotting and subterfuge has rolled into motion would be even more dangerous."

	"Look at the situation we're in, solas," said Blaire. "There is no safe option."

	Except there was. He took another bite of his bread skewer, remembering Sapphire's wish for him to speak on behalf of himself and his aesta. If he went through with it, he was fairly certain he could still explain himself to Kenan and keep the situation from seeming too much like the snub it was. They'd had established a decent rapport, though the water pipe had certainly helped.

	He was still eating when Blaire touched his shoulder. On the other side of the busy Ashalan street, he noticed Esaka watching them. She began walking over after meeting his gaze for an interesting moment.

	"Lord Forger," said Esaka. "Maiden of Battles. Might I speak with you both for a moment?"

	"Of course, Esaka," said Blaire.

	The leader of the Verris Clan immediately began leading them through the streets. Elden expected to turn into one of the inns or hostels they'd attempted to find lodgings within themselves upon arrival.

	Esaka instead led them all the way through the city, several long minutes passing until they emerged through the outskirts and out onto a sandy beach. Other familiar faces from the Verris Clan were standing by a gathering of tents and a firepit.

	"I saw no reason to waste my clan's money on the overpriced inns within this crowded city," said Esaka. "We are used to camping, unlike some."

	"Quite sensible," said Blaire.

	Elden nodded in agreement, though he had a suspicion that the money was the determining factor. There was a gap in prosperity among the Rem that he hadn't noticed before, the opulence of Kenan and those in Ashala who'd grown rich off selling brimpowder versus the more traditional way of life of the other islanders.

	"You spoke with Lord Kenan," said Esaka.

	"Elden did, not me," said Blaire.

	Esaka nodded, seeming reluctant to turn her gaze toward him. He understood why as their eyes met and that familiar, brand-fueled tension sparked to life between them. He could tell how much the memory of their passionate encounter in the kestian still hovered in her mind, vivid as though it could reoccur at any second.

	"Would you share the details of what he offered you, Elden Forger?" asked Esaka.

	"It was a private conversation." Elden raised his chin slightly, feeling the raw heat of her attention and knowing she felt his right back. "My lips are not as loose as some."

	"That is unfair," said Esaka. "There was no hope to keep the kestian a secret forever, not with so many on Sordavakos already aware of it."

	"Impossible to know now." Elden clasped his hands behind his back. "Lord Kenan will certainly be a powerful force in the Shattered Isles once his marriage is culminated. That will affect your clan, won't it?"

	"I have little fondness for Lord Kenan," said Esaka. "He is like you. Pampered by Merinian customs. But my clan has little option but to support him."

	"We're all floating on the tides of fate," muttered Elden.

	Blaire surprised him by coming up close from behind and touching his shoulder. "Quite a poetic way of putting it, solas."

	"I know it is much the same for you, Elden Forger," said Esaka. "I will not hold whatever jig your king wishes you to dance for him against you."

	"More of a waltz this time around, but I appreciate the sentiment."

	They stayed on the beach for a while longer, watching some of the younger members of the Verris Clan swim and frolic in the water. Blaire spoke with Esaka for a while in quiet tones. Elden was walking over to toss a coconut husk back to some of the swimming Rem who'd been passing it back and forth when the brand suddenly burned with distress.

	He stumbled, head pounding, vision fuzzing at the edges. Blaire was shouting and it was only then that he realized he'd collapsed completely.

	"What's wrong, solas?" she whispered.

	"Just… felt a little faint for a moment," he mumbled. "I'm fine."

	"You are not fine." She brushed a few strands of hair back from his forehead and then slid her hand down to his chest. It rested right over the brand with only the thin layer of his shirt in between, and the mark seemed to react like it was being teased and taunted.

	"He can rest in a tent if that would help," called Esaka.

	"I said I'm fine!" snapped Elden.

	He hobbled to his feet. Blaire put an arm around him, offering her shoulder.

	"Of course you are, solas," she said. "Here. Let me help."

	


Chapter 19

	They walked back into Ashala's city center, Elden relying far more on his aesta's shoulder than he'd intended. She gave no complaint and matched his somewhat slow pace.

	"Our lodgings are down that street, no?" he said, as they passed where he expected to turn.

	"We have some free time," said Blaire. "I'd like to go to Ashala's library if you're up for it. Knowledge is our greatest ally when it comes to the kestian and your condition."

	He nodded, though in truth, he felt near enough to collapse to want nothing so much as a bed underneath him. He persevered and his breath caught as they rounded the corner to their destination. 

	Ashala's grand library loomed before them, a colossal structure of obsidian and limestone that seemed to stand out from the surrounding buildings in both age and grandiosity. Intricate carvings adorned its façade, depicting scenes from Remenai mythology and history. Massive columns flanked the entrance, each one etched with spiraling patterns that almost seemed to glow faintly in the late afternoon sun. 

	The wide steps leading up to the weather worn wood doors seemed to serve as a local lounge point, with Remenai of various ages sitting on them in groups or even laying down in a few cases. Elden made his way up the stairs alongside his aesta with a fair amount of effort.

	As he passed through the doors, the library's intense scale left him speechless. Towering shelves stretched far beyond his sight, filled with countless tomes bound in leather, cloth, and materials he couldn't identify. The air hung heavy with the scent of old parchment and incense.

	Ornate wooden carvings adorned the walls, depicting Remenai legends and historical figures. Soft light filtered through stained glass windows, casting colorful patterns across the polished stone floor. Remenai scholars in flowing robes moved silently between the stacks, their footsteps muffled by thick woven rugs.

	"You're so pale," said Blaire. She touched his face, still lending him her shoulder. "Here. Let's find a spot for you to sit down. I'll track down books and you can start paging through them."

	She brought him to a table in a quiet section of the corner of the library. Elden felt the true depths of his exhaustion as soon as he was off his feet. He leaned back as he watched his aesta hurry off into the stacks, footsteps echoing through the silent space.

	One by one, she brought him relevant volumes, each either written by a Merinian author or a translation of an original Remenai text. Elden flipped open a volume titled "The Life and Adventures of Anders Rosewood" and forced his eyes to begin scanning over paragraphs and sentences.

	He quickly discovered why his aesta had picked it out. The author claimed to be a friend of the eponymous character and described a number of relevant adventures, one featuring a second kestian on another continent.

	He felt a chill run through him as he began picking out specific and relevant details. The kestian that Anders Rosewood had explored alongside his family had been a shrine dedicated to the reincarnation of the Forsaken.

	By his account, that was the kestian's original purpose - to direct the reincarnation of those ancient demigods, pulling whatever part of their soul fueled the process toward the kestian's occupant. Elden's thoughts immediately turned to Kessa, the way the kestian had seemingly chosen her.

	Could that explain it all? Kessa, chosen by the kestian, stepping forward as Lascivious reincarnated?

	The book touched on other interesting details, namely "crests," which had once been magical marks that imparted sorcerous powers to their wielders. From what the book described, the effects were different from what he'd experienced with the brand, but perhaps they worked through similar mechanisms. He found no answers about how to better deal with his symptoms, unfortunately, other than a general implication that the Forsaken were merciful when appeased.

	He was tired, or rather, fatigued, and set his head down on the book to rest after a few moments. He just needed a minute with his eyes closed and body still.

	*** 

	Lorin was still in the kestian. Elden's awareness almost immediately took on that vague, expanded quality that signified that he was seeing through the dungeon's senses rather than his own.

	She was sitting on the ground, in a seemingly vast chamber, large enough to mimic a cloudy night and host to a range of grass and flora. He would have thought that she was outside somewhere, if not for the unnervingly flat terrain, the perfect silence, and the simple fact that he knew she wasn't. He could feel her within the kestian.

	She was sitting next to a small fire burning with orange flame, watching a small animal, a groundhog or perhaps a chunky rabbit, cook on a spit. He was more worried than amused by the sight. How deeply had she gotten herself lost within the dungeon as to be prioritizing hunting and gathering?

	"I would have thought you'd bring enough food with you to last more than a single day."

	Kessa's voice cut through the scene, quiet but ominous. She was present in person this time, striding forward into the light of the flames. The sight of her stirred Elden's concern, how much she'd changed over such a short span of time.

	Her skin was paler than it had been, and her eyes seemed to have taken a red hue. In place of the clothing he'd last seen her in, she wore armor, jet black and made from a material as flexible as chainmail but more reflective, almost like ink. She carried the staff again, the one that she'd used to brand him at the kestian's behest, and she let the butt of it sit on the ground like a walking stick.

	"It's your fault." Lorin shifted her meat on the flame, flipping it to cook the less done side. "I wouldn't still be here if you'd had the sense to stop playing whatever game it is that has you so enthralled."

	"This is no game, Lorin," said Kessa.

	She took another step forward and Elden's sense of unease deepened. Lorin swallowed, hands still hanging at her side as she stood up. She had her pistol. She had knives. Gods, Elden suddenly wanted to look away.

	"I'm not playing around, Kessa." Lorin's finger twitched, brushing the pistol. Why had he thought it was a good idea to give her that?

	"The difference between the two of us is that I was willing, no… capable of adapting," said Kessa. "You can't spend your entire life sitting around and sulking because it didn't hand you exactly what you wanted. You have to take it for yourself."

	"What I want right now is for my family to be safe and healthy!" shouted Lorin. "What I want is for this evil place to stop infecting the people I love!"

	"You don't understand anything," said Kessa. "But… I could help you. I could show you."

	"She would resist even more than Elden," whispered the guardian. "You are naive to make such an offer."

	"Shut up!" snapped Kessa. "I didn't ask you."

	"Who is the one sulking because they're not getting what they wanted now, Kessa?" asked Lorin. "I might not have my entire life figured out yet, but at least I'm not hiding from my trauma in the dark."

	"How dare you talk about my trauma?" shouted Kessa.

	She made to take a step forward, eyes narrowing. Lorin drew the pistol and aimed it in her face.

	"You wouldn't," growled Kessa.

	"It doesn't have to be the head." Lorin lowered her aim a bit. "A shot to the leg. I think you'd survive."

	"But would you?" Kessa bared her teeth. "You've wandered in too deep, Lorin. You have no idea the pain and darkness I could bring down on you if I really wanted to. After a few minutes, you'd be begging me to stop."

	Lorin said nothing. The silence felt conspicuous, like it was the guardian's turn to affirm or deny the statement. Lorin slowly shook her head after a few seconds.

	"I don't believe you," said Lorin.

	"But you aren't going to shoot me."

	Lorin sighed. She dropped her gaze, one hand coming up quickly to rub at one eye as though she could hide the movement if it was swift enough. She holstered her pistol.

	"I'm not going to shoot you," she muttered. She sat down next to the fire. "I'm hungry."

	"…You don't have to eat that," said Kessa. "I have other food."

	"I want to eat it," said Lorin. "It smells like chicken."

	Kessa let out a small chuckle. "Yeah."

	"Want to try some?"

	Kessa shrugged. "Maybe a bite."

	 

	 

	


Chapter 20

	"Solas." Blaire gently shook his shoulder. "You're… drooling on the book."

	"What?" Elden groaned as he lifted his head. "Oh. Dammit."

	"It's not… too bad," said Blaire. She took out a handkerchief and dabbed at the page, frowning. "It doesn't seem like the most popular volume here, at least."

	"It had some relevant info about the kestian," said Elden. "Aesta. It's meant to be a shrine of reincarnation, specifically. A way of trying to control the way the Forsaken would once be reborn within new bodies."

	"As far as I've read, there was never a way to control that facet of their godhood," said Blaire. "It's likely no different from other legends lost to time."

	"Maybe." He took both the handkerchief and responsibility for cleaning up his own mess, getting the page mostly dry before closing the book. "True Divine, how long was I out for?"

	"For most of the afternoon," said Blaire. "I got lost in my own search, but not in a productive way. We should be getting back to our lodgings for dinner. It's late."

	He slowly rose to his feet, feeling that familiar out of time sensation so common to midday naps. Blaire touched his shoulder, but he didn't quite need her support to walk.

	His memories of his dream were hazy, but he was sure he'd seen Kessa and Lorin within the kestian. He was starting to feel as though his time on Ashala was unproductive, a gauntlet of dilemmas and impossible situations. He wanted to go home.

	The street outside was surprisingly clear compared to the crowd he'd experienced earlier in the day. Elden first thought that a fog had rolled into the island, but a few breaths confirmed that it was actually smoke haze, similar but drier.

	They made their way toward their lodgings, cutting down a dark alleyway to skip a labyrinthian portion of Ashala's sprawling streets. As they reached the middle point, a figure stepped out on the other side just a footsteps sounded behind them.

	Blaire froze. Elden made to draw his sword. The familiar click of a pistol's hammer being readied stilled his hand. The figure ahead of them was tall and imposing, head obscured by a heavy grey cloak.

	"Hand off the sword," said a voice from behind them.

	Elden felt the barrel of a pistol brush the back of his head. He let his hand fall backward, but knew he had to try something. The risk of firing a pistol in Ashala, especially after the assassination attempt, was far too high for the threat to reign supreme.

	He spun, trying to elbow his opponent in the same motion. The butt of the pistol struck him hard in the skull. He fell sideways against the wall of the building. Blaire shouted something, and Elden suspected she was about to draw Rhiannon.

	"No!" he said, more to her than their attackers.

	"Let's all calm down, shall we?" A posh Hearthold accent came from the man in front of them. "Hold her still."

	Elden slumped downward, the fatigue and the blow the head teaming up to steal what little strength he'd had to summon. One of the men held a knife to Blaire's neck. The other pointed a pistol at him on the ground.

	His vision swam as he tried to focus on the cloaked figure. The pounding in his head made it difficult to concentrate, but he forced himself to listen.

	"You've been quite busy, Lord Forger," the man said, voice dripping with disdain. "Conspiring with Lord Kenan, are we? That simply won't do."

	Elden glanced at Blaire, her face a mask of fury and fear as the knife pressed against her throat. A single bead of red had already been drawn from her neck by the razor sharp instrument.

	"King Rento has explained what's required of you," said the attacker. "Your aesta will make a statement pledging her loyalty to the crown, specifically our king, at the wedding. If she refuses, you'll do it on her behalf. Fail to comply, and the consequences will be... dispersed across your entire family."

	Elden winced and tried to rise, only for the second man to kick him hard in the shoulder. His mind raced to Lorin and Kessa. They might be safe, assuming they were still in the kestian, but what might happen once Lorin emerged and returned to the monastery?

	"I'll say… what needs to be said," he muttered.

	"Solas!" snapped Blaire. 'What have you…?"

	She trailed off as the man with the knife tickled her chin with the point. "The legendary spirit of the Battle Maiden was not overstated. Think carefully, Blaire Haven. You know better than most that nothing is beyond our reach. Make the statement or watch as everything you hold dear crumbles."

	Elden's fists clenched at his sides. The brand on his chest pulsed with a mixture of fear and rage. He looked to Blaire again, seeing the defiance in her eyes despite their predicament.

	"You will serve King Rento at tomorrow's wedding," said the man. "Merinia demands it."

	Both men pulled back, disappearing down either ends of the alleyway. Elden stumbled to his feet and went to his aesta's side, but she seemed more ready to provide support to him than to receive it for herself.

	"Let's get back to our lodgings and forget this ever happened," she said, curtly. "That was foolish of Sapphire. I intend to send Rento a clear message that we won't be intimidated so easily."

	There was an edge in her voice that unnerved him. Steel and anger, so much that it was as though he was hearing someone else speak through his aesta's lips. Perhaps he was, the Battle Maiden, drawn out of dormancy under the threat of violence.

	"Is it intimidation, aesta?" asked Elden. "You think that they're simply making empty threats? That they wouldn't go after Lorin or Kessa?"

	She made to help him by lending him her shoulder, but Elden stepped away, standing on his own. She noticed, anger flaring within her expression.

	"I heard that man's words, solas," said Blaire.

	"Good. Then you should realize that they'd be more than willing to go after Lorin and—"

	"He specifically mentioned you speaking in my place." Blaire stomped forward, speaking over her shoulder as she rounded the corner to their rented room. "Sapphire asked this of you, didn't she?"

	He hissed, wishing for a moment that their attackers had been more circumspect. "What of it? I don't have any more control of their demands or schemes than you do."

	"You didn't tell me!" 

	They reached the door to their lodgings and Blaire hammered on it with the same intensity spilling over into her voice. Their Remenai host opened the door and backed away obsequiously, clearly sensing Blaire's energy. The argument continued as they hurried upstairs and shut themselves inside their tiny room.

	"For good reason!" snapped Elden. "Not only did I know how you would react, but this is nothing new to me. You of all people should be aware that I've been navigating the political tides of Hearthold for over a decade now."

	"You cannot speak on my behalf!" snapped Blaire. "You have no right. It is my choice whether or not to appease Rento and no one else's!"

	"In case you haven't noticed, I'm not a child anymore, aesta. My opinion holds weight as a lord of Hearthold, and I'm allowed to say whatever I damn well please. Especially if it's to protect people you seem willing to fling into danger for your own misguided reasons!"

	"Solas." Her voice was commanding, as sharp as it had ever been in moments when he'd defied her as a boy. "I need you to stand with me on this. This is my decision. This is how I feel in my heart about the crown!"

	"You can't have it both ways," he said, coldly. "You gave me to Rento, aesta. You shipped me off and left me to fend for myself in Hearthold. Why fight now when you didn't back then?"

	"Don't you dare," she hissed, voice low and shaking. "Don't you dare throw that in my face! I live with that choice every single day! I fight now because of the choice I made back then."

	"It was the wrong one."

	"There was no other way!"

	"Maybe." Elden took a step toward her, chin jutting out with defiance. "But now it's my turn to decide."

	He saw the fury burning in her eyes and felt empowered by it, right up until he heard the loud crack, felt the sting on his cheek, and realized that she'd just slapped him. The force of the blow was secondary to the weight of emotion behind it, the fact that she'd never laid a hand on him before even in childhood.

	He tried to brush forward, suddenly needing to be anywhere but in that room. Blaire grabbed his shoulder, mouth open like she couldn't decide what to shout in his face. Elden grabbed her wrist and tried to yank her sideways and out of the way. She took hold of his shirt, pulling, the two of them brushing together, chest to chest, body to body.

	He set a hand on her hip and kissed her, angry but passionate. He hated her in that moment but loved her in all others. She was his teacher as much as his aesta, struggling with the method of instruction.

	He touched her with the same cavalier frustration he'd argued with, hand squeezing one of her buttocks like a stuffed toy, hips rocking forward to let her feel his sprinting arousal. The brand pulsed with approving heat.

	"Oh," she whispered. "I'm… not finished with you!"

	"Aesta." He pressed forward, lowering her onto the bed. "Shut up."

	He kissed her again, finding his way between her legs. Her breasts were right there, enticing in that secret, evil way that he'd struggled with since coming home. Had it been right away, or had it only been once the brand had started to affect him that he'd come to see her like this? He barely knew anymore.

	His fingers sank into the soft flesh of her bosom, drawing out an odd, skipping breath from her. Elden kissed her neck and let his crotch start grinding against her, fully hard now, with the brand burning so hot he could practically feel boiling blood surging through his racing heart.

	He couldn't think over the intensity of her presence, urging him on with a heady mix of love, anger, and forbidden desire. His aesta was beneath him, soft and warm and impossibly arousing. He ground himself against her, nearly mad with the need to take their argument to its most primal conclusion. The rational part of his mind was shouting at him to stop, but it was hard to hear over the roar of the flames.

	"Solas," she whispered, eyes half lidded. "We can't."

	She said this while wrapping her legs around him, while undulating her hips against him, while running her fingers through his hair like she wanted to hold him as close and completely as she could. 

	He tried to pull back but pulled her dress down instead, full breasts spilling out into his seeking fingers. Her nipples were large and perfect. He kissed each one, letting his lips pucker into a brief suck on the second. His aesta made a noise that was too erotic to exist by daylight.

	Elden kissed Blaire again, lips moving with feverish intensity against hers. His hands roamed her body, caressing her naked breasts, thumbs grazing over her taut nipples. 

	She arched into his touch, her own hands clinging to his shoulders as they rutted against each other, the friction of their clothing providing delicious torment. He felt her shiver, and it sent a surge of lust through him more powerful than any sip of brandy.

	"Solas," she whispered breathlessly between kisses. "Solas, we need to stop."

	But even as she said it, her hips rolled up to meet his, matching his urgent movements. He ground against her, thrusting as though he was already inside her. The thought alone was enough to nearly make him lose control.

	He was drowning in sensation—the silken heat of her skin, the slick slide of her tongue, the exquisite pressure building in his groin as he ground his erection against her.

	Blaire tightened her fingertips against his back and let out a noise of annoyance and effort. She suddenly flipped him over, slamming Elden flat on his back on the bed with a movement more apt for a wrestling circle than a rented bed. She loomed over him, loosened hair tumbling around her flushed face, breasts still hanging loose. 

	"It's the brand, solas," she whispered, voice struggling to stay level. "Not you. Not us. I understand how hard it must be, with you cut off from... help."

	Her hand rubbed his chest and stomach, the touch soothing and stimulating all at once. She leaned down and kissed him again, deep and slow, as if trying to pour all her understanding into him.

	"Aesta," he growled.

	Blaire's hand drifted lower, fingers tracing along the waistband of his pants, dipping just beneath to tease at the sensitive skin there. Elden shuddered, feeling control shift back in her direction but not caring in the slightest. She started undoing the buttons of his shirt, parting the fabric to bare his chest.

	Her lips began a scorching trail down the front of his body, starting at his neck and collarbone and going lower, kissing and nipping at his pecs, his nipples, his abdomen. Elden's breath came in ragged pants, his hips twitching upward, desperate for more. Blaire's fingers worked his belt loose and slowly but deliberately drew his pants down.

	Blaire held his gaze, her eyes seeming to pierce through the fog of his arousal and find the real him buried underneath. "Will this be enough, solas? Until we return to Sordavakos?"

	Elden's mind was a tangle of confusion and need, but he nodded feverishly, not knowing what the "this" she mentioned was, but not caring, desperate for it anyway. He would take anything she was willing to give him at this point.

	Blaire's lips curved into a small smile, and then she was leaning down, pressing a kiss to the bulge of his cock through the thin fabric of his undershorts. Elden nearly levitated off the bed, the touch searing through him like fire. The brand's heat was so uniform that he almost couldn't feel it on his body anymore.

	She slowly drew his undershorts down, freeing his hard length. Elden couldn't help but stare as she wrapped her fingers around him, giving him a few teasing strokes that sent lightning arcing up his spine.

	And then, in a moment that would be forever seared into his memory, Blaire Haven, his aesta, the woman who had raised him and cared for him, leaned down and took him into her mouth.

	Elden's world narrowed to the wet heat surrounding him, the slick glide of her tongue, the suction of her cheeks as she bobbed her head. It was ecstasy and torture all at once, the pleasure so intense it bordered on pain. He threw his head back. He curled his fingers through her hair, but she found his hand and held it lovingly with hers, denying him a bit of control like a spoiled child sneaking sweets.

	She turned her head sideways, all of her hair briefly falling one way. His cock prodded against her cheek from the new angle, a debauched sight that he knew he'd never be able to forget.

	His aesta made little noises of love and effort, mouth churning with more base sounds behind it. She worked his shaft with so much attention that it made it abundantly obvious that most of the women who'd done this for him in the past had only put in a fraction of the possible effort.

	"True… Divine," he muttered.

	She rubbed her hands along the inside of his thighs and bobbed her head in a manner that made it seem like she was nodding, urging him on. That fact, that she wanted him to come, wanted to bring him there and be the one who made it happen, seemed to tie his world into an impossibly complicated knot.

	She sped up and it was suddenly too much. He felt his climax building with alarming speed, fluttering tension at the base of his spine, madness in both the brand and his heart. Blaire seemed to sense it, and she pulled back, her hand replacing her mouth as she pumped him with firm, sure strokes. 

	"Solas," she whispered, her voice a low purr that sent shivers racing across his skin. "Let go for me."

	And with a groan that seemed to be ripped from the deepest part of him, Elden did. His release crashed over him, pleasure swamping his senses as he spilled across Blaire's hand and his own stomach, wave after wave of it until he was left panting and spent on the bed.

	In the aftermath, as he lay there, trying to catch his breath, he was left reeling. The pleasure had been incredible, but the emotions were a tangled, confusing mess. This was his aesta. The woman who had raised him. 

	Even now, she was pulling out a towel, cleaning him up with her cheeks still flushed with arousal and eyes taking his naked body in with too much attention. The brand was cooling on his chest, sated as though fed a large meal and in need of rest to digest.

	"That was only…" Blaire paused, swallowing as though choosing her words carefully. "…To help you. I know it's been a challenge with our routine being so cautious here on Ashala. That will have to last you until our return."

	"I can manage," he said. He slid his undershorts back on and pulled her into an embrace, kissing her cheek. "Until we get back. But… can you?"

	He let his hand slide up her thigh, feeling the heat pouring off her crotch and eager to confirm how wet she was.

	"Solas." Her voice was sharp steel, but her fingers were gentle as she took his hand by the wrist and brought it to her mouth to kiss the back of his knuckles. "We need rest. The wedding is tomorrow."

	"Aesta…" He groaned and kissed her lips.

	"Yes, solas?" She rolled onto her side and gave him a no-nonsense look that shut down any further attempts at foreplay.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 21

	They lay in bed together in the aftermath, Blaire still mostly clothed, Elden in his underwear. His aesta let her fingers play with his hair, occasionally running them down to his chest, but avoiding the brand as though it were a fresh bruise.

	"I need to tell you something," he said.

	"I'm listening." She leaned in and kissed his shoulder. "Really listening. You can tell me anything."

	He swallowed, pushing the words out past a lump in his throat. "Sapphire promised me something in exchange for reading Rento's lines."

	"Oh, solas," she said, letting out a frustrated sigh.

	"She promised to deliver me Elara's murderer," he said. "She claims it was Casey Calloway. That he… was trying to poison me out of jealousy and the food simply reached her first. Gods, it even fits with something he once said to me about how jealous he was. I'd always thought it was the other way around, so I'd never taken him seriously as a suspect."

	"True Divine." Blaire rubbed his shoulder, face scrunched up in thought. "Do you have evidence beyond Sapphire's word and your own suspicion."

	"No."

	"Would you put it past her to lie to you to get you to do her bidding?"

	"No." He let out a dark chuckle. "Of course I wouldn't. But… for so long, I've needed an answer about what happened on that day. An answer, along with closure."

	"Oh solas," whispered Blaire. "I understand. This must be impossible for you. What you said before, about this being your decision… it does hold true. I can't stop you from doing whatever you decide to do."

	Her voice wavered a bit in the last sentence, the pain of a mother witnessing her child swept away by the confusing tides of the world.

	"I don't know what to do," he said, with a sigh. "I just need to think. There are too many factors at play for there to be any one right answer."

	"On that, we both agree." She leaned in to kiss him on the cheek and then turned out the lantern. "I love you, solas."

	"I love you, aesta."

	***

	They awoke to the gentle rapt of their host insistently knocking at their door. Blaire climbed out of bed to answer it in just her underclothes. Elden felt a pang of regret realizing that she'd stripped down to near nude at some point during the night right next to him, the brand burning a bit in suppressed longing.

	She exchanged a few words with their host and accepted a rolled missive. Elden pulled his pants back on as she unrolled and read over it, putting voice to a suspicion.

	"Sapphire?" he guessed.

	Blaire shook her head, an odd smile creeping onto her face. "Princess Risa. She wishes us to be present for her handprint ceremony. With reassurances that we'll be allowed to prepare for the wedding tonight within the palace, with help from Kenan's servants."

	"That's convenient," he said. "I can't think of a reason to say no."

	"I can think of many to say yes." Blaire rerolled the missive absently and set it down on the table. "I knew Princess Risa as a child, though she was quite young, almost beneath the threshold of memories. For us to have a chance to speak with her before the wedding would be invaluable."

	"I don't see her being able to get us out of our predicament," muttered Elden.

	"Regardless, it's crucial for us to know her mind if she's going to be playing a role in the politics of the Shattered Isles in years to come."

	"No argument there," he said.

	They dressed quickly. Elden debated finding a way to hide his pistol on himself, still on edge after the assassination attempt. He thought of the brand and the shadow sorcery, flexing his fingers as he considered whether he might rely on it in absence of a proper firearm.

	He craved a chance to better understand his new power. Somewhere deep within, he knew that it would be at its highest potency back on Sordavakos, or at least nearer to the kestian. He was looking forward to being home and slowly working out the capabilities and limits of his new gift.

	When did I begin seeing the brand as a gift instead of a curse? Dangerous thinking.

	Their host had prepared food for them again, some type of oat and cinnamon breakfast baked good that looked like a massive oval shaped cookie. They ate as they walked, needing to reach the palace in time to join the procession walking to where the ceremony would take place.

	It was a particularly hazy morning, with a scent and dryness in the air that paired with the island's heat to make Elden feel like he was standing within a bakery that had just burned a batch of bread. 

	The street was still awash with activity, near as crowded as it had been when they'd first arrived, but with a decidedly different atmosphere. People seemed tense, hurrying about their day while scanning from side to side expectantly.

	Ashala itself, was belching smoke into the air far in the distance, so much that a circular crown of smoke had collected around the volcano's tip. Elden frowned as they hurried toward the palace, not nearly as enamored with the island as he'd been on first arrival.

	Princess Risa and her entourage were readying for departure at the top of the palace's steps, accompanied by a large contingent of Remenai lords and ladies and servants. Kenan was absent, but that was no surprise beyond drawing a parallel to Merinian marriage customs and separating the bride and groom just before nuptials.

	Risa wore leggings and a tunic with her hair down, almost unrecognizable from how she appeared made up in a dress and finery. She hurried over to them, breaking from a group of her attendants.

	"I'm so glad you accepted my invitation," she said, smiling warmly at Blaire. "I was worried you'd forgotten about me, after so many years."

	Blaire looked stunned. "You were so young back when I looked after you. I must admit, I had a similar worry in reverse."

	"I could never forget you, Blaire," said Risa. "You were my idol. Well, that is to say… I still have immense respect for you, to this day."

	She seemed to summon her royal manners and demeanor back into her voice for the last few words, but it was clear she held a great deal of affection for Blaire. Elden caught the shift in his aesta's expression and wondered, with reserved hopes, if she was reconsidering Rento's demand for a loyalty pledge.

	"Well… I'm glad I could be here to witness you on this special day." Blaire's voice was thick with emotion as she spoke. "Myself, and my solas."

	"Of course." Risa's expression hardened as she turned to face Elden, closer to what he remembered of her from court. "Lord Forger. I must admit that it feels like somewhat of a juxtaposition to see you here, at the Battle Maiden's side. You were always so tense and mysterious in Hearthold."

	"Different atmosphere, I suppose." The comment needled him, but he tried not to let it show. 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 22

	Princess Risa returned to her attendants and the procession departed shortly after. They walked into the outskirts of the city, slowly and methodically, and then onto a trail which led up the mountainside.

	The haze was so thick that Elden was very much following the group without any real sense of direction. The sandy soil and shrub grass slowly began to give way to a rockier landscape, black obsidian molded by centuries of volcanism.

	It was a stunning sight, especially as the trees cleared and Elden could see it at scale. It was as if they were walking across the surface of an obsidian ocean, black swells frozen in place. The flora still found a way, as life so often does, to emerge through the cracks, seemingly thriving in the gaps between the darkness.

	It made him think of the shadow sorcery the brand had kindled within him, if only out of basic color association. Was he the ocean or was he the life eking out existence in the space in between?

	The climb wasn't easy. His feet began to hurt despite his more than adequate boots, given that every step was across hard and occasionally jagged rock. The steepness of the terrain necessitated a trail that switchbacked lazily up the mountainside, with their pace further slowed by the number of people within the party who were older or otherwise out of climbing shape.

	 The landscape changed again as they neared Ashala's halfway point. They'd circled around to the mountain's backside relative to the city, and the geoflow was very much active in the volcano's shadow. 

	Elden gaped at veritable streams of flowing lava coming down the mountain, an unnerving sight despite none of them technically being close enough to be a danger. Strips of deep orange, the air above wavering from the intense heat, cut down the mountain like blood pouring from an open wound.

	The smoke was thicker as well, but the wind spared them from its brunt. He glanced at Blaire, who was taking in the marvel with narrowed eyes. 

	"It's incredible," he said.

	"Not all of it." She gestured down the slope, to Ashala's main active brimpowder mine far below. It was little more than a cave leading into the volcano with a cart track extending out of it. Dozens of soot dirtied Remenai in loin cloths queued outside the opening, waiting their turn to descend into what, by all accounts, was a hellish mining experience.

	"That's where it all comes from," muttered Blaire. "Merinia's dominance. Ashala's leverage. The power behind each trigger pull of your gun."

	"It isn't pretty, but I never assumed it was," said Elden. "Brimpowder is a means to an end. If it wasn't this, those lives would most assuredly be strained and spent elsewhere."

	"That's a rather cold assessment, solas," said Blaire. "Is this the side of you that Princess Risa came to know in Hearthold?"

	There was an odd curiosity to her question, almost as though Risa's comment had riled her a bit, reminded her of a decade long gap in her knowledge of him. Elden stepped a little closer to her, but before he could say anything, the ground rumbled beneath them.

	It wasn't a massive shake. No one, not even the weakest of Risa's party, was thrown off balance. Ashala, however, had a blockage to clear. A spurt of soot and lava came free from the volcano's tip, off angle from their group, but still intimidating.

	One of the older Remenai women began gathering everyone together. The group assembled in a semi-circle centered around a small stream of lava near the end point of cooling, vibrant orange fading to a duller color before turning flat black further down.

	The entire group went silent. The Remenai woman began to speak. Elden could only make out every third word or so, frustrated by her formal phrasing and deep Ashalan accent.

	He did manage to pick up enough to get the general theme of what she was saying.  Life and rebirth, the renewal of Ashala's face from the constant regurgitation of the geoflow. The struggle of their way of life against the modern, changing world. 

	The woman gestured to Risa, who stepped forward, looking deeply uncertain. She glanced back, catching Blaire's gaze. Elden saw his aesta nod and mouth the words "it's okay," which seemed to carry a surprising weight for the princess.

	The Remenai woman took out a small brush and a jar of what Elden first thought was red paint, but realized was some kind of clay as she began brushing it onto Risa's right hand. A younger Remenai woman stepped forward with a pan of ash, which Risa set her hand down in and rubbed it through, picking up a full layer which stuck uniformly to the clay.

	Slowly, Princess Risa stepped forward toward the cooling geoflow. She knelt on her knees, wincing at the sharpness of the rock. In a section where the geoflow had not quite finished cooling, with just the slightest hint of orange still left in its color, she hovered her hand.

	The wind picked up, blowing a bit of smoke into Elden's face. When he looked back, Risa's teeth were bared and her hand was pressed down into the rock. She held it there for no more than a full second before pulling it back and shaking it, though it seemed more of a reflex than an action born of true pain.

	Her handprint was sealed into Ashala, though Elden knew as well as all present that it would likely be covered over within a month, a year, at most. Life, birth, and renewal. The Remenai began stomping their feet and clapping their hands on their legs, and he joined in wholeheartedly.

	 *** 

	"Lady Haven, Lord Forger," said Risa, finding them on their hike down. "A word?"

	"Of course," said Blaire. 

	Risa let the rest of the group pass by them, walking with only her Merinian guards who also stood just out of earshot. She didn't say anything immediately, claiming the moment in that thoughtfully indulgent way so unique to heirs to the Merinian throne.

	"I'm… due to be married today," she finally said. "This evening. It still feels so surreal to say out loud, despite how long I've known that this day would eventually come."

	"That's completely understandable," said Blaire. "It takes bravery for all women to commit themselves in the traditional fashion. How do you feel?"

	"I don't know." Risa's voice was little more than a whisper. "I am… attracted to Kenan. Infatuated might be the better word. But all of this… is so much, and there's so much more that I don't know."

	"What do you mean?" asked Blaire.

	Risa swallowed. Her gaze shifted to Elden, back to Blaire, and then to Elden again. "Lord Forger. I understand you were with Kenan when the assassination attempt occurred yesterday. The only one outside of his employ to witness the attack itself."

	He nodded slowly. "That's correct."

	"Tell me the truth of what you saw. Was there truly a gunshot fired against the jadhara? Kenan claims a servant was hit in place of him. This is true as well?"

	"Yes, that's all the truth," said Elden. "The shot came from a rooftop below the palace, a strange angle but one that I think aided in the assassin's escape."

	He found himself wishing his shadow sorcery had better allowed him to get a sense of whoever had been aiming the musket, to know if they'd been Merinian or Remenai. His suspicions, much like Risa's, were a complicated mix.

	"I must sound insane." She smiled, but in the edged way of self-mockery. "It's as I said. Kenan is… Kenan. I spent years fearing — no — fighting this arranged marriage. Only to meet my betrothed and realize he was nothing as I expecting. Confident and ambitious. Unpredictable. I think I might love him, but I also think… that I'm scared of the choices he might make. Still, it's foolishness doubt him so."

	"Not so," said Blaire. "You're asking the right questions. You can give him your trust, but wisdom is seeking to verify it, as you have."

	"Gods, Blaire, speaking with you is a boon on my heart," said Risa. "I would have you as my advisor once I'm married and living in Ashala permanently. It need not be a full-time commitment if you still have business on your own island. I will pay you what I know you're worth."

	"I must decline," said Blaire.

	"What?" Risa's face flashed with a surprising amount of anger. "Why?"

	"I paid my debt to the crown many times over during the Betrothal War," said Blaire. "I'm my own woman now. I cannot serve you in official capacity for the same reason why I cannot pledge my loyalty to Rento again, nor let anyone pledge it on my behalf. That time of my life is long past."

	She looked at Elden, eyes serious and unflinching. He bristled, feeling like he'd been outplayed. But no, he'd still have the opportunity to speak at the wedding, even if Risa wasn't expecting him to and knew some of his words to be exaggerated.

	He wondered absently how much it would change his own situation if Blaire did accept the offer to become Risa's advisor. It would certainly buoy his status in Hearthold to have his aesta prominent in politics again, the Battle Maiden with all her prestige.

	One of the Remenai came up to Risa and whispered something in her ear. She nodded and gave Blaire and Elden an uncertain smile.

	"We must hurry back down to the palace," she said. "Kenan's servants will help the both of you prepare, as well. I hope you don't mind wearing Remenai traditional garb for the procession."

	"We both would be honored to," said Blaire.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 23

	The men and women being readied for the wedding were separated by sex, which didn't surprise Elden, but did throw him slightly off balance. His remedial Konokai left him struggling to keep up with what was going on as two young Remenai women attempted to help him get ready.

	He made the mistake of trying to put the clothing, a long green spiral tunic with loose shorts, on immediately. The women interrupted him, taking the clothing from his hands and leading him back to a chair like a partially trained dog being instructed to sit.

	He waited, unsure if he was understanding them correctly, and simply did nothing. Nearly an hour passed, long enough for him to question whether he really understood what was going on.

	A familiar face poked into the chamber. Kenan Tanara grinned when he saw Elden sitting unoccupied, inviting himself in like he owned the place, which of course, he did.

	"Lord Forger," he said. "It'll be a while before they get around to processing you. Would you prefer to sit around bored or come with me?"

	"Come with you where?" asked Elden.

	"Downstairs." Kenan smiled and Elden thought he could see some of what Risa had been so taken by.

	There were no servants with them as they moved through the castle, but Elden noted two Remenai guards following at a modest distance. Kenan led him down a spiraling stairway that seemed to descend at an impractically sharp angle.

	It exited out into what was clearly a natural formation as opposed to palace architecture. A large cave tunnel, oddly humid against the hot, dry air above, extended in front of them like a hallway. Only the section nearest to the stairs had a lit lantern. Kenan plucked it from the wall and gestured to the ominous opening.

	"Well," he said. "Shall we?"

	"Why?" Elden shook his head. "What is it you have to show me, Lord Kenan?"

	Kenan gave a slow smile that instantly made the hair on the back of Eldon's neck prickle with suspicion. He doubted he was in danger, though a part of him acknowledged the obvious truth that a hidden cave was the perfect place to dispose of a body.

	The fact that they were in a cave in the first place brought him back to the cliffside on Sordavakos, the bronze door tucked neatly away behind the waterfall's spray. Kenan had brought up the kestian, after all. Could there have been another door hidden under the Obsidian Palace this entire time?

	They began walking through the cave, stepping carefully over terrain with no innate business accommodating people. It curved and descended at a relatively even rate, and then all at once exited out into a chamber that felt massive from the echo of Elden's footsteps.

	"Where are we?" he muttered.

	Kenan was already moving around the chamber's edge, lighting torches apparently set into scones installed into the natural rock walls. "It's known as the Makasadorai, or translated to Merinian, the Amphitheater."

	At first, Elden thought it was just an impressive natural wonder, until enough light had spilled from the torches to reveal what was along the far wall. Targets drawn on parchment tacked to wood receiving mounds. Kenan had built a firing range in his basement.

	"You look surprised, Lord Forger," said Kenan, as he finished sparking the illumination.

	"I am quite surprised," said Elden. "How many people know about this?"

	"The room is well known and has been a part of the Obsidian Palace for centuries," said Kenan.

	"You know what I mean."

	Kenan flashed a smile, his curved ears wagging a bit in a roguish way. "A few of my trusted bodyguards and a few close friends. Only those who are sworn to silence or deeply trusted."

	Elden nodded slowly, feeling a bit flattered to now be one of that small group. He was well aware of his reputation amongst the Remenai after his dust-ups on Sordavakos, however. It was still a dangerous secret, even if the one he was sharing it with was already well known amongst his people for running afoul of the jadhara. 

	They walked over to a wall rack which held a mixture of pistols and muskets. Most were of makes unfamiliar to Elden, with interesting handles and long barrels.

	"These are from the Qaestarian Marsh," he said, taking down a pair of pistols and passing one to Elden. "The handles are made from water bear ivory."

	"It's a nice weapon." Elden tested its heft and aimed at one of the targets, impressed by the craftsmanship.

	"Here," said Kenan, gesturing to a small loading kit nearby. "Let's test them out."

	They loaded them and went to stand behind a small fence barrier dictating the range. The echo of Kenan's first shot was tremendous and, in all honesty, not fun for the ears.

	"We can't be heard above," assured Kenan. "It's one of the few uses I've found for this room. Underground dinner parties are a surprisingly hard sell."

	"You don't say." Elden took aim, his shoulder and arm tensing and then relaxing in that familiar fashion and fired. Kenan's ball had gone just wide of the target's center circle. Elden's was dead on.

	"I heard a rumor about your aim once," said Kenan. "They joked that Lord Forger's aim was so true because he knew that when the tides of the king's favor turned against him, he'd only get one shot."

	"I am pleased to say that those tides yet remain at my back."

	"So they do." Kenan set his gun down on the barrier and clasped his hands together. "I must admit that I have my own reservations about more directly entering Rento's sphere of influence after my time as a hostage."

	"Yet you opt to marry his daughter," said Elden.

	"She's beautiful, cunning, and kind," said Kenan. "I wonder about what she sees in me, but that's beside the point. I worry that by marrying her I'll simply be opting back into being a glorified puppet. Back to how it was as a hostage, simply with longer strings."

	The words held a biting truth for Elden, and he could only nod and curse his own circumstances.

	"I'm not here to spring some secret offer on you, Elden Forger, or seek your loyalty beyond what could be comfortably given," said Kenan. "I simply wish to invite you to wear your pistol to my wedding."

	"How many clan leaders are going to be there?" he asked, shaking his head. "I know Esaka, from the Verris Clan, and she already has treated everything related to my gun as an affront to the jadhara."

	"The jadhara," muttered Kenan. "In some ways, it's a blessing. It makes us the perfect brimpowder salesmen. Always selling, never using. But for the Shattered Isles to truly come into their potential, we must find it in ourselves to bend Jad's will… ever so slightly. Starting today."

	Elden, unsure of whether the invitation was such a minor request after all. But despite his reservations, the truth was that he felt naked without his pistol, especially after the assassination attempt.

	"I'll oblige you in this, Kenan," said Elden. 

	"I will be in your debt, to a reasonable degree," said Kenan, with a pleased smile.

	"Oh, what's some matching wedding attire between friends?" Elden smiled back, already certain that he'd call in the favor eventually. The reality was that he had little to lose by simply wearing his pistol, given his past friction with the jadhara, especially if Kenan was wearing one too.

	"My people must move forward and embrace new ideas, even if it means adjusting our relationship with Jad," said Kenan. "Today… marks a new beginning."

	He stared at the targets absently. Elden didn't interrupt him.

	A man deserves time to think on his wedding day, he thought.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 24

	Kenan's request necessitated Elden make the trip back into town to grab his pistol. He wanted to seek out his aesta first, both for her advice and simply to check in.

	The servants of the Obsidian Palace, however, seemed to adhere to much the same rules for separating guests prior to a wedding that the Merinians did. Elden was brusquely turned away when he inquired about passing into the section of the palace where the female guests were preparing.

	He opted to simply get his pistol and explain his choice later. The air was hazy with smoke as he came out onto the street. He noticed a fair number of people out and about wearing scarves or veils over their faces and wondered if perhaps the air got even worse on some days.

	It wasn't a long walk back to his and Blaire's lodgings. He paused after opening the door, sensing stillness within the space. He'd taken two steps toward the stairway when the familiar click of a pistol being cocked sounded from just behind his ear.

	"Turn around and step back outside, Lord Forger," said the same voice as the man who'd surprised him and his aesta in the street. "The Master of Whispers would like to speak with you."

	"About what?"

	"Ask her, not me."

	He had little choice but to do what was demanded of him, unarmed and surprised. They walked back up the slope to the hot spring where he'd met with Sapphire previously. The man with the pistol stayed outside, and a servant pointed him in Sapphire's direction.

	She was clothed and sitting in a chair next to the water. She smiled as he entered as though it were a social call, patting the chair next to her.

	"Please, Lord Forger," said Sapphire. "Sit down. Take a breath. I'm sure you could use some time away from the energy of the palace and pending nuptials. I promise I won't take too long."

	"Oh, think nothing of it," he said, feigning joviality. "I was already out and about."

	Sapphire nodded and leaned in as though confessing secrets to him. "You know, I get the strangest sense that you haven't taken my request seriously. Your aesta still seems firmly against reaffirming her loyalty. And you… well, I'm simply not convinced that you will follow through on what's needed."

	"Come now, Sapphire," he said, still trying to inflate the mood. "This entire thing is just a whim of Rento’s. He doesn't need my aesta to be front and center anymore. She's been out of court for over a decade now. Her name is fading into history."

	"You are not as charming as you seem to think you are, but since you brought it up, shall we talk about history?" Sapphire snapped a finger, and one of the servants disappeared through the curtains. "Just how will the Battle Maiden, Blaire Haven, ultimately be remembered?"

	Elden was unsure whether it was a rhetorical question or not. His stomach sank, regardless, as the servant reappeared, leading his and Blaire's Remenai host behind her. The Remenai woman would not meet his gaze.

	"You never stopped to ponder why this one apartment, in particular, just so happened to be available to you and Blaire, when the rest of the city was packed full to the brim?" asked Sapphire.

	Elden leaned back in his chair, feeling awash in cold dread as he considered what their host might have overheard.

	"I know you and your aesta's dark and dirty secret." Sapphire smiled and made a show of fanning her face with a hand. "Gods, I must admit I was rather flustered when my diligent spy described what she'd heard… what she'd witnessed. An aesta and her solas, engaged in such a lewd act. A violation of the jadhara, undoubtedly, but so very scandalous on top of that."

	"Just a rumor," muttered Elden, trying to will it into truth. "Nobody would take such a claim seriously."

	"Many people would, but moreover, they would spread that rumor like the plague, regardless of whether it’s true. All the best rumors get people arguing over whether they could possibly be true."

	His heart sank. She was right, but he wondered if she truly understood just how thoroughly the truth could destroy their lives. He and Blaire would never be able to live in peace on Sordavakos, and if they traveled to Merinia, they'd only be trading the jadhara for the ease with which Blaire would be recognized.

	"I also have agents on Sordavakos bringing your fellow orphans into custody as we speak," said Sapphire. "Lorin and Kessa Haven will be held to secure your cooperation. I wasn't expecting my spy to deliver so handsomely. It pays to be thorough, in my position."

	"If you so much as touch them…"

	"You'll, what?" Sapphire let out a mocking laugh. "I truly do hold all the cards now, Lord Forger. You will do exactly what I'm telling you to. Perhaps you'll come to see the wisdom in this course of action. Rento will be quite pleased with you, that I know for certain."

	He wished he'd gotten the chance to grab his pistol before being escorted to the meeting. Running one hand through his hair, Elden exhaled, knowing he'd been beaten. He gave a small nod and stood up.

	"Glad we're on the same page now," said Sapphire. "Enjoy the wedding."

	A servant led him out of the hot spring. He was seemingly alone and unwatched as he came back out to the street. He doubled back to his and Blaire's lodgings and found nothing amiss, pistol and brimpowder right where he'd left them. He strapped on his holster and the former, and then spent his walk back to the palace considering foolish ways to use it.

	The servants impatiently ushered him back into the chamber where he'd been preparing. A bath had been drawn, and he brushed off the servant's attempt to help him undress, doing it himself before sinking into the soothing warm water.

	He shooed the servants back, aware that even now, he still needed to keep the brand secret. His jaw tensed as he thought about the damnable mark, the damage had done to both his relationships and overall trajectory of his life. 

	If he'd never had it inflicted on him, never entered the kestian to begin with, he might be comfortably back in Hearthold, with his aesta and Lorin and Kessa safe on Sordavakos.

	He knew it was a pointless fantasy, but it still drew his mind toward the most pressing matter at hand. Lorin and Kessa. He needed to get back to the island as soon as possible. Ensuring their safety was his top priority, and no doubt it would be Blaire's too once he explained the situation.

	He felt the warm water's embrace relaxing him and closed his eyes. Sleep was right on the edge of his periphery, but there was something else there along with it. He sucked in a breath, suddenly realizing that he might have a way to warn them, if nothing else.

	


Chapter 25

	Lorin and Kessa stood together just outside the palace within the Garden of Thorns. Elden could sense their energy from their posture, two women raised as sisters, concerned for one another and past the point of anger.

	"Go home, Lorin," said Kessa. "Eat some real food. You were already too thin. Maybe take a bath too, while you're at it."

	"Hey." Lorin smiled, despite the annoyance in her tone, and then let out a sigh. "I can't leave you here. Please, Kessa. Come with me."

	"I can't," said Kessa. "It's hard to explain. It's not time yet. You don't have to worry about me."

	"I choose to worry about you regardless."

	"Lorin…" Kessa let out a breath and pressed her hands together. "It feels like the kestian was waiting for me. Like it's… tied to my destiny, somehow. I don't know how to explain it."

	"You can't explain it because it's influencing you. If you can't see it, then trust me when I say that I can."

	"I do trust you, but…" Kessa held Lorin's gaze with a complicated mix of emotions. "I have to see this through."

	A sudden noise came from across the garden, where the door led to the spiral staircase and main entrance. Lorin and Kessa had no time to react before a Merinian man wielding a musket cautiously stalked onto the cobblestone path. He eyed the crimson firefly lanterns suspiciously before locking his gaze onto the two women upon the steps.

	"Don't move!" shouted the man.

	Kessa grabbed Lorin's shoulder and yanked her back into the palace, Lorin gasping at a sudden crack of the man's musket, though the shot went wide. Elden felt helpless as he watched them hurriedly retreating toward the section of the palace which held the four entrances deeper into the kestian.

	The man sprinted after them, reaching the door in time to see them disappearing down into The Crucible. More men were taking position just within the kestian, seven in total, an entire unit of Sapphire's deadly spies.

	Elden felt a spike of frustration as he pushed his awareness to follow after Lorin and Kessa. They were already hurrying down the dark staircase which led into The Crucible, stumbling over chunks of coal in their haste to put distance between them and the Merinians.

	"How did they find the kestian?" snapped Kessa. 

	"It's an open rumor on the island, at this point," said Lorin. "If you'd come out recently, you'd know that."

	"What are they after?" 

	"I don't know," muttered Lorin. "Can't you just make the kestian scare them off, or something?"

	"I exhausted myself holding it back from you!" hissed Kessa. "Gods, this is a disaster!"

	"She's drained of energy, but you're not."

	It had been a while since Elden had last heard the guardian's voice, but it was a soft, nearby purr in his awareness, like she was breathing on his neck. Still, it took him a moment to hear her words, interpret her meaning.

	"What can I do?" he muttered.

	Lorin and Kessa both flinched in surprise as though they'd heard him too.

	"Anything you want," whispered the guardian. "Use me. Play with me."

	The invitation in her voice stirred his excitement in multiple ways, curiosity and arousal intermingling into a potent cocktail. He brought his awareness back to the Garden of Thorns. 

	The first agent through the door had doubled back to his team, busy discussing strategy in the gruff, vaguely angry voices of dangerous men. Elden tried to focus on the greater chamber, on what it could easily offer him. A question echoed in his mind as he considered what to do and how to do it.

	What was it about this place that unnerved me so much initially?

	"I saw where they fled to," said the spy's leader, a tall and bald man with a patchy beard. "We will pursue and capture. They are not to be harmed. Useless to us dead or dying."

	The men nodded and started forward as a unit. Elden shifted his awareness downward, taking stock of the vines which he'd been so paranoid about during his initial descents.

	One of the men stepped onto a vine. It felt as easy to Elden as curling his own little finger to wrap it up the man's calf and drag him sideways. He stumbled, cursing under his breath, but didn't realize the danger he was in until he fell to the ground and began slipping toward the bushes.

	"Help!" he shouted. "Rovahn's balls! What the fuck?"

	He tried to fire blindly into the thorny brambles which composed the garden, as though he was being assaulted by an attacker with a physical body. His companions grabbed for him, only one managing to secure a grip on his hand. Elden intensified his pull, stripping his prey free from the possibility of help.

	The man screamed as he entered the brambles. Elden hadn't really considered what he would have the kestian do with him at that point, but he could already feel a small pitcher plant monster rustling through the brush toward the man, hungry for a meal.

	Was he really going to allow this to happen? He could stop it, if he so chose. Did the definition of murder extend to actions taken through the kestian a hundred miles removed?

	He didn't know and didn't come to a conclusion in time to stop the initial progression. The pitcher plant began swallowing the man feet first, acid hissing as it singed clothing. The screams were horrid, and the rest of the Merinians screamed the man's name over and over, a few blindly firing their muskets in the direction of the struggle.

	"Get your short swords out!" shouted their leader. "Hack through the brambles and find him!"

	Elden came to a decision then, sensing the type of men he was dealing with. They would not be so easily unnerved and warded off. He had to take them seriously as threats.

	He sent the fireflies rushing from the lanterns, giving them the Merinian unit as a target. They were perfectly harmless, lacking stingers or even mouths capable of punching through skin, but a swarm of fireflies to the eyes and face in an otherwise dim environment was still, nonetheless, disorienting.

	The pitcher plant swallowed more of its victim, slowly drawing in the man's midriff. The man had gone silent, numbed from the nature of the plant's poisonous saliva. It was already too late for him, and Elden knew he was culpable. He’d let it happen if not willed it to be.

	His control over the fireflies waned. They were basic insects, not so much pieces of the kestian as coopted residents. He let them return to their lantern roosts. The men were breathing heavily, shaken, but not deterred.

	"Ayden?" called their leader. "Ayden!"

	No response came. The men looked at each other, concern for their fellow slowly hardening into cold, vengeful fury.

	"We press on," said their leader. "We won't harm the women… but we will take out our frustrations on them, after this. No more losses."

	Any restraint Elden had been holding onto vanished upon hearing those words. He watched as the men started forward, toward the palace's stairs. It was easy to turn his awareness to the next trap, still vivid in his mind from his own experience with it.

	The blue flames made a noise a second or two before bursting into existence and it was likely that hissing warning which saved the men's lives. Five of them jumped forward to safety, while the other two pulled back.

	"Stay there!" shouted the leader. "Watch for Ayden and hold the door. We'll deal with the fire on our withdrawal."

	He shifted his awareness back to Lorin and Kessa, who were pressing deeper into The Crucible, crossing the catwalk over the molten metal. They were tense, glancing behind them every few steps.

	"What are we going to do?" asked Lorin.

	"I'm not sure yet," muttered Kessa.

	"If we'd left earlier, they wouldn't have had this chance to trap us!" snapped Lorin.

	"They would have simply come for us in the monastery instead," said Kessa. "It is us they're looking for. I can still hear them. I think the guardian might be… trying to help."

	She shook her head, frowning a bit with a hint of confusion.

	"What happens if they don't give up?" asked Lorin.

	"I don't know!" shouted Kessa.

	The Merinian leader correctly identified that they'd entered The Crucible and began leading his men down the long entry staircase. The room at the bottom was where they'd fought the coal golem. It had recovered somewhat from the encounter, still missing part of an arm, but otherwise serviceable.

	He stood it up and let it move into position next to the door, where it might, in theory, attempt an ambush. The spies heading down the stairway stumbled as the ground shook underfoot, one falling and suffering a bruise, at worst.

	Elden was ready for them as soon as they emerged into the chamber. He brought the golem's one good arm down hard atop one of the spies, crushing the man's leg. The scream was so loud that he felt Lorin and Kessa react to the remnants of its echo further within.

	The other men scrambled, assembling into two rows, the front men kneeling while the back stood. Each row took a turn firing, reloading during the next row's salvo. The bullets barely seemed to affect the golem… at least at first.

	The chamber filled with bits of coal dust and debris. The golem staggered backward after the first two salvos, and the third crumbled a section of one of its knees that set it off balance in a way that Elden struggled to help it recover from.

	He cursed the fact that the men seemed to have ample brimpowder as they continued with their simple, but ultimately effective strategy. The golem dropped to the floor of the chamber with a thud that reverberated through the kestian.

	"This is insanity," muttered one of the men. "What was that monster? Those girls can't be alive if they've gone deeper in!"

	"That's not for you to assume," said their leader. "We continue."

	They moved through the next door and onto the metal catwalk, Lorin and Kessa's lead diminishing as they continued into the chamber with the cursed water of petrification. Elden tried to take stock of what he could use against the men as they carefully began shambling across the enclosed metal catwalk, with the metal rollers built into the floor making traversal difficult.

	It had been part of a mining operation once, intended to ferry along chunks of coal or possibly unrefined ore. There was an opening he hadn't noticed just above the chamber's entrance where the rocks would fall downward from onto the rollers. As luck would have it, there were still rocks left.

	The molten metal below was intimidating both in appearance and for the intense heat it gave off. More importantly, it drew the men's attention solidly downward and kept them from noticing right away as Elden triggered the mechanism to push a massive, rounded boulder out into the drop chute.

	The boulder was large enough to crush a man, and he took an odd satisfaction in watching it tumble into the lane created by the metal catwalk, like a child's marble. The men screamed and tried to rush away as it began rolling toward him, which only led to them slipping on the rollers, attempting to scramble over one another like rats fleeing an oncoming flood.

	"Climb!" screamed their leader, already finding purchase on the chain-like structure of the metal catwalk. "Get above it!" 

	The boulder’s size limited it to barely rolling down the catwalk smoothly, but it still wasn’t quite big enough to pose a threat to anyone who could get above it. Three of the men managed it. A fourth had chosen a spot where a metal outline revealed an opening in the catwalk's side.

	Elden triggered the mechanism there, swinging it on its hinge and ejecting the man clinging to it into open air, and a second later, molten metal. He felt numb as he watched the man instantly catch fire and incinerate. Was it the kestian steeling his resolve, or simply the dark depths of his willingness to defend his family?

	The other man who hadn't managed to get out of the way in time was crushed flat by the boulder, arms and legs and skull broken beyond repair. The leader of the Merinian spies slowly climbed down, mouth hanging open in quiet disbelief.

	"We have to turn back!" shouted one of his men. "This is madness!"

	The leader slowly nodded. "Yes, it is. We turn back. We have the others outside. We can simply wait them out. Let them suffer this accursed dungeon until they've had their fill."

	The words soured Elden's victory as he watched them fleeing the kestian, unnerved by its threats. He'd delayed the danger, but it was still there, lying in wait.

	


Chapter 26

	Elden came awake to the sound of a worried servant calling out to him in Konokai. He was still in the bath, fevered by both the water's heat and the kestian's influence.

	Shadows swirled around him, cloaking him in unnatural darkness that mimicked the way light could sometimes occlude a room's corner. He splashed water on his face, which didn't help much, and then rose to his feet, which helped even less.

	"I'm fine!" he called to the servant, climbing out of the bath. 

	The shadows dispersed, but as he set his foot down, the fatigue and heat caught up with him. The world blurred at the edges and he hit the floor hard, naked and on the verge of passing out.

	"I'm… fine," he muttered again.

	He was not fine. He wasn't sure what he was anymore.

	The morality of what he'd just done tempted a part of him to brush the experience off, try to fit it through the same hole of disturbance and disruption that held fading dreams and nightmares. At least three men were dead solely due to his decision making.

	It was the kestian, he thought. Not me.

	The brand felt hot on his chest, seeming to find humor in mocking him, burning proof of the fallacy. Blood on his hands and a brand on his gods damned chest.

	His pride waned further as two female Remenai servants and a tall and broad-shouldered male helped him stand and gave him sips of water to cool him off. He eventually managed to get behind the changing divider, where his wedding finery had been laid out for him. 

	It was a beautiful and intricately embroidered spiral tunic, dark blue with yellow accents, along with matching trousers. The fit was perfect, and he stopped to consider whether he'd been measured at some point and just forgotten amidst the chaos of events.

	He still felt fatigued and unsettled as he came back out to examine himself in the mirror. His skin was pale, and he noticed that his cheeks looked faintly sullen. Had he been eating enough? It was hard to remember, hard to focus on even the basics of individual survival with greater looming threats.

	"Low… time," said one of the servants. "Too much, ah, bath."

	He smiled at her attempt at Merinian as he nodded. "I understand.”

	He slowly walked over to his pistol and as requested by Kenan, strapped it on. The servants flinched visibly as it came into view, and their attitude toward him changed in a distinct, quietly disapproving way, though they said nothing. He walked over to the door afterward and opened it. 

	Blaire was waiting directly outside his chamber, also done up in her wedding attire, to a jaw dropping result. She was dressed in a spiral gown that echoed the design of his tunic, dark blue with yellow accents. The fabric hugged her curves in all the right places, accentuating the grace of her figure. Her hair had been styled in the Remenai fashion, intricate and elegant braids woven into a larger braid.

	He was stunned by the rawness her beauty, breath catching in his throat. She looked like a vision, a statuesque goddess come to life. His fatigue and unease were momentarily forgotten as he took her in, his body reacting with a surge of arousal.

	Blaire noticed his stare and gave him a small smile, her cheeks flushing slightly at his obvious appreciation. "I take it you approve, solas?"

	"Any man would," he said, with a little more passion than intended.

	Blaire held his gaze for a fluttering moment. Her eyes darted downward, to his pistol, though he assumed they’d gone somewhere else for a passing instant.

	“You’re wearing your pistol,” she noted, tone flat.

	“At the request of Lord Kenan,” said Elden. “He’ll be wearing one too.”

	She nodded slowly and said nothing more, seeming thoughtful rather than opinionated on the matter. One of the servants came up to her and whispered something in her ear, and he suspected he knew exactly what it was as concern stole across her expression.

	"We need to be seated for the initial procession, but let's fall back a step and speak as we go," she said.

	He let out a breath and nodded, considering how much to tell her of other recent events. There was no point in holding anything back, not with Lorin and Kessa in active danger.

	"Aesta," he whispered. "I dreamed of the kestian. Sapphire has Lorin and Kessa penned in by her agents."

	She had them all penned in. The secret Sapphire had twisted his arm with when he'd gone to fetch his pistol still made the back of his neck feel hot. That one he would not even risk whispering now, giving it any further chance to spread in the way such a rumor inevitably would.

	"We can't bend to that woman, solas," said Blaire. "Promise you'll hold firm. Say nothing or you will sing the king's tune forever."

	"Aesta…" He sighed, wishing he could explain the turmoil in his heart.

	The servants brought them out under the fanciful pavilion behind the palace. The wedding was being held as a standard Remenai ceremony, with the wood for Jad's fire already stacked and ready to be set to blaze, from which the ash for the matridai, the traditional face markings denoting a married woman, would eventually be taken.

	"I'm waiting, solas," whispered Blaire. She grabbed his hand, squeezing hard enough to hurt. "Promise me."

	"I can't," he muttered." 

	"Why?" Her voice wavered with both anger and hurt. "This… betrayal. Why?"

	"Because I love you!" he hissed.

	One of the servants made a scolding gesture, silencing them as they were led to their seats. They were on the far left of the front row, alongside much of Risa and Kenan's extended family. With King Rento and the Prince both absent from the marriage ceremony, it was mainly Risa's cousins, coastal dukes and lords who Elden had brushed shoulders with and court without much memory.

	He spoke with none of them and sensed the atmosphere in the air. There was as much money to be lost as to be made in the union between Kenan and Risa. 

	Power was a fickle thing when it came to matters of love and race and realm politics. Any clue that could be divined from Kenan's words, Risa's disposition, even the betrothed couple’s fondness for one another might be potentially monetized or weaponized.

	Near to an hour passed before servants made their way up and down each aisle, passing out flowers weaved into small wreaths to throw at the married couple during the ceremony. A string quartet playing Remenai harps and sitars began serenading the crowd and subtly urging them to shift their attention forward.

	Kenan entered first, dressed in a white spiral tunic and leggings with a loose, flowing fit that responded to the slightest movements in the wind, along with a matching gold accented pistol. He carried a large torch, heavy enough to necessitate both hands to keep the flame upright. He brought it to the piled wood, dropping to one knee as he held the torch in position to spread the flames.

	A servant took the torch from him and he stood to one side as Risa entered and began her own ceremony. She carried her offering to Jad, a wooden, hand carved miniature of a locus tree common to the Merinian heartlands. 

	She looked stunning, also clad in white, with no effort spared in maximizing her natural beauty. Kneeling in front of the fire, Risa held her offering out and dropped it into the flames.

	Kenan moved to stand behind her, resting his hands on her shoulders as the fire consumed the offering. The older Remenai woman in charge of the proceeding took a well-worn copper shovel with a long shaft and used it to scoop some of the ashes out.

	They were poured into a bowl in front of Kenan. Risa stood up, and then shifted to lay down on the futon on the edge of the pavilion’s raised dais. Kenan leaned over her, dipping one finger into the ash to slowly trace his chosen matridai pattern onto her face. 

	In the old fashion, Remenai women would have their matridai tattooed on their face. It was an increasingly less common practice in the modern era, though not unheard of. Risa would only wear the charcoal matridai for the rest of the evening, but the effect was still striking and profound for Elden, a clear example of the cultural gap she was attempting to cross.

	Kenan helped her to her feet once they were finished, and they shared a deep kiss. A drum began beating from behind the seated audience, and with that, Merinia and Ashala were wed as realms.

	


Chapter 27

	Elden was pleasantly surprised by how concise the wedding ceremony itself was. His relief gave way to the tension of a long-dismissed problem as he and Blaire were led inside to where the feast would be held.

	A veiled servant seated them at a table near the center of the room, but to the right of where Risa and Kenan would be sitting alone. Sapphire was also at the table, along with a mixture of important Merinian and Remenai faces.

	His unease over the role he would inevitably be forced to play in the coming minutes was postponed by the arrival of the food. Elden had only ever seen meals of such variance and splendor during Rento's own feasts back in Hearthold, and there was a vibrance to the food in Ashala that outstripped even Merinia's best.

	A whole roasted pig, its skin crispy and glistening, took center stage. Beside it lay a platter of succulent lamb chops, rack bones stripped bare and meat adorned with sprigs of fresh herbs. Common enough fare back in Hearthold, which oddly comforted Elden.

	But it was the Remenai dishes that truly captured his attention. A large bowl of vibrant red stew steamed invitingly, its surface dotted with unfamiliar vegetables and what looked like chunks of seafood. Another dish featured delicate parcels of translucent dough, filled with an array of colorful ingredients he couldn't quite identify.

	Elden's gaze fell upon a mountain of rice, but not the plain white grains he was accustomed to. This rice shimmered with an iridescent blue hue, reminiscent of the ocean on a clear day. Scattered throughout were flecks of gold and red, which he guessed might be saffron and herbs.

	A veiled server placed a small plate before him, filled with what appeared to be raw fish, sliced paper-thin and arranged like delicate flower petals. The scent of citrus and sea salt wafted up, making Elden's stomach growl in anticipation.

	There seemed to be no ceremony or rules surrounding table etiquette, so he began eating, seeing others do the same. He dug into each of the dishes as they were brought to him in turn, tasting so many new and delicious flavors that he was instantly a convert to Ashalan cuisine.

	The food revived his spirits, but a single cold smile from Sapphire was enough to crush them down again. The chamber grew quiet as an older Remenai man stood and bowed to Kenan and Risa.

	The man's Ashalan accent was so heavy and thick that Elden only picked up a few words, though he joined in with the crowd's laughter at one point and generally picked up on the tone. 

	Several other Remenai give similar toasts, and then someone Elden's table, Lord Tarbious from the Cheshire Cove, gave one that he could actually understand. He forced a flat smile onto his face as listened to Lord Tarbious standing and saying much what Elden himself had been instructed to say.

	He glanced at Sapphire again and saw her watching him closely. Lorin and Kessa might have been the ones physically trapped within the kestian, but the noose was around his neck too, ready to tighten at the moment. He looked at his aesta, considered what it would mean for him to do this, betrayal in the name of love.

	Lord Tarbious sat down with a slightly tired and somewhat self-indulgent smile to the room's mild applause. Elden felt all eyes swing his way, including Kenan, including Risa, including, most of all, his aesta.

	He slowly stood up, still unsure of what exactly he was going to say, less sure of how to say it. The attention was as much on his pistol as it was on him, and he knew he’d served at least one political purpose already. He held his arms out, gesturing to the chamber, and then to the newly married couple.

	"It is an honor to be here," he said. "To have born witness to this union between Merinia and Ashala. It is a marriage under both Jad and the True Divine, a pairing made elegant by the trials of history, not to mention the vibrancy and courage of both bride and groom."

	He smiled at Kenan and Risa, thinking furiously as the moment drew on and the silence demanded filling.

	"I… have not known the esteemed Lord of Ashala, Kenan Tanara, for very long, but I was surprised by how much we have in common, regardless. We both became longstanding guests of King Rento at a young age. We both… learned lessons about the nature of loyalty."

	He spoke to the room, but in reality, he was speaking only to Kenan, his aesta, and of course, Sapphire.

	"Loyalty is honor. Loyalty is debt. Loyalty is hard… and hard spent." He closed his eyes for a moment, finding strength. "I would like to take a moment to reaffirm my loyalty to King Rento of Merinia."

	He stopped and nodded to Sapphire, making the strangeness of the moment even more obvious than it had already been.

	"I pledge that loyalty on my own behalf… along with the loyalty of all those in my family who I might claim to represent."

	He smiled, toasted, nodded to Kenan, and sat back down. Murmurs immediately broke out all across the seated wedding attendees, and it was no wonder. A dozen different ways of interpreting just over a dozen different words.

	I may weasel out of this just yet, he thought. Who says weasels lack courage?

	"Is that all you wish to say, Lord Forger?" asked Sapphire, tone acidic.

	He glanced at his aesta and saw her give him a tiny, approving smile.

	"The floor is yours, Lady Sapphire," he said.

	"Very well." She looked at him with eyes that implied that nothing would ever be very well again, at least not for him, and then stood up. "My toast is a bit more grounded in the true political reality. I would like to take a moment to—"

	A gunshot went off within the room, from the direction of the table of honor, loud and unmistakable. Kenan's Remenai guardsman moved so fast that Elden was left confused about what had happened first, until his mind saw a veiled servant being pinned, gun stripped from his hand.

	He looked toward the lord of Ashala, fearing worst, and saw worse yet. Princess Risa of Merinia was collapsed forward on the table, blood pouring from a clearly mortal wound on her head. Kenan held her in his arms, trying to hold back the inevitable while gently rocking and shaking her.

	One of the Remenai guardsmen had begun pummeling the assassin, who appeared to be a Merinian who'd snuck in under the guise of a veiled servant. Elden felt a sick, twisting feeling in his stomach.

	He glanced at Sapphire, expecting to see some measure of calm or control on her face, but she looked genuinely horrified. It was hard to parse through what had just happened, even more of a challenge to extend that toward what might happen next.

	"I lost friends to the Rem in that fucking war!" cried the man who'd taken the shot. "I lost my brother! People who wouldn't stand for this… travesty of a marriage. Better our princess dead than married to a Rem. Better dead than a Rem!"

	Kenan had moved away from the body of his betrothed. He gestured to his guardsman and yelled something in Konokai. They held the assassin, already heavily bloodied and dazed from their pummeling, still. 

	The man suddenly lurched his head forward, spitting in Kenan's face. The lord of Ashala barely reacted, wiping it away like stray rain on a cloudy day. 

	He stepped closer to the assassin, still holding his dinner knife, and buried the tiny blade into the man's stomach. Leaning in, Kenan whispered something into the man's ear, the words lost against the confusion consuming the rest of the chamber.

	 

	


Chapter 28

	Elden had been in somewhat of a daze watching Kenan whisper to the dying assassin. He felt a hand clamp down on his arm and almost reached for his pistol, feeling more than a little grateful Kenan had invited him to wear it.

	"Solas!" hissed Blaire. "We have to get out of here. Now."

	Elden glanced at the door in time to see Sapphire already fleeing with her small entourage. He took it as a hint of the changing winds. A Merinian assassin had murdered Princess Risa. Regardless of motivation or intention, the situation was like a pile of brimpowder in the summer sun.

	"Enough," said Kenan, voice shockingly controlled. 

	The room went silent, as though it was still mid-celebration and the island's lord had stood for a speech. Kenan still held the bloody dinner knife, and he uncurled his fingers with obvious effort, one by one, to let it fall to the floor.

	"We have been attacked," he said, voice quiet enough to make everyone go still and lean in to hear. "My… Risa has been taken from me. This cannot stand."

	He shook his head, looking around, seeking something more than agreement.

	"Round up all of the Merinians on the island," he said, in Konokai. Elden made out enough words to fill in the rest, but even if he hadn't, Blaire yanking at his arm would have carried a similar message.

	Kenan continued, speaking louder and faster, almost raving, and the words lost on Elden entirely. Blaire led him through the door the servants had been using and they broke halfway into a sprint once they were in an empty hallway.

	"What did he say?" asked Elden. "The last part?"

	"That all Merinians of value would be taken hostage to sell back to Rento," said Blaire.

	"He isn't thinking clearly," muttered Elden. "Rento wouldn't assassinate his own daughter!"

	"It doesn't matter how she died," said Blaire. "Only that she's dead. Rento's reaction will be similarly unpredictable. Merinia and Ashala… it's over now."

	They hesitated as they turned a corner, almost running into a servant and a guard. When neither immediately apprehended them, as Merinians, they hurried past, and then out of the palace through one of the side entrances.

	The news of Princess Risa's death had traveled ahead of them. The streets were in absolute chaos. 

	Remenai and Merinians alike scrambled in every direction, their faces contorted with fear and confusion. Shouts and screams pierced the air, mingling with the crash of overturned market stalls and shattering glass. Smoke billowed from a fire from at an inn where some Merinians had apparently been staying and attempted to barricade themselves within. 

	Elden caught glimpses of Remenai guards roughly seizing a Merinian man and woman who he'd just seen at the wedding, dragging them away as they protested their innocence. Smoke was thick in the air, too much smoke for a single building, and Ashala itself let out a worrying rumble as though the island was in tune with the distress of its lord.

	"We need to get out of here," he said. "Now. Let's grab our stuff and depart."

	Blaire nodded. They stood out from the crowd in their wedding finery, their clothing made more unfortunately conspicuous by Kenan's command for all Merinians to be rounded up.

	The street leading to their lodgings was crowded, so much so that they simply couldn't push forward at the last turn. Blaire shook her head and took his hand.

	"Leave it," she said. "We brought nothing with us that we can't replace."

	He nodded slowly, once more grateful that he'd worn his pistol. He kept one hand close to it, not quite resting on the handle, but ready to draw and fire in an instant if necessary.

	It took them far longer to get down to the docks than it should have, each step feeling like an impatient ordeal of its own. They were not the only ones with the idea to flee Ashala. In all likelihood, that was a fact that saved their lives.

	Sapphire stood with a small group of her agents near the gangway leading to what appeared to be the only ship currently docked in the harbor. One of her men was already collapsed in a seated position, holding a gory stomach wound and bleeding from the mouth. The others were either aiming their pistols or reloading.

	They were so heavily outnumbered by the Remenai who'd come for them that no amount of speed could have them firing or repacking their weapons fast enough to outpace the crowd. Sapphire was yelling something, perhaps urging her men on, or perhaps yelling to speak with Kenan. It made no difference.

	The crowd surged forward, and one of the men disappeared into it. Another was run through on the spear of a massive muscular Remenai man who looked purpose built for leading a violent mob. 

	The last of the agents were quickly overwhelmed. Blaire's hand tightened to a painful squeeze on Elden's arm as Sapphire drew a hidden pistol of her own, a tiny, rather dainty weapon, and fired at the muscular Rem. He took the shot in the shoulder and let out a roar before seizing Sapphire by the neck and squeezing.

	He never stopped squeezing. They watched the life fade from the king's Master of Whispers from a distance, until the vacant stare and purpled face left no doubt. Elden began pulling his aesta back, unsure of where they might flee to, just that they had to flee.

	They went down an alleyway, reaching a fence at the end. Elden made to help lift his aesta over the top, but he'd forgotten who he was dealing with. She did it herself, though with a hissed curse as her gown snagged on a nail and tore along the thigh on her way down. 

	He was quick to follow after her, and they paused at the alleyway's mouth, waiting for the crowd to disperse a bit before hurrying by. With no real sense of direction or where might be safe, Elden steered them toward the path they'd taken up the volcano. There was a chance they might bide their time in the wilderness until the city calmed down enough for them to sneak out on a ship.

	A fool's chance, maybe, he thought.

	"I need to speak with Kenan," he said, deciding it in the same moment. "He might be reasoned with. We found some common ground before the wedding."

	"He… will not be the same man you spoke with," said Blaire. "I saw his face. There was nothing but grief and vengeance in his eyes."

	"This isn't what King Rento wanted!" snapped Elden. "Risa was his daughter. True Divine, she was murdered by a man shouting racist nonsense! We can still pull back from this, on both sides."

	It might have been true, on a long enough timescale. Someone yelled from behind them as they attempted to sneak along another alleyway. Elden and Blaire both broke into a run as more shouts followed into their wake.

	They came out onto the street and into the arms of the waiting mob. Elden tried to draw his pistol. Someone pushed him, and then yanked on his shoulders.

	"Aesta!" 

	His hand was stripped from hers amidst the jostling, followed shortly thereafter by his pistol. He tried to shield his head and managed to for only a moment before a blow caught him from the side and he went down hard.

	 

	


Chapter 29

	Elden was only conscious of about a minute of being attacked and mobbed by the crowd. He was aware of being carried, if only vaguely, bruised and beaten, clothing torn, pistol lost.

	His next cogent moment was within a dark and cold cell, laying on the floor. His elegant spiral tunic was open, the two buttons on the side lost in a way that meant that it was always be some degree of open from that point forward. His chest was scratched heavily, and one of his eyes was a bit swollen.

	The rest of his injuries were painful, but only when taken together. He took a few breaths and forced himself to acknowledge the fact that he'd made it through the chaos without suffering a fate like Sapphire and her agents as a turn of good fortune.

	The ground underneath him was uneven, the same natural obsidian cave formation he'd first seen when shooting guns in the palace's basement with Kenan. The mouth had been shaped to fit a wooden wall with a barred doorway, which was where the only light came from in a thin, insufficient strip.

	He could hear faint moaning, pained sounding noises, even soft muttering from some of the other cells. He would be far from the only prisoner taken, though it was what was happening to less fortunate Merinians which concerned him more. 

	"Aesta?" he muttered.

	The noise was lost to the echo even setting aside the other voices. They'd been separated during the melee. Had she been taken prisoner, too? He could only guess. The idea worried him, not the least due to his aesta's hidden weapon.

	If she decided to draw Rhiannon, the Arc Blade, and fight back… what then? There was no fighting an entire island and given how much the Remenai outnumbered Merinians on Ashala, that's what the conflict would devolve into.

	He felt himself noticing how dark it was in the cell, slowly recognizing his own options. The brand had been quiet on his chest for a while, and even now, he could only feel it as a dull, background heat. Could he somehow use it to escape?

	He came up to the barred window on the door, which had the unfortunate coincidence of being the sole source of light within the cell. He wasn't really sure what he was doing as he tried to feel the brand, tense the skin underneath like he might tighten a muscle. He pushed his fingers out through the bar, reaching for… nothing, as there was nothing there in the hallway.

	He didn't get a result beyond a slight warming of the brand and a brief awareness of his heavy heart. With a sigh, Elden let his forehead press against one of the metal bars and accepted his lack of control.

	Time seemed to play tricks on his mind. He wasn't sure if it had been a few minutes or a few hours when footsteps finally sounded from elsewhere within the dungeon, slowly growing louder as they drew down the hall.

	The footsteps slowed as they approached Elden's cell. He squinted against the dim light, trying to make out the figure that stopped in front of his cell. As his eyes adjusted, he recognized the familiar silhouette of Kenan.

	The newly-wedded and newly-widowed lord stood silently before the bars, a few drops of blood still on his face like dark red moles. Elden's stomach dropped at the sight, a grim reminder of the chaos that had unfolded mere hours ago. 

	Kenan's expression was eerily vacant, yet there was an underlying intensity that made this new moment feel no less dangerous. His gaze bore into Elden, and the silence stretched, heavy and oppressive.

	Elden's mind raced, trying to decipher the mind of the man he was dealing with. Was Kenan going to pass judgment? To seek answers? Or simply observe him across a void of grief and shock?

	"You spoke of loyalty during the feast," said Kenan. "I wonder if you would elaborate more on that subject now."

	Elden forced a smile, holding his arms up and trying to lighten the mood, if not his surroundings. "I could, but to be completely honest, Lord Kenan, my current predicament is not well suited for small talk."

	"Oh, trust me when I saw this is far from hollow banter, Lord Forger." Kenan stepped forward, wrapping his fingers around the bars of the door almost as though he was the one trapped. "I've never been more uncertain about where a man's loyalty lies. You should be thankful that Lady Sapphire was a casualty of the mayhem. She would have made you suffer for that stunt."

	More than I think you realize, thought Elden.

	"King Rento will be quite displeased to lose her, you know," he said instead, carefully. "He places a value on all his assets, especially those he's spent time cultivating."

	"I doubt he'll even be able to remember Sapphire past the grief of losing his daughter." Kenan's grip tightened, and he bared his teeth in a way that made Elden suspect he was treading on thin ice.

	"He will miss Risa, of course," he said, carefully. "I spent a fair bit more time with Rento directly during my time as a hostage, I suspect. He's a rather calculating man. Grief will slow him, but not stop him."

	"Yes, because you know him so well." Kenan's words were a challenge on the surface, but there was acknowledgment and admission in his tone. "That is why I won't be including you with the rest of the hostages, Lord Forger."

	Elden's patience ran thin. "Where is my aesta? What did you do with her?"

	"We'll get to her soon, Elden," said Kenan. "I'm not so lost in my own grief as to lack insight into your mindset. In fact, if you're willing to cooperate with me, I can assure you that you and your aesta will be allowed to return home sooner, rather than later."

	"You have my ear."

	"I have you in your entirety, as Rento once did." Kenan smiled, and Elden felt a premonition of the conditions of his release. "King Rento will wish the specifics of what happened during the wedding, and how his daughter died. I want you to tell him everything, coming just short of this conversation and the one we had while shooting pistols."

	Eldon swallowed, seeing only one real option. "I could do that for you."

	"Good. You will then tell me exactly how he reacts, what he seems to be planning next, and most importantly, what he orders you to do next."

	"You want me to be a double agent," said Elden.

	"I simply want you to consider…" Kenan gestured casually to the bars. "…whose hostage you are now."

	Elden pulled back from the door. "And here I thought we were becoming fast friends."

	"We can be both," said Kenan. "The Shattered Isles and Merinia will be on tense grounding, at best. At war, at worst. Aiding me might be the only way you have any influence on how all of this plays out."

	He didn't say anything. His worry was like a physical weight on his shoulders, be it for his aesta, or Lorin and Kessa back home.

	"There is one other matter which we need to discuss," said Kenan. "Urgently. When I said your aesta was here in the palace… it's true, in a sense."

	"What did you do?" snarled Elden.

	"It's not what you're thinking," said Kenan. "She's on the upper floor. My men have been… unable to subdue her. She's holed up there, demanding your release."

	"She's…" He shook his head, somewhat baffled, but resisted the urge to ask about the Arc Blade. Kenan would have mentioned it had she revealed it openly. "I'm not sure I understand completely."

	"The legendary Maiden of Battles is clearly no mere legend," said Kenan. "Would you talk to her? Explain that I plan on sending you back to Sordavakos on a ship already waiting in the docks. Even tell her about my request, if you so desire. I suspect with her complicated relationship to King Rento, she may not even be against it."

	He nodded slowly even as he furiously thought through his circumstances. Sapphire would be buried alongside the damning secret she'd discovered about his and his aesta's intimacy. If he played his cards carefully with Kenan, he might secure an ally capable of balancing Rento's influence.

	The danger was sharper than ever, but in a way that left him with options.

	"I'll talk to her," he finally said. "Have that ship ready."

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 30

	Two Remenai guards stood to either side of the staircase leading up to the palace's second level. Kenan had personally walked Elden through the palace's halls but stood a few paces back as he waved Elden through.

	"It's just her up there, to put it gently," said Kenan. "I think it's best if you speak to her alone."

	Elden furrowed his brow, a bit uneasy at the lord of Ashala's phrasing. "What's the situation on the rest of the island?"

	"The rioting has calmed down," said Kenan. "I haven't treated your fellow Merinians unkindly, outside of actions taken beyond my control."

	"Those last few words could disguise a massacre."

	"Oh, there's been a massacre, but not one I'm currently seeking to disguise," said Kenan, coldly. "Your king will be most pleased by the rumors that follow in the wake of the Maiden of Battle's reaction to Risa's death. That is, I suspect, how it will be framed."

	Kenan gesture to another servant who'd been following them, who held Elden's pistol in its holster. He checked, confirming that it was loaded, and quickly strapped it back on, noting the tension in the faces of the Remenai.

	Justifiably confused, Elden stepped past the guards and quickly made his way up the stairs. The palace's upper level was refined and beautiful in architecture, at least to start. He turned his eyes down the nearby hallway and saw increasingly obvious traces of battle, blood splatter, a fallen body near where the hall turned the corner.

	"Aesta?" he called, voice somewhere in between loud and quiet.

	He heard movement, the sound of someone shifting about, and then her voice.

	"Solas? Is that you?"

	He came around the corner, to an open lounge area that a number of bedchambers seemingly shared. Four bodies were splayed in different positions, each contributing to the mess of blood and gore coating the floor, the walls, soaking into the lavish carpet.

	In the center of the space stood Blaire Haven, still clad in her spiral gown, hands red with dried blood up to the elbows. She held Rhiannon in one hand, the Arc Blade's orange glow strangely muted, though still mesmerizing.

	What caught him most off guard was the expression on her face, the cold steel in her eyes, the set of her jaw. She was in battle, not standing in a palace for a wedding, not preparing to surrender to an enemy. She was ready for a fight.

	"It's alright," said Elden, holding up a hand. "I've spoken with Kenan. We've come to a—"

	"I will lead us out of here, solas!" she shouted. "No more! I won't stand for anyone taking you from me, nor Lorin, nor Kessa. I will do whatever it takes to keep the people I love safe!"

	The Arc Blade let out a low whine as its orange glow intensified. Elden shook his head, trying to think of how to calm her down, what to say. He could see it in her eyes now and finally understood without question what had once caused her to fling the weapon into the sea.

	"Aesta," he said. "You don't understand. We're not in danger."

	"We will always be in danger!" she snapped. "I need to… protect us."

	The brand pulsed faintly, as though it were drawing out of sleep. The room was lit by the sun from one main window, but Blaire was standing partially in the shadow, with Rhiannon held out in front of her.

	He felt the shadow sorcery expanding for his usage, like his fingers closing around a familiar tool. Was this what it would have to come to? Between him, Kessa, and his aesta, were they all now just slaves to greater powers, be they magical, political, or both?

	He let tendrils of shadow gently run up his aesta's bare calves, not restraining her, but gently sapping some of her overflowing energy and emotion. She didn't even notice, as far as he could tell. Slowly, she lowered her sword, blinking and glancing around as though seeing the bodies of the men she'd killed for the first time.

	"Gods…" she whispered. "I never meant for this. It was… as it was so often during the war. Sometimes there's no avoiding violence. Sometimes you have to kill to protect others. To save… those you love."

	He nodded slowly, thinking of the kestian, Sapphire's agents, what he'd done himself. "I know. Truly, I know."

	He swept forward and pulled her into a hug as she released the Arc Blade. They were alive and safe, and soon, they'd be going home.
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