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Chapter 1

	The darkness at sea, in Elden's opinion, was a different beast than the darkness at land. The ceaseless churning of the waves, the unknown of the night, it was a distilled version of its older brother.

	He'd spent most of the journey from Ashala to Sordavakos avoiding that darkness. Not out of the simple reasons a child might, but equal parts fear and temptation.

	He'd been dreaming again, seeing the kestian not just in his sleep, but in the little tricks his eyes played on him in places lacking light. The true dreams were never quite as vivid as the ones that had shown him Kessa and Lorin within the kestian back on Ashala.

	No, what he saw now was a mixture of seductive whispers and forgotten evil. He had the lantern going on the table in front of him, a small relief which he allowed himself only now, at the end of their journey, as a way of trying to readjust.

	He took it and slowly made his way out on deck. The sky was overcast, most of the stars and the ghost moon blanketed by a suffocating layer of clouds. Elden felt like he could see… something on the edge of his vision to either side, illusory phantoms drawn out from unwritten stillness.

	Except he knew it wasn't simply illusory or dismissible. It was real, an aspect of Lascivious's brand and the shadow sorcery which came with it. He'd thought to be on the verge of controlling it during his time on Ashala, but the opposite had come to fruition during their journey back.

	The phantoms danced on the edge of his vision, and all he could do was ignore them.

	"Sordavakos is within view, though it may not seem quite so."

	The voice of his aesta, Blaire, surprised him. He turned around, bringing her into the glow of the lantern.

	"We'll arrive tonight then, as the captain predicted," said Elden.

	"Indeed," said Blaire. "Is that a problem?"

	He shook his head, though he would have preferred to arrive during the day. Blaire came closer, gently touching his shoulder. It was far from the first time she'd expressed concern for him across their journey.

	But that concern when both ways and was further complicated by the knot that had become their relationship. Even now, just from the smallest brush of her fingers, Elden felt a stirring within him.

	"I haven't seen Lorin or Kessa within the kestian since we left Ashala," said Elden. "I've no idea how they're currently faring. They were penned in by Sapphire's agents, who will continue their mission regardless of whether Sapphire herself is alive or not."

	"Perhaps," said Blaire. She crossed her arms and leaned forward against the railing.

	The lantern light caught the silver streaks in Blaire's hair, which she'd tied back in a simple braid for traveling. Her dress was practical - a deep blue traveling cloak over a gown of grey that wrapped her body with interesting tightness as she leaned against the railing.

	The brand on his chest warmed at the sight of her, and he forced himself to look away. She was his aesta, the woman who'd raised him, yet his body refused to accept the simplicity of that relationship. Their recent, heated intimacy on Ashala only made those feelings more confusing and harder to ignore.

	"We'll need to go to them immediately once we arrive back in the monastery," said Elden.

	"That would be a fool's undertaking, solas," said Blaire. "Better we understand what we're rushing into first."

	"We might not have that much time," he said. "I have enough information to go off. I understand the kestian, most of all."

	Even as he spoke the words aloud, a deeper question nagged at him.

	Is it really just my concern for Lorin and Kessa pulling me back?

	"We must practice patience, now as much as ever," said Blaire.

	Her fingers brushed his as the ocean's churning darkness shifted the ship sideways. The familiar tension between them sparked to life immediately, pushing back the chill of the night air.

	They'd gone far further with their intimacy on Ashala than either of them had planned to. But that was only half of what had left Elden primed and reactive toward his aesta on the journey back. The brand was making its influence clear, burning hot around Blaire, reacting to her presence.

	"I won't just sit back and leave Lorin and Kessa to whatever darkness the kestian deems suitable for them," he said.

	"I'm not asking you to." Blaire turned to face him more directly. "Just that we take the time to understand what we're dealing with before we act."

	Her hand went to rest on her sword hilt. She'd taken to wearing a weapon again upon their departure. That fact unnerved Elden more than it should have. The memory of finding her in the palace's upper floor, surrounded by the bloody corpses of Kenan's men, was still vivid in his mind. She'd lost a skirmish against the Arc Blade, let the weapon possess her and act through her.

	He blamed himself for that, to a certain degree. But regardless of her reasoning for drawing the weapon, she had drawn it, and its influence lingered, dampened but not diminished.

	He wondered at times, when the brand was flaring particularly fiercely on his chest, if it was feeding off the power of his aesta's own enchantment. A magical friction of sorts. Could she feel it, too? 

	Elden watched her face as she looked at him, fingers of one hand gently caressing her sword hilt in a manner that brought his mind back to steamy and lurid places. Her eyes met his, and the moment of shared, wicked awareness gave him a hint of an answer.

	"We aren't in the same… position that we were on departure," said Blaire. "You must keep in mind this awful arrangement that Lord Kenan trapped you in."

	"Ah, yes," muttered Elden. "Serving as the Lord of Ashala's eyes and ears on Sordavakos while doing the exact same for the King of Merinia. I may well be the most ill-fated double agent on this side of the continent."

	"At least both commitments are in balance," said Blaire, with a sympathetic smile. "It may simply mean just doing twice the letter writing for the same amount of work."

	"That's quite the enlightened way of looking at it," said Elden.

	She reached out and touched his shoulder. He knew she felt responsible, given how, from her perspective, it must still have seemed like he'd made the commitment to Kenan in exchange for her life when they'd both been allowed to escape the palace. 

	But in truth, there'd been no denying Kenan Tanara what he wanted in the wake of his betrothed's death. With Princess Risa dead, Merinia and the Shattered Isles were as near to war as they'd been during the leadup of the Betrothal War. The similarity in circumstances felt like the fates playing one of their jokes.

	"Regardless, we'll need to act with caution once we set foot back on the island," said Blaire. "So much has come to a head. We can't risk making any hotheaded mistakes."

	"You say we, but I feel like that accusation is levied in my direction," said Elden.

	"Not just yours," said Blaire. Her hand fidgeted on her sword hilt again. Elden felt a stirring of heat as she looked at him, which quickly grew so intense they both had to glance away.

	The shadows in the periphery of his vision seemed to flicker more distinctly as the brand warmed across his chest.

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 2

	Sordavakos was nothing more than an indistinct lump amidst the darkness on the horizon. Elden heard the ship's crew shouting as they finally came within view of the lanterns on the docks of Haven's End and gained ever so slightly more awareness of their destination.

	"There are so few ships in the bay," muttered Elden. "Is that unusual for this time of year?"

	"Somewhat," said Blaire. "It could be a response to recent events. Between the shadow hound, and now Princess Risa's assassination, the Shattered Isles might not seem like the safe trade route they once presented."

	Elden nodded slowly. He'd already grabbed his traveling pack from the cabin, as had Blaire. He also carried his lantern, which he'd lit and turned up to push back the darkness to a moderate degree.

	"Is that necessary?" asked Blaire, nodding to it. "We're about to be on Sordavakos. Even with as long as you have spent away, solas, you should know this island like the back of your hand."

	"We've already confirmed that there's danger waiting for us, aesta," said Elden. "Better to be able to see an ambush if one lies in wait."

	In truth, the lantern served a purpose far more in line with taming his shadow sorcery than it did lighting the way forward. He hadn't been sleeping as much as he would have liked, either. He was always restless in the dark, as though submerging himself within it was akin to falling into a gaping chasm. There was an endless quality to both which unnerved him.

	The sailors accelerated their work as the ship pulled even with the dock. Elden and Blaire had been the only passengers other than the cargo. They gave their thanks to the captain as they departed, finding him to be as on edge as they were.

	"Dark days ahead," said the captain. "Travel safe and keep your eyes open."

	"Always sound advice," said Elden. "Take care."

	Blaire touched his shoulder, which sent an unhelpful flash of heat through him centered on the brand. They hadn't talked about the brand's demands of him since leaving Ashala, either. He'd been distracted enough by the shadows to distance himself from his body's lustful urges during the voyage. He doubted it would remain the case for long back on solid ground.

	"Where is everyone?" muttered Elden, as he stepped onto the dock. "This doesn't feel right."

	"Perhaps news of Princess Risa's death has run ahead of us," suggested Blaire.

	Elden nodded slowly, only then noticing a group of guards approaching them warily. It seemed to confirm his aesta's suspicions. He realized he'd forgotten to put his gun away, having relapsed into wearing it openly across the journey. Too late now.

	"The two of you here about the hound?" asked one of the guards.

	Elden and Blaire both glanced at each other.

	"The shadow hound?" asked Blaire. "Tell me what's going on."

	"Oh!" The guard gave a small bow. "Lady Haven. I didn't realize it was you in the dark, ma'am. Captain Stancher will want to speak with you as soon as can be arranged."

	"I can meet with him now if he's available," said Blaire.

	The guard saluted and began leading them toward the barracks. Elden drew closer to his aesta as they followed.

	"This bodes poorly," he muttered. "Kessa told me that she had that monster under control. For it to be roaming the island again would speak to that no longer being the case."

	"Unless she was forced to unleash it by Sapphire's agents," said Blaire. "Gods. That's hardly any better, I suppose. Let's see what the guard captain has to say."

	They were quickly brought to the barracks. The guards opened the door for them but remained outside. The main room was lined with bunkbeds, with a central desk in the back currently occupied by Ben Stancher, one of Elden's old childhood friends and the leader of Haven's End's garrison.

	He looked tired, his shaven head and weathered face lending an aged quality to his visage that outstripped his years. A single candle lit his desk, and its modest flame dueled with the room's darkness in a way that only seemed to exacerbate the shadows dancing on the edges of Elden's vision.

	"The Battle Maiden and Lord Forger," said Ben Stancher. "It is a relief to have you back. Both of you, I must say. Sordavakos has been ill at ease these past few days."

	"Between Princess Risa's death and this fresh news of the shadow hound, I can see why," said Elden.

	"Princess Risa is dead?" Ben Stancher set his pen down and seemed to deflate within his chair. "We hadn't heard that. Was it… gods, don't tell me she was assassinated?"

	"It would seem so, though it wasn't politically orchestrated," said Blaire. "I doubt that will affect Rento's reaction all that much, however."

	"The world is going to complete and utter shit then," muttered the guard captain. "At least our corner of it. We were already pushed to the brink by the return of this monster, along with the presence of these Merinian agents who have occupied the inn. What's one more mess of a problem to dump onto the mix?"

	"Pragmatism is always appreciated in times of crisis," said Elden. "Start from the beginning. The agents arrived. Have they spoken to what they're seeking?"

	He already knew what they were after. Sapphire had sent them to gain leverage over him and his aesta, and in doing so, they'd discovered the kestian. But he needed to know how much Captain Stancher knew.

	"They've been guarded about their purpose, but it's clear they care about this accursed kestian a great deal," said Ben. "The Remenai have not reacted well to their presence."

	"That's understandable," said Blaire.

	"We're lucky to have escaped any direct skirmishes between the Verris Clan and these Merinians, I suppose," said Ben. "Their expedition into the kestian only seems to have drawn the shadow hound back out. There's… a new corruption that spreads with it. Crops have been withering. The grass all around the cliffside leading to the dungeon itself is dead and brown, with no explanation."

	The shadows at the edge of Elden's vision began stirring with a more distracting intensity. He tried to focus on what his aesta was saying.

	"What of my setas?" she asked, speaking of Lorin and Kessa. "Have they been present in town today or yesterday?"

	"Nobody has seen either of them in days," said Ben. "We were starting to worry on that front, as well, but given the situation, I've no men to spare to look for them."

	An arm seemed to verge into Elden's vision, dark and raising a pistol to point at Blaire's head. He spun on reflex, seizing the hand drawing the weapon at the wrist and yanking hard sideways. He fell to the floor, the brand burning with fury and aggression against his chest as shadows seemed to come to life from the edges of the room.

	"True Divine!" shouted Captain Stancher. "Lord Forger! What's the meaning of this?"

	He'd drawn his own pistol and was aiming it in the face of the shadow being, who he'd rolled over to straddle. The darkness seemed to fade like fog in the light as Blaire picked up the lantern he'd dropped and illuminated the truth. He'd seized one of the men who'd led them to the barracks from the docks, a man who was now holding his hands up in mute surprise.

	"I…" Elden shook his head. "He drew his pistol."

	"Solas." Blaire touched his shoulder. "I don't think he did."

	"How could he have?" snapped Captain Stancher. "He doesn't have one! Just because you disregard the jadhara, Lord Forger, doesn't mean my men are senseless enough to."

	"I… thought I saw…" He stood up and quickly holstered his pistol. "Never mind. My eyes are playing tricks on me."

	"Gods dammit," muttered Ben. "I have enough problems to deal with without having to wade through the chaos that tends to follow in your wake, Elden. Lady Haven, please keep him under control."

	
Chapter 3

	Blaire was silent as they left the barracks and began walking the familiar trail up to the monastery. Elden could sense her scrutiny and frustration building, like the rising tide slowly retaking the exposed shore.

	"How much sleep have you been getting?" she finally asked.

	"Enough," he lied.

	"Clearly not."

	He stopped in his tracks, anger flaring. "Is that my fault, aesta? You're aware of how much of a struggle the brand has made my life in recent weeks."

	"We all each have our own struggle." Blaire's hand settled on her sword hilt again as she met his gaze with rigid intensity. "That does not absolve us from our actions."

	He sighed, knowing that she'd get the truth out of him, one way or another. "Look. I've been seeing things. Shadows. On the edge of my vision, just out of sight."

	"Oh, solas." Blaire's judgment seemed to instantly melt away into concern. "You could have told me about this. I'm here for you."

	"I know, aesta," he said. "It's just… complicated."

	Doubly so because it wasn't just his imagination playing tricks on him. He'd begun using his shadow sorcery for more practical purposes on Ashala. He'd even used it on her, coaxing her back from the edge when the Arc Blade had her primed for violence.

	Blaire drew closer and touched his shoulder. Once more, Elden felt the hidden friction of their aspects, as though the kestian was feeling out the energy of his aesta's legendary weapon. Coveting it, coveting her. She was offering support, but he could see in her eyes a similar temptation.

	Blaire cleared her throat, returning her hand to her sword hilt. "Come. Let's get back to the monastery and rest."

	"We can't rest, aesta," he said. "Think of Lorin and Kessa. I need to at least see the door to the kestian tonight."

	"The Merinians will have at least one sentry watching the entrance within that cave," said Blaire. "They aren't fools. Would you truly risk tipping them off to our presence and intentions before we've even established a plan?"

	"If needed, for the sake of Lorin and Kessa? Absolutely?"

	Even as he spoke, however, he knew she'd won the argument. There was simply too much they still didn't know. He had a means of getting knowledge. If he did let himself lean into the kestian's pull that so often came for him during sleep, especially now that he was back on the island, he might learn something.

	Is that my own suggestion, or is the kestian already undercutting my thinking once more?

	"Come, solas," said Blaire.

	She took his hand and led him forward as though he were a boy again, and she, his teacher. Elden absently wondered about her students at the schoolhouse. She had a life to return to here on Sordavakos, as well. But there were so many problems remaining to be solved before that could happen.

	The monastery looked dark and foreboding from a distance as they came out into the clearing. There were no lights behind any of the windows, and though Elden hadn't really been expecting any, it still left a dismal feeling in his heart.

	The common room was surprisingly cold within. Elden set his lantern down on the table and took a seat. It was late, so deep into night as to be veering into early morning. As had so often been the case in recent days, he felt no pressing urge to try to sleep.

	"I'll make you some tea," said Blaire, apparently sensing that he would be staying up.

	"Thanks." He rubbed his hands together as he took a seat.

	Blaire took her sword and cloak off and began prepping the stove, loading it with wood before lighting it and drawing water to set the kettle to boiling. Elden felt himself sinking back into the rhythm of the space, even if a vast amount of work remained to be done before it resembled the home he left.

	A heavy knock came at the door. He stood up and set a hand on his pistol reflexively. Blaire made to get there before him, but he was closer and already moving.

	"Solas," she said, warning him with her tone.

	"I'm just greeting our visitor," he said. "Nothing more."

	Elden pulled the door open and standing on the other side was the man he'd been dreaming of killing.

	Casey Calloway gave him a smile and a nod, seeming perhaps a touch tired, but otherwise healthy and well. His once long hair was still a mere shaved stubble from his time held as the Verris Clan's captive, and he wore a padded jacket that gave his tall and somewhat thin build a slight layer of bulk.

	He also was entirely oblivious to the murder that existed within the heart of the man whose door he'd just knocked on. Elden's fingers twitched next to the handle of his pistol. It would be so easy to draw it, to fire, to let whatever consequences such an action would entail exist as a problem for tomorrow's him.

	Sapphire had told Elden that Casey had been the one who'd poisoned Elara, though it'd apparently been an accident. Casey had been attempting to kill him and Elara had simply eaten the food first. Strange how much a part of his heart wished for the original intention to have been fulfilled, or to at least have the choice to trade his life for the woman he'd once loved. The first woman he'd ever truly loved.

	"Elden?" said Casey. "Is this a bad time?"

	"Not at all, Lord Calloway," said Blaire. She came up alongside Elden, smoothly touching his arm in a way that might let her trap it if he did try to draw his weapon. "We just arrived back from our journey to Ashala."

	"As I've heard," said Casey. "The news has been traveling quickly, to say the least. Princess Risa assassinated. Lady Sapphire killed by a savage mob, along with many other good Merinian men and women. I'd been smarting from having been snubbed by my lack of an invitation. Strange how hard it is to see a disaster ahead of time, even when it seems inevitable in retrospect."

	"Sapphire ordered you back here," said Elden, trying to think past his anger. "You're working with her agents on the island."

	"Observing them, mostly, but yes," said Casey. "She sent me here to make sure they were swift in achieving their objectives, and to secure the cooperation of you and your aesta. Given that we're on fair enough speaking terms, it only makes sense. We are still on… fair speaking terms, yes?"

	He seemed to finally pick up on Elden's dark aura. Elden took a breath, trying to think even if the progression of his thoughts still led to violence. At least he'd be picking it for himself.

	"Of course we are, Casey," he said, forcing calm into his voice. "Setting aside the circumstances, it's… good to see you again."

	"You as well," said Casey. "It seems the island is of more importance than I'd originally suspected. The captain of Sapphire's agents speaks of the dungeon on this island, this kestian which seems to be both a source of strife and a place of great potential. I'm going to need the truth from you on this, Elden."

	"The truth." He felt an odd smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "You must realize, as I do, that the truth can be quite the dangerous thing."

	What of the truth of Elara? What really happened on that day, years and years ago, when we both lost someone we loved?

	He couldn't ask the question, not with so much at stake. The least of which would be Casey's life, depending on his answer, or even just his reaction to the question. But killing Casey would bring Rento's justice down on not just him, but his aesta, and likely Lorin and Kessa, by extension. He wasn't a fool.

	"Why dodge the question?" asked Casey. "I've already learned from the agents that your orphan sisters are within this dungeon. If you cooperate, we may be able to come to an arrangement that everyone finds near enough to agreeable."

	"What state are those agents currently in?" asked Blaire. "From what we've heard, the kestian and the shadow hound have effectively rebuffed them."

	"They're recovering in good spirits," said Casey. "I can assure you of that."

	"I believe you," said Elden.

	He didn't, and in fact, had a vivid memory of damning at least two of the agents to their deaths during one of his visions within the kestian. A thought came to him that his mouth seized on before his mind had time to fully consider it.

	"I have explored some of the kestian safely," he said to Casey. "I could show you some of what I've learned, if you're interested. Be a guide of sorts."

	"Elden…" Blaire's voice was a gentle warning, while her fingers were a claw grip on his arm. "You just arrived back. As I said earlier, you need your rest."

	"We arrived back to the news of Lorin and Kessa, lost within the dungeon, aesta," he said. "Rest is secondary to their safety."

	If he could get Casey alone with him in the kestian, he could have his revenge in any number of ways. Perhaps he could even extract a true confession from the man with the kestian's tricks and enchantments on his side. Sapphire's word was not one he trusted to the degree of taking a man's life on her claim alone.

	"I would appreciate the help," said Casey. "But your aesta makes a point. I am tired even assuming you have energy. Let's talk tomorrow and determine how we can help one another."

	Casey Calloway gave them both an oblivious smile and nod before departing. A shrill hiss came from the teapot over the stove as Blaire scowled and slammed the door shut.

	"You are not to enter the kestian without me accompanying you, solas," she said, stomping across the common room. "Especially not with him."

	The darkness danced at the edge of Elden's vision, but in a helpful way, giving him focus like a pair of spectacles. "You're welcome to join us, aesta. Perhaps the agents will come, too. True Divine, we may as well invite the shadow hound along, while we're at it."

	 

	 

	
Chapter 4

	Blaire still made the tea, and Elden still drank it. The warmth was welcome and familiar, though it left him missing Lorin and Kessa more fiercely than ever.

	"We both need to sleep, solas," said Blaire, as she took his finished cup. "Tomorrow, we'll make sense of all of this."

	"It's going to work out in the end." He could sense how unsteady she was, thrown off balance by the Arc Blade and the danger her family was in. "Trust me."

	"I do trust you," she said. "You've grown into such a capable man, solas. A true lord of Merinia."

	Blaire smiled at him, a soft curve of her lips that brought memories of Ashala flooding back — her body pressed against his in their narrow bed, her fingers trailing down his chest. The brand pulsed, a slow burn that made his throat go dry.

	He gripped the table tightly as he slowly stood up, fighting the urge to draw closer to her. The common room suddenly felt too small, too intimate. Moonlight spilled through the windows, casting shadows that danced across Blaire's face, highlighting the silver strands in her chestnut hair.

	"Solas?" Concern colored her voice as she noticed his tension. She set the cups down and touched his arm. "Is it the brand?"

	"It's worse here." His skin burned where she touched him. "Being close to the kestian again."

	Blaire's hand lingered. Her eyes held a mix of worry and something darker, more dangerous. The same look she'd given him in their rented room, when need had overwhelmed propriety.

	"What we did in Ashala—" he began.

	"Solas…" She bit her lower lip and drew her hand back to her breast. "We're going to need our focus in order to help Lorin and Kessa."

	"That doesn't mean it's not still on my mind," he said. "The way you felt, aesta. What we shared."

	"Until we understand better how the kestian has changed in our time away, we're both going to have to be strong," she whispered.

	"I know that," he said.

	The words felt hollow, like he wanted them to be true but knew them for the lies they were. The brand throbbed, demanding more than necessity could explain. His gaze dropped to her lips, remembering their softness.

	She drew in a sharp breath and stepped away. "We can't. Not now. Not with everything at stake."

	The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to pulse with his heartbeat. Elden stepped closer to Blaire, and she lowered her hand, watching him with unguarded posture.

	He slowly leaned in, and even though she gave the smallest shake of her head, she still kissed him back with reckless passion. Elden lost himself in the moment, lost himself in her. She was his aesta, but also very much a woman with urges and needs.

	He let himself be swept up in the intensity of their greedy, passionate kissing. The brand on Elden's chest burned with an almost painful heat, spurring him on as he ran a hand up her side and rocked into her with his burgeoning hardness.

	She took a breath, hands running over his chest as she stared at him with lustful, though conflicted eyes. "Solas…"

	He nodded as though she'd asked a question and kissed her again. She moaned and pressed into him, the two of them rocking together in that familiar rhythm they so badly wanted yet could never have. Elden lifted her to sit her atop the table. Blaire shifted one leg forward, pressing it into his crotch. He couldn't tell whether the movement was to still him or encourage him. 

	Gods, he wanted her. Elden's thoughts swam with an intoxicating mix of emotions - the forbidden desire, the aching need, and the confusion of his own feelings. The brand burned with an almost painful heat, urging him to claim her as his own, to roll the dice and surrender to true passion. 

	A small but vocal part of him rebelled against the kestian's influence, desperately clinging to the love and respect he held for Blaire as his aesta, not just a woman he wanted in his bed. He knew it was wrong, but in that moment, with her body pressed against his and her lips on his skin, it was hard to remember why.

	"Oh, oh!" moaned Blaire. "Gods!"

	"Aesta…" He cupped one of her large breasts and started to lay her down on the table. Blaire reached out to fondle his manhood. It was so hard against her soft hand, and the contrast nearly drove him insane.

	Her arm shifted sideways, bumping his teacup from earlier. It fell onto its side, rolled, fell off the table, and shattered against the floor. The sound of it broke the spell, at least for Blaire. She took a quick, shaky breath, and pushed him back with both hands.

	Elden stopped immediately, surprise and disappointment and shame all colluding to cloud the moment. He watched Blaire stand on unsteady legs, pulling clothing back into place, trying to restore her own authority.

	"We both need sleep," she whispered. "Badly."

	"That's true enough, but…"

	He couldn't keep himself from craving her, undressing her with his eyes even as he agreed that they weren't acting as themselves. The tension existed on so many levels. Man and woman, aesta and solas. The new interplay of the brand and her bond with Rhiannon. 

	Which is why you should give in, whispered a dark voice in his head. See what happens when it all comes together.

	"We aren't thinking clearly after the length of our journey," said Blaire, carefully. "It's been hard for us to… see the context of our relationship."

	"I can only hold myself back so much," he said. "The brand is a constant ache."

	"Now, more than ever, solas, you must be strong," she said. "For Kessa. For Lorin."

	"For you as well, aesta?"

	He took another step toward her and the fire in the air returned with twice the strength in half the time.

	"Most of all, for me," she whispered.

	Blaire seemed to only turn her attention off him with immense force, but once she was facing away, she fled to her room with quick steps. Elden let out a long sigh.

	He cleaned the mess of the teacup before heading to bed.

	
Chapter 5

	The morning greeted Elden harshly, a combination of ruthless light and dry chill. He sat up in his bed, surprised that he could see his own breath. They hadn't taken the time to warm the monastery up completely the previous night and were reaping the consequences.

	Blaire wasn't in the common room, but breakfast was. Bread with jam, dried meat, and baked apples. He wondered absently if she'd woken up early to make it or simply forgone sleep altogether, embracing the distraction of cooking when it arrived.

	Elden brought his pistol out and cleaned it as he ate, calming himself with the familiar, step by step process. He caught the occasional glimpse of Blaire outside, training with her sword in the early morning light. The memory of the previous night hung over him like a storm cloud.

	There was no way around the fact that they would need to head into the kestian. In a sense, his aesta's sword training was in line with his gun cleaning. They were both preparing for the inevitable violence that awaited them within the accursed dungeon.

	Except… the brand seemed to disagree. It had cooled off substantially from his previous night's brief, but passionate encounter. It was warm, almost soothing, on his chest, more of a glow of excitement than anything resembling volatile emotion.

	He'd had the kestian at his disposal when he'd seen Lorin and Kessa fleeing the Merinian agents in his vision. He'd used it like it'd been a part of himself, triggering traps and sensing movement. If he could obtain that state again, this time from within, rescuing Lorin and Kessa would be made easy.

	The idea appealed to him but had obvious flaws. The kestian had wanted the agents dead and his orphan sisters undisturbed, putting their objectives in alignment. He doubted the same would be the case this time around.

	There were also still Sapphire's goons and Casey Calloway to consider. They would likely be watching the kestian. While Elden was reasonably sure he and Blaire could force their way through if need be, it would certainly make their exit more dangerous.

	Casey Calloway. Elden breathed out and took another bite of bread and jam. He couldn't let himself dwell on Sapphire's supposed revelation, naming him as Elara's killer. He simply could not. His rage would consume him. The need for revenge, when it was within arms' reach, would become an impossible distraction.

	He finished eating, cleaned the table, and picked out clothes for the day from his chamber. He dressed in perhaps not his finest outfit, but certainly nicer clothing than he might otherwise have worn. The choice was one that he examined afterward, rather than understanding it as he made it.

	It feels like a day of either great success, or damning failure.

	Blaire was coming into the monastery as he was going out. She’d apparently bathed after finishing her sword training. He stepped back to allow her by, drinking in the sight of her with damp, dark hair, wearing only a towel.

	"I… was headed into town," he said. "Need some more lantern oil. Don't want the flame going out down there."

	"Shrewd thinking," said Blaire. She swallowed visibly and glanced away from him. "Give me ten minutes to dress and I'll join you."

	He nodded slowly, finding it hard to draw his eyes off her even as she moved through the common room and disappeared through a door. In truth, the lantern oil was just an excuse to get out of the monastery for a minute, but it was something he desperately needed.

	Light seemed better at taming his shadow sorcery than his own will. He was wary of reentering the kestian, despite it being unavoidable. It had its claws deep in him now. Was he deluding himself in thinking that he'd have a say in what happened once he was past the bronze door?

	Blaire was true to her word and ready in just a few minutes. She smiled at him but seemed wary as she fell into step alongside him.

	"Was breakfast alright?" she asked.

	"More than alright. I don't think I was eating across our last few days in Ashala."

	"Well, not for lack of reason, given our eventful departure," said Blaire.

	Silence. Not awkward, but as loaded as Elden's newly cleaned pistol.

	"What of the school?" he said, filling the void. "Have you checked in with your students yet?"

	"Not as of yet," she said. "I will once we've settled matters and brought Kessa and Lorin home. They need me more than my younger charges."

	"True enough."

	It was surprisingly cold out, but the chill engaged Elden's senses. Grass and branches crunched beneath his boots as he walked beside Blaire through the forest path to Haven's End. The morning frost had left delicate patterns on fallen leaves, catching the light that filtered through the canopy.

	His brand remained quiet, almost dormant, though he caught himself watching Blaire's graceful movements as she navigated the uneven ground. The way she stepped over roots and ducked under low branches had him aware of her in a way that kept him trapped in that moment from the previous night, desire unfairly primed.

	The forest opened to reveal Haven's End's weathered buildings. Smoke rose from chimneys, carrying the scent of burning wood and breakfast. The town was quiet and still in a manner that bespoke the strained circumstance.

	The few people out and about moved quickly, heads down, darting between buildings like mice evading a prowling cat. No children played in the muddy roads. No merchants called their wares. Even the usual morning bustle of fishermen preparing their boats was subdued.

	The shadow hound's presence weighed on the town like a heavy blanket. Elden spotted fresh claw marks on several doorframes - warnings rather than actual attempts to break in. The beast was marking territory, letting everyone know who truly ruled Haven's End now.

	A shutter banged in the wind. Elden's hand twitched toward his pistol before he caught himself. The darkness stirred at the edges of his vision, turning ordinary shadows into writhing tentacles. He blinked hard, forcing the illusion away.

	"The general store should still have lantern oil," said Blaire, softly. "Along with anything else you need."

	They passed The Ashflower Inn, its windows dark despite the early hour. Usually, Lorin would be preparing for the morning rush, but now the place stood silent.

	The air held an acrid tinge, like something burning. Not wood smoke from chimneys, but something fouler. Even the harbor looked wrong. Several fishing boats remained tied up, their crews apparently unwilling to risk the water. 

	Dark clouds hung low over the sea with the yet undelivered threat of rain. Haven's End felt like a town under siege, and Elden wasn't sure whether his efforts would save it from that or intensify the mood.

	He blinked, seeing a spot of red in the alleyway to his left. Glowing red, the same crimson as the lampposts within the kestian. There were a few more, lazily bumping against an old slop bucket.

	"Look," he said, touching Blaire's shoulder. "The fireflies. I don't remember ever seeing them outside the kestian before."

	"That… bodes poorly," muttered Blaire. "Let's make haste."

	 

	
Chapter 6

	Elden bought the lantern oil and was more than a little surprised to find pistol balls and brimpowder also for sale at the general store. He purchased those, too, noticing how the shopkeeper put away the box he'd had them displayed out in right as Elden was leaving.

	With the Merinian agents in town, he could see the logic in an aspiring merchant making surreptitious sales to capitalize on the presence of so many men with guns. The Verris Clan would be furious if they found out, but he suspected they currently had higher priorities, on top of the fact that Esaka and so many of their number were still likely off-island.

	Blaire was waiting for him when he came back outside. She frowned at his pistol, but that was a common enough occurrence to have little to do with the still simmering mood between them.

	"Brimpowder is now for sale in the general store," he said.

	Blaire's hand came to rest on her sword hilt, fidgeting slightly. Elden sensed, not for the first time, that it wasn't the mundane weapon at her side which she was engaging with.

	"Dangerous happenings," she muttered. "Haven's End must not pick a side in this conflict."

	"I agree but trying to play both sides is far more difficult than it sounds on paper."

	She nodded slowly, her face softening a bit with concern for him. Behind her, Casey Calloway approached them from further up the street. Elden tried to shackle away the volatile emotions in his heart as the man he desperately wanted to kill nodded politely to him and his aesta.

	"Lord Forger, Lady Haven," said Casey. "You seek to delve into the kestian, no? That is your agenda for the day."

	"Yes," said Elden, sensing the pointlessness of lying. They would be seen hiking up to the entrance, regardless.

	"I was on my way to speak with Sapphire's men and benefit from their previous expeditions," said Casey. "You're welcome to join me."

	Elden sensed that Casey had an ulterior motive. Was it a trap? No, that didn't fit. If Lord Calloway's intention had been to surprise him with armed men, he could have easily done it with more finesse. He glanced at Blaire, who seemed thoughtful, rather than suspicious.

	"I would like to see these men," she said.

	They were staying at the inn, as it happened. The common room was a mess, clearly suffering from Lorin's absence. His heart ached for her as the thought came to him and he had to ball his hands into fists to force the emotion down.

	The Merinian men who Elden had last seen during his vision of the kestian's defense sat huddled around a table in the corner, their faces gaunt and haunted. Three days ago, they'd been fresh-faced soldiers, an existential threat ready to capture and torment his family. They looked like they'd aged years across that tiny gap of time.

	One man's hands shook as he lifted a mug to his lips, spilling ale down his chin. Another kept glancing over his shoulder toward the shadowed corner of the room, an impulse Elden could relate to. The third had bandages wrapped around his forearms, perhaps where the thorns and vines had torn into his flesh.

	Elden's mild satisfaction at their state warred with a creeping dread. He'd done this to them with powers he barely understood. The shadows at the edges of his vision writhed in response to his discomfort, seeming excited, eager for more.

	"These men seem... unwell," he said to Casey. "Were you intending to have them accompany you back inside?"

	"If possible, but I already had my doubts from speaking with them previously," said Casey. "They spoke of ridiculous things, or so I might say, had I not seen the hound myself. A monster made of coal. Enchanted vines and flames. The kestian broke them in mind as in body."

	One of the men looked up, his bloodshot eyes shifting from Elden to Casey. Elden expected an impassioned defense of their company, if not justifications, but nothing came.

	"The fireflies," said the man. "Blood-red ones. They wanted to drive us insane. They followed us out. We're seeing them all over now. In our rooms sometimes, even."

	"You need sleep, Harven," said another man standing by the bar counter. Elden recognized him as the leader of the agents, and he seemed slightly more composed.

	"How many men did you lose?" Blaire asked, her voice gentle but firm.

	"Two dead," said the leader. "Another two defected. They're waiting on the beach for the next ship to Hearthold. A plague on that pair of cowards."

	"Well, I'm here to present you with a chance to affirm your own bravery, if not theirs," said Casey. "I'm heading back into the kestian. I'd have aid, if you'd supply it."

	The leader of the agents was shaking his head even before Lord Calloway finished speaking. "It can't be done. My men need more time. They're not in a state to fight and Rovahn's balls, heading back into the damned dungeon would be courting a battle."

	"You were sent here by the Master of Whispers to perform a task, were you not?" asked Casey.

	The eyes of several of the men, including the leader, swung toward Elden and Blaire. Elden almost chuckled, shocked by how transparent they were about the fact that they'd been sent to Sordavakos to threaten the Battle Maiden into obeying King Rento. Though perhaps he only saw through their guard due to knowing the truth.

	"The situation has changed," muttered their leader. "Sapphire is dead. I'll lend my men's aid when you have specific orders for me, Lord Calloway. Not just following you on a foolish scouting mission."

	Casey snorted with disdain. "I can't force you if you dig your heels in, but trust me when I say that King Rento will hear of this."

	He stomped out of the inn. Elden eyed each of the agents, remembering their faces from his vision and wondering if he would come to regret not doing more to grind them down.

	He found Casey waiting in the street, hands on his hips, eyeing the dirt in frustration. Casey glanced up and lifted an arm in a gesture of defeat.

	"I am disappointed, but not surprised," he said. "I would ask a favor of you, Lord Forger, if you'd hear me out despite our differences."

	Elden felt the brand warming, the shadows stirring, as he anticipated the request. "I'm all ears, Lord Calloway."

	"Accompany me into the kestian, as discussed last night." Casey turned his hand palm up. "Or allow me to accompany you, if you'd rather frame it as such. Word on the island is that, next to your orphan sister, you know more about it than anyone."

	Delving into the kestian alongside Casey Calloway, Elara's killer. Could he ever possibly ask for a more convenient opportunity to secure a confession, if not his full revenge? Gods, even without controlling the kestian directly, his knowledge of the traps and surprises would leave him with a selection of opportunities to position Casey however he wanted.

	"I would be happy to lend you aid," said Elden.

	"Solas," said Blaire, in a warning tone. She touched his shoulder and pulled him closer. "Whatever it is you're intending, please. Think this through."

	"I will, aesta," he said. "Worry not."

	He set his hand atop hers and turned his head toward her, feeling a rise in excitement at how close she was. Casey cleared his throat a touch uncomfortably.

	"Were you to set off immediately?" he asked.

	"That was the plan," said Elden. "Are you ready?"

	Casey nodded, and the three of them began making their way up the street.

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 7

	The hike back up the trail and past the monastery toward the cliff was a silent affair. Elden slowed to a stop alongside his aesta and Casey as they neared the waterfall where they would need to climb down.

	The grass around the area had shriveled, turning brown and even black in places. The trees seemed skeletal, many having given more than their fair share of leaves. Was it the kestian's influence, or was he just projecting?

	"I'd heard that the entrance was in something of an inconvenient spot," muttered Casey. "Made it tricky for some of the injured men to get back to town after their previous foray."

	"I can imagine it would have," said Elden. "Watch your footing. The stones can get slippery."

	He climbed down first and suppressed an urge to instigate Casey's fall as the young Merinian lord followed behind him. Again, he found his mind replaying Sapphire's words in his head. What had been the look on her face when she'd told him that Casey had poisoned Elara? Had there been any trace of trickery, any significant tells?

	Blaire was last down the rope and into the cave. Casey had begun examining the bronze door, with the demoness relief intriguing him as much as it had intrigued Elden originally. He eventually stepped forward and motioned for Casey to move aside.

	"It doesn't always open for visitors," he muttered.

	He realized that he hadn't stopped to consider why it had allowed the agents in to begin with. Had the kestian been seeking a meal, sensed sustenance in the energies of the soldiers? The reports from the townsfolk of the shadow hound once more stalking freely, along with the fireflies and spreading corruption seemed to reinforce the notion.

	"You can open it though, no?" asked Casey. He gave Elden a cold smile that felt conspicuous to be on the receiving end of.

	"Yes, I should be able to," said Elden. "Give me some room."

	He set his hand on the demoness's shoulder and closed his eyes. It was like seeing an old friend, and he immediately felt the guardian's presence stirring to welcome him.

	"You have been avoiding me," she cooed. "Why deafen yourself to my influence when I seek you?"

	"You know why," whispered Elden. "Let me in."

	Nothing happened for a few seconds, long enough that he began to wonder if he'd raised the dungeon's ire. Then, with the same ominous grinding noise he remembered from the very first time he'd entered, the bronze door slid open.

	"Marvelous," said Casey. "Well then. After you."

	Once more, the order was Elden in front, Casey behind him, and Blaire bringing up the rear. He felt oddly comforted to know that his aesta was watching Casey behind his back. He wouldn't put it past the other man to have tricks of his own in mind, given their history.

	The Garden of Thorns had changed since his last visit. The kestian's opening chamber had transformed into a wild, untamed jungle. Where once the shrubbery had been meticulously maintained, now thick vines choked every surface, their thorns gleaming with malevolent promise. The brick paths were barely visible beneath the carpet of creeping tendrils.

	Snakes slithered through the undergrowth in unsettling numbers. Their scales caught the light of countless crimson fireflies, which had multiplied to fill the vast chamber with their eerie glow. The air itself seemed alive with the beating of leathery wings as bats swooped and dove through the illuminated darkness.

	Elden was caught off guard and took a moment to simply absorb the savage beauty of it all. The kestian had grown stronger, more feral in his absence. He could feel its pulse through the brand on his chest, a rhythm that matched the swaying of the vines and the darting of the fireflies. 

	The carefully structured garden he remembered had given way to something primal and hungry. He found that his reaction to it was more in line with the kestian's will, almost like a proud father appreciating their child's spirit, if not each and every action.

	Even the palace in the distance seemed half-consumed by the vegetation, its clean lines now obscured by twisted growth. The thorny vines had claimed every statue and lamppost, transforming them into grotesque organic sculptures.

	"True Divine," muttered Casey behind him, his usual smugness replaced by genuine awe.

	"It is quite the sight," said Elden. He frowned, his thoughts turning to what the other levels might look like if the garden was so overgrown. How was Lorin faring? What of Kessa?

	"Let's stay close together," said Blaire. "You didn't bring a sword with you, did you, Lord Calloway?"

	"I did not," said Casey, with a bit of offence in his tone.

	Elden drew his own with a chuckle, remembering his own stubborn stance upon first arriving back on Sordavakos. They started forward into the thicket. There was still a path to walk, a narrow strip along the straight cobblestone walkway that was more or less still traversable.

	"Watch out for snakes," said Elden.

	"How would a snake survive within such a contained environment?" muttered Casey. "How would anything? This vegetation, the flies, the bats, for gods' sake! It's more than a little disconcerting."

	"A taste of what's to come," said Elden.

	They made it to the palace without incident. Elden slowed as they approached the dormant barrier of blue flames. He could sense the mechanism, much as he'd been able to during his vision, but control of it was yet off limits to him.

	He wondered if he would have simply torched Casey, had that not been the case. It wasn't a question he wanted to stare at directly, like the sun at high noon. He didn't always know himself completely when it came to the way his heart reacted over the people he loved being wronged.

	"What's inside the palace?" asked Casey. "Sapphire's men spoke of venturing into and underneath it, but they were vague on specific details."

	"It's… difficult to explain," said Blaire. "The kestian is a place of old magic. Remnants of the Forsaken, specifically Lascivious, still emit power here."

	"Traps, illusions, and monsters," said Elden. "Have your pistol ready but don't fire unless you see my aesta and I reacting similarly."

	"Your pardon, but I think I'll judge for myself when to pull the trigger," said Casey.

	Elden smiled, wondering if the other man knew how much his attitude was contributing to the mortal danger he was currently in. He led the three of them up the steps and into the palace.

	They spread out, wandering through the main room, which unlike the exterior was completely unchanged from Elden's last visit. Even the bloodstain where Taryn Coldwater had met his end was still as it had been.

	He thought of Kessa, splitting off a share of his worry from what had been reserved for Lorin. Kessa had chosen the kestian, but did that make her any less of a victim, in the end? Elden remembered what he'd read within the library in Ashala about the kestian being a place of reincarnation, drawing the souls of the Forsaken from one life to the next.

	Is that what the guardian has been whispering in her ear? That she could be Lascivious, reborn at last?

	"Where are they?" whispered Elden. "You know, don't you?"

	"Of course I do," whispered the guardian. "Should I tell you? What will you do for me in return?"

	"I've done enough already, judging by how reinvigorated this place seems," he pointed out.

	"This is true," said the guardian. "It makes no difference. Those you seek are firmly within my control now. The one you know as Lorin is within The Prism, and any door would lead to your sweet Kessa, were you to descend far enough."

	He was about to ask which door led to The Prism, but strangely, he already felt like he knew. He made his way over to it, catching Blaire's eye on the way by.

	"They went this way," he said.

	"Wait," said Casey. "How do you know that, exactly? Were you muttering to someone just now?"

	"I was speaking to the dungeon itself." Elden smiled and made a dramatic gesture.

	"Be serious, Lord Forger," snapped Casey. "What are you leading me into?"

	"I am completely serious when I say that I'm not entirely sure," said Elden. "Up to you whether you want to follow along or not."

	He reached out and took the heavy iron ring attached to the door at the bottom of the small set of stairs and opened the way to The Prism.

	
Chapter 8

	Elden noticed how tight his hand's grip on the handle of the lantern was, sensing a tension of the body that extended past the will of his mind. He fully expected the kestian to throw darkness and shadow at him, to probe for his newfound weakness with its malevolence.

	It surprised him with the opposite. He followed the staircase, which spiraled downward, descending deeper into the dungeon. The door at the bottom opened and instantly left them awash in bright white light.

	The walls of the long hallway he found himself in were mirror surfaces, each made of interlocking crystalline panels about two handspan across. The floor and ceiling were both bright grey stone. The effect of the space was to fling light straight back at its source and everywhere else it could. Elden was only a step away from being blinded by the abundance of light.

	"What is this?" muttered Casey.

	"I don't know yet," said Elden. "Lorin came through here, however. I'm sure of it."

	"I trust your judgment, solas." Blaire touched his chest as she came in close next to him, giving him a serious nod.

	"I… appreciate that," he said. The brand stirred to have her so close, and one of her knuckles grazed the mark through his clothing as she withdrew her touch. 

	She rolled into a shoulder stretch as she stepped forward, her spine straightening in a way Elden hadn't seen since their sparring match in the yard days earlier. Her fingers traced the wall of mirrors with a dancer's grace, and a hint of a smile played at the corner of her mouth.

	"The light suits this place better than the darkness," she said, her voice carrying an edge of excitement. 

	"I couldn't agree more," he said, stepping even with her.

	"Come, let's explore further." She moved ahead of him with quick, purposeful strides, her hand settling and jiggling on her sword hilt.

	Elden shared an unexpected glance with Casey and was annoyed to find him equally intrigued by his aesta's poise and confidence.

	"She still seems formidable," said Casey. "The rumors of the Battle Maiden's retirement are clearly a touch overblown."

	"I would caution you to keep those rumors out of her earshot," said Elden.

	They started forward through the maze of mirrors, soon finding that each turn led to another identical hallway. Elden's lantern cast reflections that multiplied endlessly, creating the illusion of countless passages branching off into infinity.

	Something nagged at him about the reflections. He paused, studying his own image carefully in one of the crystalline panels. The reflection showed him with slightly longer hair, the kind he'd worn back in Hearthold what felt like a lifetime ago. He turned his head sideways and the resemblance snapped back to him as he was, leaving him wondering if he'd imagined it.

	They kept moving, everyone on edge, waiting for the kestian's other foot to come down. The sense of movement in all directions, from all angles, left Elden feeling as though an attack was always on the verge of catching him from behind.

	He paused, eyes once more tracking by a mirror and then doubling back. This time, he was certain of it. His clothing appeared more weathered, travel-stained. He glanced down at himself, confirming he wasn't that slovenly, and when he looked back toward the mirror, it was once more consistent. He knew what he'd seen, however.

	"The reflections," he said. "There are small but distinct changes within them. It's not showing us reality."

	Casey scoffed. "The kestian's getting to your head, Elden. They're simply reflections made obscure by the abundance of angles."

	Elden noticed Blaire's posture change, her hand tightening on her sword hilt. She stepped closer to one of the panels, examining it intently.

	"No, he's right," she said, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "Look at my reflection here. My hair, specifically."

	Elden did, and appreciated her confirming his assessment, but couldn't for the life of him see what his aesta was talking about as he examined the mirror panel she'd indicated. 

	He moved to another mirror, curious as to what the kestian would show him next. This time his reflection showed him wearing the formal attire from Princess Risa's wedding, complete with the pistol at his hip. The mirror version of him twitched its mouth into a smile and touched its cheek, rubbing together fingers which had seemingly wiped off a bead of blood.

	"It's showing us different versions of ourselves, perhaps," said Elden. "Alternate possibilities. It's hard to say what it's goal with this is."

	"Let's focus on finding our way forward," said Blaire. "Try not to let your eyes linger on any of them for too long."

	The alterations became more obvious and defined, until even Casey was reacting to them with grunts of acknowledgement and muttered curses. Elden began seeing his mirror dopplegangers attempting to speak, silently mouthing words that were made more ominous from the lack of sound.

	They were simultaneously attempting to keep their composure while navigating the twists and turns of what was becoming a full-fledged mirror maze. Each time they reached a branch in their path, they came to an agreement as though voting on which direction was likeliest to lead forward, though they might as well have chosen at random.

	The mirror scenes became more vivid, more imaginative. Elden saw himself on Sordavakos, dressed in the practical garb of a blacksmith in one mirror, the spectacles of a scholar or teacher in another. He saw himself fighting on horseback, laying prone on a hill with a musket, in bed with a woman he didn't recognize.

	And after that, several he did. Elden winced and made sure Casey wasn't nearby. He watched a mirror version of himself greedily thrusting into a naked Kessa with such intensity that it stirred memories of their first encounter in the kestian. 

	The one after that was of him and his aesta kissing and pawing at one another within the monastery. Had it not been for their clothing, it might as well have been a stolen moment from the previous night. 

	Elden felt himself getting hard as he made that connection. He glanced over at Blaire and saw her with faintly flushed cheeks as she observed another mirror, though he couldn't see what it showed from his current angle. The temptation was far too strong…

	He made sure Casey was facing away from them before drawing closer, coming right up behind his aesta. The mirror shard came into view, and he saw the two of them in the monastery. Blaire was standing by the counter, mixing something in a bowl. The mirror version of Elden came in close behind her, pulling her into an embrace and smelling her neck.

	"Do it," whispered the guardian. "Yes. I beg this of you. You shall gain my favor."

	Gods, he knew it was a terrible idea, that it was playing into the guardian's hand and potentially feeding the kestian in a way that might be counterproductive. But he also knew that simply fighting the dungeon probably wasn't the way to victory when it had already proven itself to be such a capable opponent.

	Beyond that, he simply couldn't resist from the standpoint of his own arousal, the strength of temptation. He came in close to Blaire, matching the mirror scene as smoothly as though it were a true reflection. She started slightly as he pulled her into a gentle embrace from behind, and then all at once sagged back into him, soft and supple.

	"Solas…" she whispered. "What are you thinking?"

	"I'm seeing it in my reflections as well, aesta," he whispered, smelling her neck. "The two of us. Together. Engaged."

	"Mmm…" Blaire took several heavy, lurid breaths and rocked her butt against him. "It's lying to us. What it shows… is a mockery of reality."

	"Then laugh with me." 

	He kissed her neck and let her feel his burgeoning hardness, sliding his hands up her body. Blaire's hand began stroking her sword hilt. She spun around and kissed him, balling a hand in his shirt like she meant business even as her lips greedily sucked on his. The air within the kestian seemed to throb all around them, through them, even.

	"Ahaha!" laughed Casey. "Gods! I just saw a mirror that showed Elara and I married. Hard to imagine a world in which I'd lower myself to a servant's level."

	Elden pulled back from Blaire. Casey had spoken over his shoulder, still not looking their way, but his words had certainly found Elden's ears, regardless. His passion flipped on the edge into fury as he remembered Sapphire's revelation.

	Blaire touched his arm, but she didn't seem to sense the shift in his mood, still caught up in the arousal the mirror had stirred. Elden kissed her one last time, but Casey's footsteps forced them both back to reality.

	"What say you, Elden?" asked Casey. "Any surprises in your own mirror visions?"

	"None like what you witnessed." Elden had to force the tension out of his jaw, rage shifting from hot to cold as he remembered where they were, what it meant. "Let's push on forward. See what awaits us ahead."

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 9

	The mirror maze seemed endless, confusing to the point of being impossible to navigate, but Elden and the others eventually made their way through it. The last passageway emerged out into an open chamber with normal walls of stone mortar.

	There were still mirrors, seven freestanding full length glass ovals set throughout the room in a manner that made them the central focus. Elden edged forward slowly, but Blaire grabbed his arm, holding him back.

	Casey, however, marched right up to one of the mirrors without reservation. "These are far closer to my taste. I could see a mirror of this quality serving a purpose in my bedchamber, especially if it resisted smudging."

	He reached a hand out to touch one of the mirror's surfaces.

	"Casey!" snapped Elden. "Don't be a gods damned fool!"

	The warning came too late. The instant Casey's finger touched the mirror's surface, a ripple ran through it as though he'd tossed a pebble into a still pool of water. He tried to pull his hand back reflexively and, again in the manner of a liquid, the mirror's surface stuck to his skin with a viscous quality, peaking outward.

	"By the bone…" muttered Casey. "What is this?"

	He tried to wrench his hand free, but the tension pulled him closer with surprising force, sinking him through the mirror up to the wrist. Elden charged forward, reaching Casey as the Merinian lord attempted to dig his heels in and keep the mirror from sucking him in.

	Elden's fingers slipped from Casey's sleeve, the fabric sliding through his grasp as the mirror pulled the Merinian lord backward. Casey's eyes went wide with panic, his free hand slapping against the mirror's surface from the other side. The glass rippled and flexed but held firm. 

	Dark tendrils, like the shadows that had been haunting Elden's vision, crept across the mirror's surface. They wrapped around Casey's silhouette until he vanished completely into the inky blackness.

	"Where did he go?" Blaire's voice echoed through the chamber. "Solas, did you see what just happened?"

	"He just… disappeared." Elden banged his fist on the mirror again. "If we weren't within the kestian, I would struggle to believe it."

	A wet slapping sound cut him off. Behind them, one of the other mirrors bulged outward like a bubble about to burst. Casey tumbled through, landing face-first on the stone floor with a grunt.

	"Casey!" Elden rushed forward and seized the other man by the shoulder. "Gods, man. What did you just experience."

	"Solas…" said Blaire, in a warning voice.

	Casey broke out into a coughing fit and spat something onto the floor, a silver bile that immediately flowed back toward and then into the mirror. He remained still for a moment, and then snapped his head up.

	His eyes blazed crimson, pupils contracted to pinpoints. A twisted smile spread across his face, revealing teeth that seemed sharper, more predatory than before. He lunged at Elden with inhuman speed.

	"Get back, solas!" cried Blaire. "It's not him!"

	The thing wearing Casey's face straightened, movements jerky and unnatural. It cocked its head at an impossible angle, neck cracking. When it spoke, the voice was Casey's, but distorted, as though multiple people were speaking at once.

	"What's wrong?" it asked, grinning wider. "Don't you trust me, Lord Forger?"

	Elden hesitated for only a moment before pulling his gun and firing directly into Casey's face. He acknowledged that there was as much chance that Casey was merely possessed as replaced by an ensorcelled copy. 

	It was a fact that fed into his fury, a fact that paired elegantly with how much he wanted this man dead. He was firing as much to see that happen as to defend himself.

	But it hardly mattered in the end, as the monster moved with unreal swiftness, avoiding the shot. Elden heard the metal shriek of his aesta's sword leaving its scabbard. He felt a rush of wind behind him and spun around in time to see her slashing at the mirror doppleganger, which had begun circling around them.

	She cut off its arm. The being let out a shrill hiss of pain as metallic blood oozed from the wound. The fluid once more flowed toward the mirror, pulled by some unseen force. Elden came to a decision as he reloaded his pistol, noticing how another doppleganger of Casey had begun working its way from a different mirror.

	He began aiming for the glass instead of their enemies, shattering one of the mirrors with an easy shot from his gun. The Casey doppleganger screeched in pain as the shards pelted down to the floor. He reloaded as quickly as he could as the monster grew a sword within its hand and began challenging his aesta more directly.

	Elden's fingers moved with practiced efficiency as he reloaded and fired at each mirror in succession. The glass shattered with satisfying cracks, sending silver shards cascading to the floor. Each broken mirror seemed to weaken the doppelganger fighting his aesta.

	The creature's movements grew slower, more erratic. Its metallic blood pooled on the ground with nowhere left to flow. Blaire pressed her advantage, driving it back with precise cuts from her blade.

	Elden raised his pistol toward the final mirror, then froze. Through the rippling surface, he saw Casey — the real Casey — pounding against the glass from the other side. His face was contorted in panic, mouth opening in silent screams.

	The doppelganger lunged at Blaire with renewed vigor, its sword-arm elongating into a wickedly curved blade. Elden shifted his aim and squeezed the trigger. The shot caught the creature in the back of its misshapen head. It stumbled, giving Blaire the opening she needed to drive her sword through its chest.

	The monster's form dissolved into molten silver liquid that evaporated into nothing. Behind them, the final mirror's surface rippled violently and spat Casey onto the floor. He gasped for air, coughing up silvery residue that dissipated before hitting the ground.

	"Lord Calloway," said Blaire, keeping her sword ready. "Are you yourself?"

	Casey looked up at them with normal, albeit terrified, human eyes. "I suppose I am. I seem to be. This… foul place. What manner of evil could induce such wicked sorcery?"

	The brand seemed to burn on Elden's chest, almost proud, and the shadows danced at the edges of his vision.

	"Well at least you're unharmed," he said, trying to keep the disappointment from his tone. "Let's continue onward." 

	 

	
Chapter 10

	They passed down another hallway that felt unusually mundane for the kestian, fairly dark but otherwise standard. Elden held his lantern high as he led the way forward and tried the handle of the door at the end.

	It opened into another mysteriously massive space not unlike the Garden of Thorns. Grass and shrubs grew not from true dirt, but in between the cracks of what had once been paving. There were still sections of rock and morter, but the spaces where nature had somehow found a way to rise through made the old sections of ruin the minority.

	Elden vaguely recalled seeing Lorin cooking an animal over a fire in a similar chamber, if not the same one. He made sure the others were still with him before pushing out into the chamber’s relatively open darkness. The ceiling was high enough overhead to seem like a heavily overcast night sky, with no luminous lichen or crimson fireflies to lend their light to the mix.

	"There's still a path we could follow," said Blaire, indicating what seemed to be a worn and partially crumbled walkway that led straight through the chamber.

	"I see no reason not to follow it, but we should all stay on guard," said Elden.

	He licked his lips, which were dry from the chamber's stale and parched air. The ambient darkness was such that he wasn't surprised as his own malevolent shadow aberrations began to act up as he proceeded forward. He tried to breathe and relax as he continued, working to ignore, if not subdue the hallucinations.

	No such luck. Midway through the chamber, the shadows began to swirl with such intensity that he couldn't see his next step clearly. He though he heard his aesta calling out to him, the sound dampened like he'd thrust his head underwater. He glanced back and saw only more darkness.

	It reformed around him, becoming a half-sphere that encased him like a tent. Directly across from him, the darkness rippled, and the shape of a human, a woman, resolved from its depths.

	Kessa walked forward slowly, wearing an unreadable expression and a set of jet-black armor more appropriate for seduction than protection. Elden gaped at her for a moment before sweeping her into a tight, loving hug.

	"Gods," he muttered. "Kessa. It is really you, isn't it?"

	"Yes, Elden, it's me." She pulled back slightly, touching his cheek and favoring him with a sad smile. "You're looking well. How was the wedding?"

	"Disastrous."

	Kessa chuckled. He kissed her, once quickly, and then again for far longer. The darkness seemed to tense and throb, a clear sign of the kestian's approval. Kessa set her hand on his chest and gently shook her head, growing serious.

	"You can't be here," she whispered. "It's bad enough that Lorin is already here, and I'm forced to barter over her safety with the kestian's guardian."

	"She is still safe, then?" asked Elden.

	"Safe, but held prisoner." Kessa folded her arms. "Don't look at me like that. She's more powerful than you realize!"

	"Lorin or the guardian?"

	"Both." Kessa turned away. "It's been a balancing act. I can't make Lorin leave myself, not until I finish coming into my power. The guardian has its own purpose for her. It's all I can do to hold the balance."

	Elden tensed at her words, remembering what he'd read back in the library in Ashala. "Coming into your power. You mean… Lascivious's power?"

	Kessa nodded slowly and turned around to face him directly again. "You must have realized it too, then. That's why I was so drawn to this place, Elden. I am… I would seem to be… Lascivious reborn."

	He stared at her without saying anything for a tense and silent moment… and then burst into laughter.

	"It isn't funny," hissed Kessa.

	"I'm sure to you, it isn't." Elden took a breath and shook his head. "The kestian lies, Kessa. Were you offered any proof by the guardian, beyond simply being unusually intrigued by the allure of the dungeon?"

	"You don't need proof when you know a thing to be true from the heart," said Kessa, stiffly.

	"You certainly need more than that if you want to prove it to anyone else," countered Elden.

	"Who are you that I should feel the need to prove myself to you?" Kessa bared her teeth, but relaxed and seemed more amused as she approached him. "But I suppose a test of my power might be in order. You're within my realm, Lascivious's realm, Elden. I can make you do anything I want."

	"You overestimate yourself, Kessa, but I suppose that's nothing new." He pretended to dust his hands off and jutted his chin out at her. "You can't make me do a single thing, let alone…"

	Anything, had been the word he'd been about to end that sentence with. A sudden wave of passionate heat roiled through him, the shadows of the sphere throbbing in time with his body's reaction. He gritted his teeth, but it wasn't pain he was trying to endure. Quite the opposite.

	"Oh, Elden," said Kessa, with an amused purr. "If you only knew how much I've learned in the time you've been away. I could turn you into my thrall even without branding the other side of your chest. I could—"

	It was his turn to cut her off, and he did it with a kiss. He pulled Kessa to him with aggressive force, possessed by the lustful forces she'd stirred within him. It wasn't all her. She'd only probed a part of him that the kestian, in its own way, had been stoking for days and weeks. He had power, too, though it was uncontrolled and currently aimed at the nearest fuckable body.

	"Oh…" Kessa took a breath in between kisses. "Elden. Let me finish so you… fully understand the danger you're in. I order you to… slow down a bit."

	He didn't slow down. There was a thick clasp in the back of his armor that took a painful amount of strength from his finger to flip open, but once he had, the entire chest piece clattered down to the ground. She wasn't wearing anything underneath, and her large, pale breasts were like old friends. Extremely attractive old friends.

	He kissed her neck and let his hand lift and drop one breast, still holding her close with his other arm.

	Kessa let out a frustrated but passionate growl and dragged her teeth gently across his neck. She rubbed his crotch with her hand and sighed as though admitting defeat.

	"You've only ever done what you have wanted," said Kessa. "And perhaps that's what I love most about you."

	Her words struck a guilty chord within him, but it did little to quell the fire of his arousal. "As though you're any different. Someone needs to teach you a lesson."

	"Is that right?" 

	She laughed darkly and dug her fingernails into his back. Elden kissed her deeply, letting his tongue slip in past her lips to taste and tease. She pulled him tighter against her, almost tearing the fabric of his shirt.

	They lost themselves in the heated moment, their bodies grinding together in a frenzied embrace. Kessa's frustrated moan was muffled by the intensity of their kiss. Elden pulled her sideways, toward where the shadows were bulging almost as though offering them a bed. He never broke contact with her lips.

	They tripped and twisted down onto the bed of darkness, which seemed to cradle and support them as though it were a tangible, physical thing. Kessa gasped as he pressed himself against her, his hardness rubbing against her thigh through his trousers.

	Elden leaned back for a moment, just long enough to hastily unbutton his pants and free his erection. Kessa watched him with a hungry expression, her chest heaving with each breath. The shadowy tendrils that formed the bed seemed to caress and tease her naked body, intensifying the electric atmosphere.

	With a forceful thrust, he buried himself deep inside her. Kessa cried out, her back arching off the bed of shadows. They fell into a frantic rhythm, their bodies moving in sync as they chased their pleasure. Elden gripped her hips, fingers digging into her flesh as he drove into her again and again.

	Kessa met each of his movements with equal fervor, her legs wrapped around his waist. The room filled with the sound of their bodies slamming together, punctuated by their mixed cries and moans. The shadows around them pulsed in time with their passion, the kestian feeding off their energy.

	Their rhythm grew more frantic, more desperate. The heat between them built to a fever pitch, bodies slick with sweat. Elden could feel Kessa's body tensing beneath him, her internal muscles starting to flutter around his hardness.

	"Take it!" he growled. "Take all of it, Kessa."

	"Oh, Elden!" she cried back. "Give it to me! Give me your cock, you bastard!"

	He had the wherewithal not to finish inside her, but doubted it mattered. The kestian, he suspected, would decide birth within its confines as much as it claimed decision over death.

	"Kessa…" 

	Elden had a moment of holding her amidst the glow of pleasure, a moment where she was totally herself again. She seemed anxious, perhaps as though the idea of her being Lascivious was unnerving to herself to some degree in much the way it was to him.

	"I have to do this," she whispered. "I've had to do so much in my short life."

	"You don't," whispered Elden. "Let's just go home."

	The shadows swirled, and these ones weren't a trick of the eye. They wrapped around Kessa and lifted her upward, through and out of the sphere's edge. Elden had a moment alone before his surroundings began to fade.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 11

	He was on the ground when the shadows faded, and fully clothed again. He'd had the sense to quickly pull his things back on once he'd realized he was still in the same place and the kestian hadn't actually transported him anywhere.

	"Solas!" Blaire was at his side immediately, face etched with concern. "Are you alright? Gods, what just happened? We could see nothing and hear only the barest scraps of noise."

	Thank the gods for that, he thought.

	"Kessa," said Elden, simply. "I don't know why she wanted to speak with me, and me alone. She's claiming to be Lascivious reborn."

	Which, put into context with her splitting him off from the others, did make some sense. The kestian fed off his energy. If she truly was Lascivious, then she would as well. Had he just forfeited more power to the dungeon and the shadow hound on top of his orphan sister?

	"This place is against all which claims to be order under the gods!" snapped Casey. 

	He stood off to one side, which thankfully, put him out of earshot of Elden and his aesta's earlier exchange.

	"I wouldn't disagree with that," said Elden, resisting the urge to touch the brand as it warmed as though taking offence. "Which is why we need to find Lorin and get her out of here as promptly as we can."

	They pushed onward. The large chamber they still found themselves within was expansive, but fairly straightforward. Their path was a straight line across, only deviating once around a massive chunk of boulder that must have fallen from the ceiling above.

	He stopped as they reached a door, checking in with his aesta and Casey. "Everyone ready?"

	"I have my gun out, if that's what you mean," said Casey.

	"I am prepared, solas," said Blaire.

	He swung the door wide, introducing an immediate shift from the cavernous room's dark into the blinding bright beyond. Elden appreciated the kestian's variety, if not its tonal consistency.

	They found themselves in a chamber of hexagonal angles, once more tiled from wall to wall in mirror polished crystal. This time, however, Elden could recognize the danger at a glance.

	Two golems made of crystal standing slightly taller than the average person moved through the space with slow steps. About half a dozen flying entities shaped like long diamonds floated lazily through the air, though it was hard to tell whether they represented danger or just an oddity.

	What stole the bulk of Elden's attention was the prism at the room's center. Lorin was inside of it, unconscious and quite visibly naked behind what seemed like glass, floating as though submerged in clear liquid.

	"She's safe." Blaire clutched her chest and her sword as she breathed out her relief. "Thank the gods."

	"She's quite the looker!" Casey made an approving gesture in Lorin's direction. "What say you inquire if she'd serve in my household after this ordeal, Forger? I could use another servant with exotic appeal."

	Elden managed to suppress most of his killing impulse, but not all of it. Which in some ways made his decision all the simpler, even if it was partially fed by inflated emotion.

	"We're getting her out of there, regardless of what it takes," he said. "Lord Calloway. Let's approach the prism in unison."

	"Yes, I suppose that makes sense," said Casey.

	"Careful, solas," said Blaire.

	She held her sword in a dual grip as she eyed the flying crystals warily. The golems were still taking slow steps, patrolling around the prism in a perfect circle. Elden started forward with his gun in one hand and his sword in the other, ready for violence.

	The crystal golems shifted their patrol routes, angling toward Elden and Casey without changing their methodical pace. Their crystalline feet clicked against the mirrored floor with each step.

	Elden made an attempt at expanding his awareness into the kestian as he'd done previously. If he could simply control the monsters and coax them into standing down, rescuing Lorin would be as easy as plucking her from a basket.

	He felt the guardian's will pushing back against his with the force of a whiplash across his mind. He winced and touched his forehead. His aesta, always so in tune with his mood, stepped in closer to touch his shoulder.

	"Easy," she whispered.

	"Should we take our chances with these things?" Casey hefted his pistol. "They don't seem particularly aggressive."

	"I've learned not to trust anything in here that moves." Elden recovered from his headache and took both of his weapons in hand. "Even the slow ones."

	One of the flying crystals suddenly accelerated, streaking toward Elden with surprising speed. Silver light gathered at its pointed tip like the gleam of a steel arrowhead. Elden started to shift into a defensive counter, but Blaire was faster.

	She leapt forward, sword flashing as she struck the crystal. The impact sent it spinning sideways through the air, but otherwise left it unharmed. The crystal stabilized its flight and realigned itself, silver light still gathering at its tip.

	"Look out!" Elden grabbed Blaire's arm and yanked her sideways as one of the golems charged toward her with shocking speed.

	The two of them fell backwards but rose to their feet with speed that reflected the gravity of the situation. The other crystal golem was running toward them from the far side of the prism, conveying just how much of its previously slow gait had been an active choice.

	More flying crystals entered the chamber through a small gap in the ceiling, doubling their number. A loud bang briefly strained Elden's hearing as Casey took his first shot at the airborne monsters.

	"Did you hit it?" he shouted, missing the result.

	"Close," said Casey. "The blasted thing swerved at the last—"

	Another flying crystal suddenly dove toward Casey's head. Elden reacted on reflex, drawing his pistol and firing in the same motion. His ball took it straight through the crystal's body, despite its speed, and it shattered with the shriek of broken glass.

	Casey frowned as though he was a touch annoyed that Elden had managed the difficult shot. "Your… aim is quite good. Thank you, Elden."

	"You're welcome." Elden exhaled through his teeth, only realizing after the fact that he could have simply "missed" and been done with Casey forever.

	Blaire rolled behind one of the crystal golems, coming up into a sword slash that drew sparks from the monster's polished form, but left no scratch that Elden could see. He hurriedly began reloading his pistol but had to do it on the move. The monsters were swarming now, moving to surround the three adventurers from ground level and above.

	"Aesta!" shouted Elden. "Get back!"

	He raised his pistol to fire at the golem she was fighting as soon as it was loaded. One of the flying crystals collided with his shoulder and neck with a blow that would have left him concussed had he not ducked at the last second. 

	He still dropped to one knee and was left momentarily searching for a target. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the golem rush forward, swinging an arm down at Blaire. She tried to block it with her sword and the force of the impact stripped the weapon from her hand.

	But of course, the basic sword she carried was only one of the swords she wielded. Casey was reloading and dodging from the flying crystals, momentarily distracted. Elden hissed out a curse as he realized that his aesta was going to risk it. He couldn't even shout a warning without risking drawing Casey's attention.

	Blaire flexed her fingers, and with a flicker of orange heat, Rhiannon appeared in her hand. Not a moment too soon. The crystal golem made to deliver a finishing blow. Blaire rolled sideways, slashed three times in quick succession, and sheathed her enchanted weapon into nothingness with the same speed she'd originally drawn it.

	The crystal golem took one final step forward before breaking apart into four pieces. Blaire let out a breath, stumbling down to one knee. Elden was at her side in an instant, shocked by how fatigued such a brief usage of her artifact had rendered her.

	"The kestian…" she muttered. "More than ever, it tries to suffocate Rhiannon. It desires it so badly, solas."

	"Can you stand?" he asked.

	Blaire gritted her teeth and struggled to her feet, uninjured but clearly not able to keep fighting. Elden supported her with one arm while aiming his pistol at the swarm of enemies surrounding them with the other.

	"We just need to get Lorin, solas!" said Blaire. "The fight doesn't matter."

	"In that case, let's get straight to the point."

	He leveled his pistol at the prism's top edge and fired, feeling a brief flicker of anxiety over whether his aim would be true enough to miss Lorin's head. The prism shattered into tiny shards that seemed to further dissipate into magical energy before ever hitting the ground. Lorin slumped into an unconscious pile atop the dais the crystal had been floating above.

	"Help my aesta!" Elden shouted to Casey. He made to pass Blaire to the other man, but she stood on her own.

	He rushed to Lorin and scooped her up in his arms. The monsters were circling them nearly completely now. Casey and Blaire pulled in closer on either side of him.

	"Fire at the golem blocking our escape," Elden said to Casey.

	"Gladly." Casey unloaded his pistol, and his aim was true. The golem took the shot straight in the chest and staggered forward.

	The party wasted no time in rushing by it. Blaire staggered as she reached the door, but still had enough strength to throw it wide for the others to rush out of. They slammed it closed hard behind them and kept moving, but their enemies did not follow.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 12

	The journey out of the kestian was far more straightforward than the journey in, with some confusing backtracking in the crystal maze posing the only real challenge. Elden finally set Lorin down on the steps of the palace in the Garden of Thrones to rest his arms, final exit within view.

	"The raw magical potential of this accursed place is enough to strain the limits of credulity!" said Casey. "Imagine one or a pair of those crystal golems in a wartime scenario! Or a swarm of the flying ones. There must be some means to control them…"

	"No more than any beast can truly be controlled by man," said Elden, putting as much sincerity into the lie as possible. 

	He'd been a fool to bring Casey into the kestian. Though he supposed that, stubborn as Casey was, he would have eventually pushed beyond the bronze door, regardless. He needed to manage the situation carefully.

	"You haven't explored all of this dungeon, have you?" asked Casey.

	Elden snorted. "Not even close. I doubt I've seen a full half of it."

	He took off his shirt and carefully pulled it onto Lorin and buttoned it, at least partially restoring her modesty. Blaire looked back at the palace, looking defeated, despite their partially victory.

	"This evil place," she whispered. "I can't let it take my setas. I refuse to."

	"We'll get Kessa next, aesta," said Elden. "We're close now."

	Blaire helped him with Lorin as they climbed up the stairs and then slowly made their way up the cliff with her between them. It was later than Elden had been expecting it to be, deep into the afternoon. He eyed the sun in the distance over the ocean as it drew low on the horizon.

	They wasted no time in returning to the monastery. Casey walked a short distance behind Elden and Blaire, which made Elden strangely uneasy.

	"Lord Forger," said Casey. "A word, before I depart for town."

	Elden passed Lorin to Blaire and came to stand with Casey by the trees. The wind picked up, leaves rattling together like hollow bones.

	"You've known of this kestian for some time now," said Casey. "Yet your chose to keep your knowledge and the full extent of its potential to yourself."

	Elden let out a sigh. He was suddenly rather glad he'd made sure to reload his pistol one last time before leaving the kestian.

	"This island is my home, Lord Calloway," he said. "I wanted to understand the kestian before announcing it. It is a marvel, and I knew that if presented with the wrong framing, it would only instigate friction."

	"An ambitious man might seek to keep such a finding to himself," said Casey.

	The brand seemed to burn with amusement on Elden's chest. "Is that what you've marked me as, Casey? An ambitious man?"

	"How would you describe yourself?" asked Casey, with a chuckle.

	"As of right now?" asked Elden. "I believe I'm closer to being a dangerous man than an ambitious one."

	They stared at each other for a long moment, sizing each other up in body and mind. Elden drew his pistol right as Casey did. Neither of them fired, simply holding each other at gunpoint, having finally reached a time they'd both known would come eventually.

	"You're a traitor to the king," said Casey. "Given what I've heard of your interactions with the Rem clan on this island, not to mention the influence of your orphan sister, it's easy to surmise what happened. You've been coopted by the Remenai to, at the very least, keep their secrets."

	A shocking conclusion, and far too close to the truth for Elden's liking. But he had an accusation of his own.

	"Was it you, Casey?" he said.

	"Was what me?" snapped the other man.

	"The poison," said Elden. "Meant for me but consumed by her. Did you kill Elara? Was it you?"

	"I've no idea what you're talking about," said Casey. "You insult her memory by bringing it up in such a way!"

	Elden watched Casey carefully and wasn't convinced, not as much as he would have needed to be. "Sapphire was the one who told me."

	"King Rento's snake will, or would, say whatever it took to get what she wanted," said Casey. "But it hardly matters. We're already pointing guns at one another. Either surrender to me and come into the custody of myself and the Merinian agents on this island, or I will highlight you as a threat to the crown in my next report."

	Elden desperately wished he'd found a chance to perform the evil which had been in his heart during their little expedition. He felt the heat of the brand and tried to reach out to the shadows to do something, anything, to deescalate. The kestian seemed to refuse him as it had when he'd been inside.

	"Enemies, then," he muttered. "You've made your choice, Casey."

	"Be serious, man!" shouted Casey. "Fire and we both die!"

	"You're the one who forced this encounter."

	He let his finger start to really feel the tension of the trigger. At the range they were at, neither of them would miss, but it was still a question of the degree of injury.

	"Solas." Blaire's voice cut through the standoff with supreme, motherly authority. "I need help with Lorin. Come inside."

	"Of course, aesta," said Elden.

	He watched Casey for one last second before holstering his pistol and walking back toward the monastery. Casey didn't fire.

	"This isn't over," called Casey.

	Elden stopped at the door. "It was you, wasn't it?"

	Casey made a noise of disgust and stomped off down the trail. Blaire came up behind Elden and rubbed his shoulders. He closed his eyes, frustrated with himself both for how he'd underestimated Casey and his handling of the situation.

	"Go ahead," he muttered. "Tell me how foolish I am."

	"You are far from foolish." Blaire's arms wrapped around him, and she rose up on her feet to kiss his cheek. "You are loyal, loving, and much too dear to my heart for me to lose you in a pistol duel with a spoiled noble."

	 

	 

	
Chapter 13

	They wasted no time getting Lorin into her bed and more closely assessing her situation. She was still unconscious, but she seemed otherwise unharmed. Blaire brought a wet towel to clean her off, mainly her bare hands and feet.

	They tried to rouse her, along with getting her to eat food and drink water. She did seem to take a few sips when a cup was held to her lips, which was a relief, albeit a small one.

	"We'll have a few days, at least," muttered Elden. "She'll starve if she doesn't eat, but she'd die of thirst far sooner without water."

	"We have to go deeper into the kestian," said Blaire. "Finding Kessa and confronting her is the key to everything. We must save her from this dungeon's grasp this time, solas."

	"I know," he said. "But our efforts have been so fruitless with every attempt so far. It feels like we're missing something, as though there must be an easier way than simply brute forcing our way down level by level."

	"I'm open to any ideas you have, but we have to act, regardless," said Blaire. "Tomorrow, I'll stay close to Lorin, but either the day after if not tomorrow evening, we set out again."

	Elden nodded. He kissed Lorin on the forehead, his aesta on the cheek, and went to bed.

	 

	

	 

	His dreams were hazy at first, but they eventually coalesced into a lucid scene. Elden was inside the kestian, but in a part of it he'd never seen before. A bedchamber, with a pearl white visual quality that seemed impossible for a normal furniture artisan to ever achieve.

	Lorin wore a thin white gown and sat on a large bed in an odd white bedframe that almost seemed to cup the mattress like a hand. Crimson fireflies glowed within lanterns set atop each bedpost. She smiled at him but looked tired more than pleased.

	"It took forever for you to get back," she said. "Well, at least you got me, or my body, out."

	"What is this?" muttered Elden. "Where are we right now?"

	"I'm in the kestian," said Lorin. "Or I should say I'm within the kestian. It's core. The guardian wanted me to serve, but Kessa refused to brand me or allow me to be branded. The solution to their impasse was apparently to trap my essence within that moldy old dungeon."

	Elden nodded as he glanced toward a fountain in the room's corner that seemed to perpetually fill a pearl-white bathtub with water warm enough to billow steam. "Not too moldy, it would seem. I've seen worse prisons. I've been in worse prisons. This week, as it happens."

	"On Ashala?" asked Lorin. "What happened at the wedding?"

	"Murder," said Elden. "More murder than usual. Princess Risa is dead."

	"That's a shame." Lorin let out a sigh. "Can you tell aesta that… it would be nice if she brushed and washed my hair? I'm paranoid about it getting greasy and tangled."

	"Anything."

	He came over to sit with her on the bed, feeling such a strong reaction in his heart to seeing her. He held her hand and saw Lorin's composure flicker, so he held all of her, instead. She snuggled in against him and let out a shaky sigh.

	"I just want this to be over," she muttered. "I want Kessa to be sane again, and aesta to go to teach the kids at the school. I want to sleep in late after working the night shift at the inn and spend my day bored and aimless."

	"You will," said Elden. "I'm figuring things out. Each time I enter the kestian, I understand a little more about how to handle its tricks."

	"I hope that's truly the case, and it hasn't simply convinced you of that," muttered Lorin.

	“So do I,” he said.

	He kissed her head, fully expecting to wake up in his own bed at any second. But a full minute passed by, and he was still there, holding her close. So he did what he always tended to when Lorin got too close.

	He kissed her softly on the lips and then paused, looking her in the eyes. She still seemed just tired, more than anything, but there was a frustration there as well, buried but distinct.

	He felt her soft fingers drift up his chest and then his own hands became emboldened, caressing her body through her gown, feeling her feminine contours. Lorin's hands came to his shoulders, squeezing them gently but insistently as the heat built between them.

	Their clothes seemed to dissolve away between one fervent touch and the next, leaving them bare against one another. Elden brushed back Lorin’s hair as he kissed down her neck, her smooth skin warm beneath his lips. 

	She shivered and arched slightly, her hands encouraging his ministrations lower, across her collarbone and then down between her breasts. He admired how her flesh pebbled with goosebumps in the wake of his love.

	They intertwined together on the pearl white bed, hands stroking and exploring every inch of each other's flesh. With each touch, Elden felt the draw to do more, to take his time in mapping out Lorin’s entire being until she was all that he could think about. And Lorin seemed to share the sentiment.

	He dropped his trousers, feeling his need growing for her alongside his manhood. Lorin spread her legs and let out a tiny little gasp as he found the right angle to sink into her wet tightness. 

	He went slow at first, sensing how each gentle thrust stoked the flames within him all the higher. He gazed into her eyes, seeing his own smoldering lust reflected back at him, and for a time nothing else mattered.

	Lorin wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down into a deep, impassioned kiss. Elden’s hand drifted down her side, gripping her thigh and encouraging her leg around his waist, letting him sink even deeper into her welcoming heat. Her body clenched around him, slick and eager even as she mewled and moaned against his lips.

	"Oh Elden," she whispered. "Gods. I love you."

	"I love you, Lorin," he said. "I'm coming for you. I don't care what it takes."

	"Yes! Oh, True Divine! Yes!"

	Elden could feel the fluttering crest of his peak fast approaching. He angled his hips, hoping to encourage Lorin along the same path, and she responded beautifully. Her breath hitched, his name falling from her lips like a prayer as she tumbled over the edge, dragging Elden with her into shared bliss.

	For a long moment, they simply held each other, catching their breath as they basked in the afterglow. Elden stroked Lorin's hair and she gazed up at him adoringly, even as the remnants of their passion still lingered between them.

	"That was nice," he whispered. One of his fingers touched her ear, running along the shape of the cartilage.

	"Stop that." Lorin brushed his hand away. "Not my ears."

	"Oh, get over yourself," muttered Elden, though in a playful tone.

	Lorin narrowed her eyes and looked like she was closer to doing the opposite and doubling down.

	"I wish you could have come to the wedding with us after all," he said, quietly.

	"So you wouldn't have to save my psyche from within the kestian?"

	"No," he said. "So you could have met Kenan. Seen the difference in the Remenai there. Not better or worse than the Verris Clan. Just different. Even things that we struggle with in ourselves can exist on a spectrum."

	"Maybe," she muttered.

	He kissed the top of her head and squeezed her closer. He was about to ask how much longer they had, but even as he began to phrase the question, he felt the dream starting to fade in answer.

	"I love you, Elden," whispered Lorin. "Don't take too long."

	"I won't."

	
Chapter 14

	Elden awoke to loud and unapologetic knocking at the monastery's front door. He nearly went to answer shirtless, still primed from sleep, before remembering the brand on his chest and doubling back to grab something to cover himself with.

	Blaire was already in the common room, seeming just as recently awoken. He felt a stirring within himself as he took in the sight of her, barefoot in a thin robe, hair messy, eyes bleary. She was so unguarded and beautiful that it left Elden craving their tiny rented room in Ashala with the shared bed.

	Too bad our host sold us out, he thought.

	"Morning, solas," said Blaire. She gestured to the door.

	"Morning aesta," he said. "I got it."

	He pulled the door open and found a breathless Merinian standing outside of it, one of the local guard rather than Sapphire's agents. Elden frowned, regardless, sensing the nature of his news.

	"The Verris Clan just arrived back on Ashala," he said. "A… skirmish broke out between them and the Merinian agents. Shots were fired but nobody's dead."

	"Gods dammit," muttered Elden. "As though we don't have enough on our plate right now."

	"We'll be down as quickly as we can make it," said Blaire. She came up next to Elden and touched his shoulder.

	The guard gave them a quick bow and was off again as fast as he'd arrived. Elden shut the door, balancing the need for haste against his desire for a morning.

	"How did you sleep?" he asked Blaire.

	"I struggled a bit…" she said, shaking her head. "Rhiannon has been… agitating me."

	"Is there anything I can do?"

	She smiled at that. "I'll let you know."

	Elden stepped closer to her and, on an impulse, pulled her into a hug. "I dreamt of Lorin last night."

	Blaire's smell was intoxicating, and she left her body open to him, pressing in without reaction even as Elden deepened the contact and planted a kiss on her cheek.

	"What sort of dream was this, solas?" she whispered.

	He thought of the pearl white bed, and the sex, and the memory of the dream seemed to reverberate through the early morning reality of his aesta in his arms. He kissed her again, lips traveling down to the lower edge of her chin near her neck.

	"A good dream," he muttered.

	Blaire cleared her throat. "I would be open to hearing more about it perhaps, ah, after we help out in town."

	"Of course, aesta."

	He reluctantly let his arms fall from her body. Blaire kept hold of his hands until just their fingertips were touching before finally pulling away.

	They set out as soon as they were dressed and armed. The morning was cold, with a light fog persisting beyond sunrise with surprising stiffness. Elden slowed as they approached Haven's End, the town still obscured by a soft veil of fading white.

	The conflict was understandable at a glance. Esaka and a dozen Verris Clan warriors had cordoned off The Ashflower Inn. Several of the second-floor windows were open, one with a Merinian leaning ever so slightly sideways to peer out with a gun in hand.

	Captain Stancher was outside, separate from the Remenai, standing alongside the runner he'd sent to get Elden and his aesta. Elden made his way over but kept a wary eye on both the Remenai and the inn-bound Merinians.

	"What happened?" he asked.

	"No idea what set it off," said Captain Stancher, with an irritated sigh. "Think it might just be the current state of the political tension. With the marriage between Lord Kenan and our departed Princess Risa dead in the water, I'm not sure either side has much patience left for the other."

	"Anyone shot or killed?" asked Elden.

	The guard captain shook his head. "Not yet. But I have substantial doubts about whether that will hold."

	Elden nodded and continued forward with Blaire close at his side. The Remenai recognized them both and didn't stop them as they approached Esaka. She was leaning on her spear and eyeing the inn with an unreadable expression, thin braids draped over one shoulder.

	"Lord Forger," she said, with a touch of disdain. "Maiden of Battles."

	"Esaka," said Elden. "How was your return journey from Ashala?"

	"Delayed, but comfortable." The leader of Clan Verris gave them both a suspicious, up-down glance. "I am rather surprised to see you both returned before me."

	The words or at all seemed to linger in the silent space that followed her observation.

	"Lord Kenan took sympathy on our circumstances," said Elden. 

	"It is good for you that he did," said Esaka, sounding displeased. "You are back on Sordavakos now, however, Lord Forger. You will respect the ruling Remenai here as you did there. This is our land."

	There was an edge to her voice that told Elden two things. The first was that she was just as tense and reactive as everyone else connected to recent events and the assassination, unsure of where she and her people truly stood. The second was that the brief flame of passion which had existed between them had been entirely snuffed out.

	He wasn't sure that was a bad thing. Esaka had seemed far more volatile and less trusting of both him and her own judgment when her emotions had been aflame.

	"What's happened here?" he asked, nodding to the inn.

	"I told them what they should already know," said Esaka. "To put their guns away and not to use them at all while guests of our island. One of them refused and made to test the jadhara, as so many of you Merinians seem keen to do."

	"What do you want from them now?" asked Blaire. "How can we resolve this?"

	"They need to leave," said Esaka. "That is all I will accept. My patience has worn thin. I will no longer harbor agents of Merinia working against my people."

	She let her eyes linger on Elden, as though daring him to ask whether he was included in that grouping. He sighed, well aware that he couldn't let the situation escalate.

	"I'll talk to them," he said. "I might at least get them to agree to abide by the jadhara."

	"Not enough," said Esaka.

	"That's between you and them," he said. "I'm only offering to get them to agree to what seems like a realistic compromise."

	He turned his back to her and walked to the inn's door. A sudden gunshot cracked through the air, the ball striking the ground in front of him. Elden glanced up at the window it had come from in time to see a Merinian agent take an arrow to the shoulder from the bows of one of the Remenai surrounding the inn.

	"Wonderful," he muttered.

	
Chapter 15

	The Merinians guarding the inn's common room stepped aside to allow Elden entry. Most of them were crouched low or standing away from the windows, the tension just as loaded and violent as the mood outside.

	"Who is in charge here?" asked Elden.

	"Lord Calloway has been giving the orders since he arrived," said the man. "He's upstairs."

	Elden nodded. He could also hear the pained moans of the injured man and whoever was treating them. It was a far more sobering atmosphere than the last time he could remember stopping by the inn to see Lorin just prior to leaving Sordavakos for Ashala.

	The floorboards creaked under Elden's boots as he entered the cramped room. The metallic scent of blood mixed with sweat hung heavy in the air. On the bed, a man lay face-down, his shirt torn away to reveal an arrow shaft protruding from his shoulder blade. Another Merinian agent was working with steady, methodical movements to treat the wound.

	Casey stood at the window, his fingers drumming against the wooden frame as he peered through a gap in the curtains. His usual polished appearance had given way to a wrinkled coat and beard stubble. Dark circles rimmed his eyes.

	"This is what happens when we let them surprise us and dictate terms," Casey muttered without turning around. "Gods. We should have had someone watching the incoming ships. We should have had more men to begin with."

	The wounded man groaned as the healer prodded the area around the arrow. Blood trickled down his back, staining the sheets beneath him.

	"Hold still," the man treating him commanded. "Arrow's in deep. A fool's move, taking that shot."

	Elden's brand pulsed beneath his shirt, responding to the charged atmosphere. The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to writhe and dance at the edge of his vision. He blinked hard, forcing himself to stay focused.

	"Esaka's patience has run out," he said. "The Verris Clan won't suffer you on Sordavakos much longer. You need to formulate an exit strategy."

	He found it surprisingly hard to keep his voice level, his thoughts constantly drawing back to Sapphire's words and Casey's reaction to his accusation the night before. 

	Why was he even bothering? A part of him wondered if simply washing his hands of the friction between the Merinians and Remenai would be the simplest path forward.

	Too many people will die if I let them start killing each other, he thought.

	"The king will want this island once he has a full understanding of what it represents," said Casey. 

	"It's not his for the taking," said Elden.

	"Says who?" 

	The bald Merinian lord held Elden's gaze in a dangerous way, and the encounter all at once felt like an extension of their previous standoff. The man with the arrow in his chest started moaning again and the man treating him swore under his breath.

	"He needs to have this wound cleaned and closed by a healer if he's going to have any chance," said the man.

	"You are the healer," said Casey.

	The man shook his head. "I've only done the barest treatments on the battlefield. Cuts and scrapes. Nothing like this. We need the healer on the ship or one from town."

	Elden saw an opportunity and couldn't resist angling Casey toward it. "The healer in town won't risk coming in here. Nor should he be expected to. This isn't a mess the locals have any interest in wading in to."

	"I would send for the one on our ship, except for the fact that any of my men leaving this inn will take an arrow to the chest," muttered Casey. "Lord Forger. I humbly request that you fetch this healer on behalf of your Merinian allies. You're still loyal to your realm, are you not?"

	The tone in Casey's voice made it a struggle for Elden to say yes, despite it being exactly what he wanted. "I'll fetch this healer for you. Nobody benefits from a man dying and a corpse being added into the equation."

	"Good," said Casey. "Perhaps we can set our differences aside after all."

	"Perhaps," said Elden.

	And perhaps not, he thought.

	Blaire and Esaka were waiting for him outside the inn. He explained the situation inside as the stalemate it was, along with the situation of the injured man.

	"We would not have much trouble waiting them out if we left this man to die," said Esaka. "His pained moans would keep them up. If he died, the smell would drive them mad."

	"Letting a man die, given the circumstances, seems like a bit much," said Elden. "He won't be returning to fighting strength any time soon. Why not show some mercy and see if it softens their position?"

	Esaka grunted. Blaire seemed pleased, if a little distracted.

	"I need to check in with my small students, solas," she told him. "This situation worries me, but so does so much else. Can you follow up and then watch over Lorin?"

	"That was more or less my plan for today," he said. "I'll see you later on."

	She squeezed his shoulder and set off down the street. Elden went the other way, toward where the ship the Merinian agents had come in on was sitting off to one side of the docks.

	A single lookout standing on deck came to the edge of the gangway as Elden approached. He seemed to recognize him, or perhaps simply reacted to the fact that he was a fellow Merinian dressed in a lord's clothing.

	"What's going on?" asked the lookout. "I heard a shot."

	"One of your men fired and subsequently took an arrow from a Remenai bowman," he said. "Lord Calloway wishes for me to send the healer to him, along with bringing some documents from his room on the ship."

	He spoke confidently, but was rather dubious about whether the ploy would get him access. Casey had come in on a different ship than the agents, from what he'd put together, but Elden assumed he'd be departing with them and had taken lodgings in one of the cabins.

	The lookout frowned and eyed Elden suspiciously. "Rubs me the wrong way that Lord Calloway is still acting like his orders supersede ours. You have word on whether he's in the king's favor as of now?"

	"I think he is," said Elden, with a smile. "Which is quite unfortunate for us all. But what can you do?"

	"Aye to that."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 16

	The healer departed the ship just as Elden was climbing aboard. He knew he wouldn't have long, as word of his perusal would reach Casey's ears shortly. He made his way to the cabins on the upper deck as though he knew where he was going and allowed himself in.

	"Grab what you need and be quick about it," said the lookout. "I doubt an ornery noble like Lord Calloway would prefer you taking liberties."

	"I'm sure he wouldn't," said Elden, with a smile.

	Elden stepped into the cabin, immediately struck by the rich mahogany paneling and brass fittings that marked it as officers' quarters. A velvet-cushioned window seat caught the morning light, its fabric worn thin from years of sea spray and sun.

	The space held little of Casey's presence — just a few items scattered about that suggested temporary occupancy. A trunk lay open, spilling silk waistcoats and embroidered jackets onto the floor in garish shades of purple and gold. Elden picked up one jacket, noting the gaudy golden buttons and excessive trim. The man's taste ran to the theatrical.

	He popped a crystallized date into his mouth from a small, waxed bag on the desk, savoring the sweetness as he rifled through the papers strewn across the surface. Navigation charts, ship's logs, nothing of interest until — there. A leather-bound journal wedged between two ledgers.

	Elden extracted it carefully, running his fingers over the artfully tooled cover. The binding was new, the pages crisp. It had to be Casey's personal journal, a realization which gave him a rush of anticipation. He flipped it open, scanning the neat script within. 

	To his disappointment, only the first few pages had anything, and it was all the simple details of his time on Sordavakos. Elden was mentioned a few times, but never with the historical context he'd hoped to uncover. Simple descriptions of Lord Forger's untoward behavior and how Casey harbored suspicions about him cavorting with the Remenai.

	The cabin door creaked. Elden whirled around, but it was just the ship settling against the dock. Breathing out, he gave the room one last sweep. His eyes settled on a small ribbon of violet hue halfway loose from the clothing trunk.

	He'd seen it before, touched it before. It was one of Elara's ribbons, the colorful kind that she'd always use to tie back her hair whenever she needed to clean a room or launder clothing.

	Strange how muted his reaction was, despite it tying together so much of why he wanted Casey Calloway dead. The fact that Casey might harbor lingering affection for Elara was irrelevant assuming he'd killed her by accident. At least, it should have been irrelevant.

	"Find what you need, Lord Forger?" asked the lookout, clearly impatient.

	"Yes, I did," he said.

	He left the ship and crossed the gangway back to the shore, no clearer on the path forward than he'd been beforehand. He needed to find Kessa and help Lorin, but it was all for naught if the situation between the Merinian agents and the Remenai devolved into open conflict.

	Sordavakos needed to stay out of any conflict between those two major powers. The island was too small and too humble to survive the type of blow that such a battle might inflict. With the kestian complicating matters, Elden felt increasingly doubtful that his hope, his vision of the future with his family once more happy and thriving, could ever be realized.

	He tried not to let himself get too discouraged as he walked up the trail back toward the monastery with no better plan for the rest of the day than to wait for his aesta and attempt another foray into the kestian. What else could he do? 

	Esaka didn't trust him. He didn't trust Casey. Lorin couldn't help him, and Kessa was actively working against him. His aesta was shouldering just as much of the emotional burden as he was, if not more.

	His mind was still awash with doubts as he came into view of home. Someone was waiting outside the monastery, and he ducked back into the trees out of an abundance of justifiable paranoia.

	But he relaxed as he recognized the visitor. Talia, Lorin's old friend and more recent rival, looked as though she was trying to decide between approaching the monastery and continuing on. He wondered how long she'd been like that for, whether she'd been standing there for a minute or ten, frozen by indecision and old memories.

	"Can I help you with something?" he asked, as he came over.

	She stiffened and whirled around, surprised. "Ah. I heard Lorin was… unwell. I wanted to see her."

	Aesta must have mentioned it to Esaka, he thought.

	"She's unharmed, but she hasn't woken up yet," he said. "I don't think she'd mind you seeing her."

	It was almost true. Elden wanted to think that Lorin wouldn't mind, or that a part of her might even appreciate a visit from an old friend even if their friendship had long since soured. In reality, she'd probably be furious. But he would have taken that reaction, too, over her remaining a still, sleeping doll.

	Elden brought Talia to Lorin's room and waited at the door. The Remenai woman did little more than sit at Lorin's side, not touching her, and not saying anything. He was respectful and saw no need to rush her, given his lack of anywhere else to be.

	"This… anger she feels toward me, toward all of the Remenai," said Talia. "I wonder sometimes if it's justified."

	"It is, and it isn't," said Elden. 

	"Yes. She has her reasons, but anger is also separate from logic, at times."

	"A fact which extends far beyond just you and Lorin's complicated relationship," he pointed out.

	Talia grunted, but it wasn't clear to him whether it was in agreement or amusement. She left shortly after, and Elden took her place by Lorin's side.

	He brought her some water to drink, but she barely downed two or three mouthfuls. Elden couldn't stop himself from wondering what they'd do if more than another day or two went by before they'd found a way to help her. She would begin to wither away. Would he and Blaire simply watch it happen?

	Would he carry her back into the kestian? Beg Kessa for help even if it meant trusting Lorin's body to the accursed dungeon already holding her soul? What would Lorin have wanted for herself?

	He sighed and took her hand into his, wishing there was more he could do.

	 

	
Chapter 17

	Blaire didn't return to the monastery that afternoon. Elden wasn't overly surprised, given how she'd been away from her students. It left him with some downtime that he didn't know what to do with.

	As much as he wanted to get back to exploring the kestian immediately, doing it both without his aesta's knowledge or accompaniment seemed hasty to the point of foolish. He forced himself to do the smart thing and wait, bide his time, try to think through how he'd approach his next journey underground.

	The monastery's shadows grew long and ominous as the sunset. It marked the return of his own visual ticks, the dancing tendrils along the edge of his vision. He lit his lantern and sat in the common room, feeling a little like he was a boy again, still afraid of the dark.

	But that wasn't exactly true. It wasn't a fear aimed directly at the dark itself, but at what it represented, the temptation it offered. Like hearing the call of a siren at sea, full of promises and potential. The brand seemed to burn, amused or even agreeing with his analogy.

	He moved through the monastery with aimless steps, trying to breathe and calm himself down. The wind was blowing hard outside, a shrill wail accompanied by the rattling of stiff branches and fallen leaves.

	A low rumble ran through the ground that could not be attributed to the wind or the dark. Elden recognized the cadence of the rumbles as another followed, and then another. He swore under his breath and ran for his weapons in his room.

	The shadow hound had come back. It hardly mattered whether it was there for them or if it was just there. Elden rushed into Lorin's room next, confirming that she was still safe, for the rather minimal time being.

	A horrible bang came at the front door, followed by scratching paws. Elden moved back into the common room, pre-aiming with his pistol. Another hard blow landed on the door, straining the form and hinges, and then it snapped open all at once.

	The shadow hound did not rush through — it was too large and bulky, not grown for the convenience of human shaped spaces. A flowing mass of shadow came through the door instead, slow and ominous as a storm cloud. 

	It quickly reformed into the monster, which took up most of the space in the common room and forced Elden back to the mouth of the hallway. He waited, wanting to fire, but sensing or at least hoping there might be another way.

	"What do you want?" he shouted. "Can you hear me, Kessa? Who am I speaking with? Answer me!"

	The shadow hound didn't answer. Its body rippled like ink in water, its form both solid and fluid at once. Red eyes pierced through the darkness, set deep in a skull-like face that seemed carved from obsidian. Its shoulders alone reached halfway to the monastery's ceiling, forcing it to hunch forward in an almost predatory stance.

	Elden's finger tensed on the trigger as he studied the beast. Their last encounter had proven bullets could harm it, but not kill it — at least not with normal shots. The creature had shrugged off body hits like they were nothing more than irritants.

	But this time felt different. The hound's presence seemed more... controlled. Deliberate. It wasn't rampaging through Haven's End or attacking indiscriminately. It had come straight to the monastery, straight to him and the prisoner he'd brazenly freed from the dungeon.

	The shadows along its flanks writhed and twisted, reminding Elden of his own newfound quirks. The brand on his chest pulsed with warmth, as if acknowledging the thought, tempting him to reach into the shadow and play the same game.

	The shadow hound's massive paws, each larger than dinner plates, shifted on the wooden floor. Claws that could tear through steel scraped against the boards. Yet still it made no move to attack, simply watching him with those burning eyes.

	"You can't have her," called Elden, baring his teeth like a hound himself. "I won't let you take her, monster."

	The shadow hound let out an ear-piercing snarl, filling the chamber with the strange heat and humidity of its breath. It reared back, preparing to charge. Elden fired his pistol, aiming for one of the monster's eyes. The ball took it closer to the snout, but the reaction was still encouraging, a yelp and a wince backwards.

	The monster recovered quickly, however, and seemed rather displeased by the move. Elden reloaded as quickly as he could. He managed it much as he had in his last encounter with the shadow hound, leaning into the way the shadows imbued his fingers with unusual and shocking speed.

	He fired again, this time striking the beast's flank as it rushed forward. It snapped its jaws at him. Elden ducked low and rolled sideways. The shadow hound knocked into him with one paw, sending him flying across the floor. He landed on the common room table and fell off it onto an unhelpful chair.

	He still had hope of quickly reloading again, but it evaporated as he realized his bag of brimpowder had fallen loose during his tumble. He drew his sword instead, forcing himself up as the monster began moving toward the hallway that would lead it past him and straight to Lorin.

	"Get away from her!" he shouted.

	He rushed it with his sword, sweeping into a slash that would have been obvious to a human opponent. The shadow hound moved away a few paces with surprising speed. Elden still landed his attack, the tip of his sword slicing a shallow trench between the monster's neck and shoulder. Shadow poured out of it, rather than blood.

	He pulled his weapon back, readying his next strike. He saw a dark blur, felt a blow land on his chest with enough force to strip his breath from his lungs and fling him airborne. His sword was no longer in his grip as he rolled to a bruised stop, though he had no recollection of letting go of it.

	He began pushing himself up only for another heavy blow from the monster's paw to land on his back, forcing him back down hard. The force knocked his jaw closed and he bit his tongue, tasting blood as pain from that injury and others clotted his senses.

	"No…" he muttered.

	Snarling, Elden tried to summon the shadows as he had on numerous occasions before, despite not knowing what to do with them, how to control his newfound power. It wasn't enough, and it wasn't his power to control against the shadow hound.

	He rolled onto his side, watching as the beast seemed to accept its victory and prepare for what came next. Elden felt around on the floor for his sword, heart racing as he sensed the gravity of the moment.

	The beast stalked forward, intent on delivering the final blow. Elden exhaled through clenched teeth, trying to seize control of the shadows, the hound itself, through sheer force of will. The hound paused, seeming to react to his efforts like it might have hesitated for a shouted command from its master.

	It blinked, eyes pulsing red, and let out a defiant snarl. Elden felt a sudden lurch in his chest and stomach, and each breath he took held the bite of cold winter air.

	He was at the monster's mercy.

	
Chapter 18

	He glared balefully at the shadow hound as it prepared for what would undoubtedly be the final blow of the fight. He thought of calling out to Lorin, trying to wake her and warn her. Pointless.

	The wind blew the door, which hung open in the wake of the beast's entry, forward against the wall. The noise kept Elden from noticing immediately that someone had entered at that same moment. 

	Blaire Haven rushed across the chamber, delivering a sliding slash to the monster's snout as she came to a stop in between it and Elden. She held her sword in hand, her true sword, Rhiannon.

	It wasn't fully empowered, or at least that was the assumption Elden’s eyes were drawing. The weapon gave off a faint orange hue, but nothing like the blinding glow he'd witnessed from it previously.

	Blaire glanced down at him as he started pulling himself up, surprised at his own lack of strength. His shadow sorcery was capable of sapping power from his opponents, and he found himself wondering if the hound's abilities were similarly oriented.

	"You will not have them!" snarled Blaire. "Leave my home. Contain yourself back within the kestian!"

	The beast blurred, swatting at her with one dark, shadow trailing paw. Blaire tried to counter it as though it were a sword slash. The blow landed against both her sword and her arm, knocking her sideways, though she managed to stay on her feet.

	Elden saw his pistol on the floor nearby. Reaching it and reloading became the only thing that mattered. He dragged himself toward it with as much speed as he could manage, gritting his teeth.

	His fingers closed around the pistol grip as he watched Blaire dance with the shadow hound. Her movements started precise and measured, but the beast's attacks came too fast, forcing her backward across the common room floor. Its claws left gouges in the wooden floorboards.

	Blood trickled down Blaire's arm where the first blow had caught her. She ducked under another swipe and brought Rhiannon up in an arc that should have bisected the creature's chest. The blade passed through with minimal resistance, leaving only a faint orange trail in the shadows.

	"Come on," Blaire growled. The Arc Blade's glow intensified, orange light spilling across the floor and walls. Her next slash carved a lasting wound in the beast's hide, and it recoiled with a howl that shook dust from the ceiling.

	Heat radiated from Rhiannon now, and Blaire's attacks grew wild, less controlled. She hacked and slashed with mounting fury, driving the shadow hound back toward the door. Each hit left burning gashes in its form.

	The shadow hound snapped at her face. She blocked with Rhiannon, but the force knocked her off balance. Instead of recovering her stance, she pressed forward with a savage yell, abandoning all pretense of defense. The Arc Blade blazed like molten metal as she carved chunks from the beast's shadowy flesh.

	Elden struggled to load a ball into his pistol, his hands shaking. He'd seen her like this only once before, right as they were leaving Ashala, in the palace. The orange light from Rhiannon cast harsh shadows across her face, transforming her features into something barely recognizable.

	"I will destroy you!" she boomed, voice wavering with unbridled fury. 

	The shadow hound reared back, snarling as it prepared for a massive strike. Blaire seemed to blur as she rushed forward, the only evidence for her making multiple slashes coming from the Arc Blade's orange after glow.

	All at once, the shadow hound lost its physical form. Elden could feel the shadow composing it in a way that left him wondering about the extent of his shadow sorcery. Without even trying, some of the essence of the monster gravitated toward him. He felt his body strengthening as it drank it in, like ice water down a parched throat.

	Blaire moved toward the door with quick steps, seeming intent on going after it. Elden struggled to his feet and caught her before she made it out into the yard, holding her back by the wrist.

	"Aesta," he said. "Let it go. You won't catch it before it reaches the kestian."

	"I will follow it into the kestian, then!" she shouted. "This has gone on for too long! I will not allow this accursed dungeon to torment our family for a moment longer! I will destroy the hound and the kestian both!"

	"Aesta!" 

	Elden resisted her efforts to shake him loose. He took her by the shoulders and tried to gently draw her back. She spun around, Arc Blade still in hand. The fury in her eyes was primed with more than just anger, a fluid tension that seemed to resonate and flicker against Elden's own brand.

	"We need to watch over Lorin," he said. "The beast won't be found by us if it stays above ground, and we can't take on the entire kestian ourselves if it retreats back into it."

	She surprised him, bucking with her shoulder and swinging the Arc Blade back to a state of rippling orange power.

	"I am not satisfied with a stalemate!" she shouted. "My patience has reached its limit. This ends tonight!"

	She still wore the gown which she'd presumably had on while checking in with her students at the school. He observed the full discrepancy between Blaire Haven, aesta, teacher, respected community member, and the unflinching, powerful Battle Maiden. 

	"Enough, aesta!" Elden scooped up his own sword, unsure why his hand felt like it missed it. Shadows swirled around him, and the brand burned as though offended on his behalf at not being listened to.

	"I seek only to secure our family's safety, solas," she said, in a cold voice. "Stand aside. Or else."

	He shook his head, moving around to stand between her and the door, which was still swinging on his hinges. He wasn't sure what she'd do. He knew she wouldn't attack him… would she? His confidence began to wane as he stared into an expression he'd never seen on her face before.

	"The kestian would like nothing more than for you to charge in without thinking," he said. "Impulsive. Eager. We need to be smarter than that."

	She stared at him, considering his point, or perhaps only trying to. She shook her head and made to brush by him. Elden grabbed her sword hand, thinking if he could simply get her to put the Rhiannon down, she might calm down.

	"Solas," she said. "Let go of my sword."

	"No." He let his fingers tighten, feeling the coldness of her hand and wondering if he was imagining the racing pulse of her heart he could sense through the points of contact.

	She tried to yank her arm back. Eldon held firm, falling a bit off balance from the movement. Blaire hissed and Rhiannon alighted with another pulsing glow. Elden pulled from the surrounding shadows, remembering how he'd used his sorcery to calm her the last time Rhiannon had possessed her within the Obsidian Palace.

	"You have no right to decide this for me!" snapped Blaire.

	"I care about Lorin and Kessa as much as you do!" he shouted back. "I won't let you put yourself and them at risk!"

	He coaxed the shadows into gently grasping Blaire, trying to work the Arc Blade out of her hand. She didn't seem to notice, which was no small blessing. Elden pulled her into what might have been an embrace, a hug, if not for the swords in both of their hands.

	His brand seemed to tingle with intoxicating warmth, resonating with Rhiannon with all too familiar humor. His aesta shifted in his arms, still holding her weapon tight, trying to twist sideways.

	He went with her, trapping her body against his. She was still smaller than he was, physically weaker, though it hardly mattered with how much her weapon usually amplified her power.

	They twisted off balance, falling to the floor together, wrestling and letting out little noises of frustration and effort. Elden wasn't sure if there was any specific trigger to announce the shift in the tenor of their conflict, but the shift happened, regardless.

	He was pressing down on his aesta, trapping the wrist of the hand holding Rhiannon to the floor. She bucked up against him, breathing heavily, a few beads of sweat visible on her forehead.

	"Solas," she whispered, voice softer, but no less serious.

	"Aesta…"

	He leaned his face toward hers, drawn by the heat of the current moment and the inevitability of the next. Their lips met with that same curious resonance, and all at once, everything shrunk down to two bodies rolling on the floor, a man, and a woman.

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 19

	"Oh," whispered Blaire. "Solas…"

	He kissed her again, feeling her lips meeting his eagerly. She'd let go of Rhiannon but still squirmed underneath him, though it was hard to tell to what end. The common room felt hot, borderline overwarm and brimming with tension.

	"Aesta," he said. "Put your sword away and I'll let you up."

	"Let me up first and we'll… discuss your behavior," she whispered.

	"Which part of it?"

	He kissed her again, unsure whether he could even make himself get off her. Her chestnut hair had come loose from its usual neat arrangement, spilling across the floor in wild disarray. 

	One of the silver streaks caught the lantern light, an ethereal line hanging across the side of her head. Her plain linen gown had twisted during their struggle, clinging to the curves of her body and riding up to reveal her shapely calves. He felt himself getting hard as he took it all in, the full extent of her disheveled beauty.

	"Solas," she said, a little more sharply. "This is not the time, nor the place."

	"Then when and where, aesta?"

	He kissed her neck and started touching her more freely. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, the fabric pulling tight across her breasts with each breath. A light sheen of sweat from their earlier exertion made her skin glisten. 

	Her lips were slightly parted, full and inviting, still red from their kisses. The usual stern set of her jaw had softened, replaced by something more vulnerable and wanting.

	Her dark eyes met his with an intensity that made his heart race. The familiar laugh lines around them only enhanced her beauty, telling the story of countless shared moments of joy and tenderness. One strap of her gown had slipped off her shoulder, exposing the elegant line of her collarbone and a tantalizing glimpse of what lay beneath.

	She shifted beneath him, the movement causing her gown to pull even tighter across her hips. The fabric was thin enough that he could feel the heat of her body through it. Her hands, still pressed against his chest, trembled slightly.

	"The brand…" she whispered. "Solas. You must control it, rather than be controlled by it."

	"Just as you control Rhiannon, aesta?"

	"That's…" 

	She broke off into a moan as he kissed her neck. Her hips bucked up against him, but it felt more like she was arching into the contact, rather than trying to buck him loose. Elden didn't know if he could tell the difference, however, if he even cared to try to. He was as hard as he'd ever been and he let her feel it, rocking his manhood against her body.

	"We need to slow down," Blaire whispered against his lips, but her hands slid up his chest, fingers tracing the muscles there. "The brand's influence... you must resist..."

	Her hips rocked up against him, completely at odds with her words. Her breathing came faster, chest rising and falling rapidly beneath the thin fabric of her gown.

	"Breathe, solas. Focus." She kissed along his jaw, nipping at his earlobe. "Don't let it control you."

	Her lips found his again, fierce and demanding despite her cautionary words. One of her legs hooked around his, pulling him closer. The thin fabric of her gown had ridden up further, exposing her thighs.

	Elden pumped against her, dry humping her with a level of soft friction that had them both moaning. Her fingers tangled in his hair, tugging him down for another deep kiss that completely contradicted her cautionary words.

	"We should stop." Her body arched up, pressing every curve against him. "This isn't... oh..." 

	Her voice seemed to thin out as she sucked in a breath gasp, and Elden cut her off completely with another passionate, greedy kiss. She moaned as he ground against her, her nails digging into his shoulders.

	The brand continued to let out strong pulses of heat, matching the rhythm of their bodies with oddly victorious energy. Blaire's hands wandered down his back, her touch growing more desperate even as she continued murmuring half-hearted protests.

	"Aesta!" he moaned. "Gods… I can't resist you anymore."

	"Solas, you have to…" She bit her lower lip, eyes half lidded. "You must… you need to…"

	She pulled him closer, kissing him hungrily. Her hips matched his rhythm now, grinding up against him with clear intent. The proper, controlled aesta was dissolving into something far more instinctual and wanton beneath him. He reached under her skirt and pulled her underwear down, expecting her to stop him. When she didn't, the brand surged with heat and elation.

	It wasn't the brand making him undo his own trousers, nor the brand that had him drawing out his cock like a hidden weapon on the field of battle. It wasn't the brand that set his hands on her thighs in a firm, dominant grip, spreading them open as far as they needed to be. It wasn't the brand he saw reflected back in his aesta's eyes as she blinked and came to a quivering understanding of what he intended.

	He sank his cock into her womanhood with no subtlety, no slowness, only the eager desperation of a man in search of hot release. Blaire gasped, eyes flickering shut, and then wrapped herself around him as though she was a trap and he’d just thrust himself right into the trigger.

	"Solas!" she cried. "Oh… True Divine!"

	"Aesta!"

	Their bodies moved in a savage, desperate rhythm, the sound of flesh against flesh filling the room. It was an epilogue to their earlier friction, the aftermath of all that tension and frustration and conflict.

	Blaire's nails raked down Elden's back, hard enough to leave angry red lines as she pulled him closer, deeper. Her legs locked around his waist, using her strong thighs to drive his thrusts even harder.

	"Solas!" she cried out again, burying her face in his neck. She bit down on his shoulder, hard enough to bruise, as if to punish him for the pleasure coursing through her body.

	Elden growled at the pain, tangling a hand in her hair and yanking her head back, baring her throat to him. He set his teeth against her pulse point, feeling her heartbeat fluttering wildly beneath his lips.

	"Aesta," he growled against her neck. "You feel… you're so tight… Rovahn's balls!"

	The coarseness of his words seemed to inflame Blaire more and she met his thrusts with equal ferocity, head thrown back, moaning like a virgin in heat. Her fingers dug into his flesh, holding on for dear life as he pounded into her.

	"I dreamt of taking you like this," he growled. "Of having you like this!"

	He pumped into her again, as though illustrating his point.

	"Then take me!" she hissed, against all decorum, against every notion of propriety. "Do it and be done! Take me hard, solas. So hard! Yes!"

	Elden obliged her with a grunt, muscles tensing and working as he pumped into her at a punishing pace. The brand thrummed on his chest, seeming to pulse in time with every thrust, urging him on like a dark heartbeat.

	The common room spun around with the two of them at its center, locked together in a frantic, angry coupling. This was nothing like their previous gentle touches, this was a battle, a desperate grasping for pleasure and release after too much time spent denying the tension that had been building between them for weeks.

	"Solas," Blaire whimpered, and he could feel her womanhood starting to quiver around him. "I'm… I'm going to..."

	"I'm close," he grunted, his hips stuttering in their brutal rhythm. "Oh gods! Aesta!"

	He came undone with a shout, spilling himself deep inside her just as her walls clamped down on him like a vice. They rode out their climaxes together, both of them shuddering and crying out in a tangle of limbs and sweat-slicked skin.

	In the aftermath, they both lay panting, the sound of their heavy breathing the only noise in the room. Elden was still inside his aesta, and he kept rocking his hips through the lingering, inversed glow of pleasure, like a dog running in its sleep. The brand on his chest pulsed once more, a contented little thrum of satisfaction, before falling still and quiet.

	He caught his breath only slowly, still stunned by what had just happened. Blaire recovered before he did, pulling her dress back into place and gently rubbing his shoulder as she regained her feet.

	"I should check on Lorin," she said.

	"Come to my room after," he said.

	Blaire looked at him, and for a moment, Elden thought she might be about to deny everything. But then, her expression softened, and he saw both his aesta's warmth and something that burned hotter staring back at him.

	"I will," she said.

	
Chapter 20

	Elden felt oddly distant as he lay in bed, waiting for his aesta. She didn't take long to arrive, but lingered at the door for a while, silhouetted by the starlight, before coming over to join him.

	"Oh, solas," she whispered. "That wasn't supposed to happen."

	"Much in life goes as such," he said. 

	He shifted sideways and started to sit up. Blaire joined him in bed before he could. It was only then that he realized she was naked, having completely discarded her dress and everything underneath.

	"How is Lorin?" he asked.

	"She took some water," said Blaire. "Gods… It's part of it, you know. I have so much fear for her and Kessa that simply having you close has become a desperate impulse. A twisted one too, perhaps."

	"Is this twisted to you?" he asked, with a touch of bitterness.

	Blaire slid closer to him, and he felt one of her nipples scrape across his shoulder, a hot, distinct bud. Her hand rubbed his stomach, fingertips teasing the top edge of his crotch hair.

	"An act can be twisted without lacking love," whispered Blaire. "It's when the boundaries fail. When one facet of who we are eclipses another. Solas, we're all twisted up."

	"I was worried," he said. "For you. For Lorin. For all of us. Aesta… the Arc Blade has a grip on you. Was this how it was during the Betrothal War?"

	She let out a long sigh, the kind of noise that bespoke old, unwelcome memories. "I suppose it was. Even before the war, from when I first began to draw from the weapon's power. It's much of the reason why I fear for you and Kessa as I do. The kestian is its own creature in terms of magical power, but similar in so many ways."

	"Can you resist it?" asked Elden.

	"I can, but only if I stop drawing on its power," she said.

	"Simple enough solution."

	"On paper, yes." She gave him a smile. "Like so many other things which should be simple… but somehow aren't."

	Her fingers slid lower, and he let out a groan as she let the tip of one start caressing the base of his cock.

	"So be it then," he muttered. "I'll wade through the complications alongside you if it means we can keep our family safe. You, me, Lorin, and Kessa."

	"The jadhara," whispered Blaire. "Nobody can ever know. Ever. This goes far beyond what might have happened between you and Lorin. For an aesta and her solas to do such things…"

	She let out a sigh that sent a crack through his heart. Leaning closer to her, Elden kissed her on the cheek and held her tight.

	"I won't tell a soul," he said. "Though once Lorin and Kessa have been freed from the kestian's influence, all of us should sit down and chat."

	The words felt so wishful, given how much was left to do, but he meant them. He wanted honesty and openness to be the foundation for whatever came next.

	"That's only fair," said Blaire.

	She planted another kiss on his chest and said nothing, going still against his side. Elden let out a slow breath, trying to exhale the excitement that had begun to build again when he'd realized she was naked. He'd already gotten enough from her for one night.

	 

	

	 

	The morning, however, arrived with soft touches and hot kisses. Blaire was underneath his quilt. One of her hands softly stroked his hardness, still primed and eager from whatever blissful dream he'd had and forgotten.

	"Aesta," he muttered.

	"Good morning, solas."

	The question of whether they would immediately go back to normal in the morning had received an answer in the best possible way. Elden felt Blaire's lips press against the tip of his erection and let out a glorious, pleasured moan.

	She slowly enveloped him, and it was all he could do to breathe as he felt the warm, wet caress of her mouth. She moved with an easy, sensual rhythm, taking him deeper into her mouth, tongue occasionally tickling against the bottom of his shaft.

	"I love it…" she whispered, pulling back for a moment. "Seeing you like this. It makes me feel so close to you, solas."

	Her words were like music to his ears, and he felt himself throb in her hand at the sound. Blaire smiled, noticing, and shifted forward to take him deep into her mouth once more. She moved a little faster, her lips creating a delicious friction against his sensitive skin.

	Elden couldn't help but watch, ensnared by the sight of his aesta pleasuring him so lewdly. Her eyes occasionally flicked up to meet his, full of love and adoration, yet tinged with a raw, sexual edge. He knew he wouldn't last long, not with her looking at him like that, fresh from sleep as he was.

	"Aesta." He touched her cheek and shifted up to lay down alongside him. "I want to feel close to you, too."

	"Mmm," she moaned. "How close, solas? What would help with that?"

	She lay down on her stomach and made a show of raising her hips into the air and wiggling around a bit. Elden shifted over her, letting his hands slide across her back and sneak around to cup and fondle her breasts.

	He got behind her and let his cock rest between her thighs for a moment, in awe of how beautiful she looked, hair messy, butt pushed up. They both groaned as he found the angle and slowly worked his cock into her womanhood from behind.

	The morning sun made the act feel real and raw in a way that hadn't pierced the veil of passion the night before. Blaire reached an arm back and Elden gripped it near the elbow, pulling her into him as he started pumping out a soft rhythm into her tight, wet pussy.

	The bed started tattling with its creaks, and the room was filled with the sound of their heavy breathing and the clap of flesh against flesh. Blaire's moans were music to his ears, and he reveled in the sensation of her tightness enveloping him.

	His hands roamed over her body, caressing her curves and worshipping every inch of her. Blaire pushed back against him, meeting his movements with her own, urging him deeper inside her. The intensity of their coupling increased, the bed protesting louder as it withstood their passion.

	Blaire's breath hitched, and she let out a shuddering moan as Elden shifted the angle of his thrusts, hitting that spot inside her that really got her going. He could feel her womanhood quivering around him, and he knew she was close to climaxing.

	Elden leaned forward, pressing his chest against her back, one hand reaching around to caress her breasts. His lips found the crook of her neck, sucking and nibbling at the sensitive skin. Blaire cried out in pleasure, her body trembling beneath him.

	The energy between them crackled like fire, hot and all-consuming. Their movements became wilder, more primal, as they lost themselves in the heat of their passion. Elden could feel the pressure building within him, his release fast approaching.

	"Come for me, aesta," Elden whispered hotly against her ear. "I want to feel you come."

	His words sent Blaire over the edge. "Oh gods! Solas!"

	She let out a fluttering whimper as her womanhood clamped down on him, her orgasm crashing over her. The feeling of her climax triggered Elden's own, and he buried himself deep inside her, spilling his seed in hot, potent bursts.

	They collapsed onto the bed together, a panting, sweat-slicked tangle of limbs. The room was heavy with the scent of their passion, and the bed had finally stopped its insistent creaking. Elden wrapped his arms around Blaire, holding her close as they both basked in the afterglow of their intense, primal encounter.

	"Quite the way to start the morning," he said.

	"I concur." Blaire reached her hand up to stroke his hair. "But the morning must start and must be our focus now. We have to reenter the kestian, solas. We're running out of time."

	"I know." He planted a kiss on the top of her head. "I'm ready."

	 

	 

	
Chapter 21

	Elden dressed slowly, still reeling from the intensity of his night and morning with his aesta. Life would never quite be the same, and his mind was still catching up to that reality, acclimatizing to it if not internalizing it.

	Blaire was his aesta, the same woman who'd cared for him from childhood and done everything for him when he'd been young and vulnerable. There'd been a gap in their relationship during his time in Hearthold, but he'd never expected passion and a lover's intimacy to be what filled it upon his return.

	There's no taking it back, he thought. We both made the choice to cross that line.

	He didn't regret it, which was a fact that both settled his heart and unnerved him. Intimacy between an aesta and her solas was a far more appalling breach of the jadhara than simply wearing or even firing a pistol.

	How much did that have to mean to him? He wasn't sure, couldn't say if the urge to brush off the gravity of that fact was logical or simply convenient. There was, by the standards of society, something distinctly wrong about what he and Blaire had done.

	Even by Merinian standards, their coupling would be considered unusual, perhaps even immoral. Elden scowled as he did up his buttons in the mirror, wishing he could shrug off all outside judgment and simply be happy.

	Why not? Here on Sordavakos, if I’m careful, that may well be an option.

	He shook his head, not denying the thought as much as trying to refocus on what mattered. Lorin and Kessa needed him and Blaire. Late night and early morning passion needed to step aside for the harsher realities of his current position. They needed to enter the kestian and excise whatever evil within was holding the rest of their family hostage.

	A knock came at the door. Elden tensed, sensing that nothing good could come from someone in town needing their time, given recent events. He pulled on his sword belt and pistol, which he'd made sure to reload, as he hurried out into the common room.

	Blaire was already at the door, frowning as she listened to Talia, who was speaking fast in Konokai. She touched Elden's shoulder as he came over.

	"She says that more Merinians have arrived," said Blaire. "Three ships of them in total."

	"Gods dammit," muttered Elden. "I need to see them. Three ships could mean many different things depending on what ships they are."

	The three of them hurried through the early morning fog, finding a place on the cliffside not far from the kestian itself to peer out over the cove. Elden felt what little hope he'd been harboring evaporate as he took in the sails of three proper warships, each heavily crewed enough for him to see a somewhat crowded deck even at a distance.

	"Thoughts?" asked Blaire.

	"At the very least, Rento seeks to suppress dissent," muttered Elden. "There is a not insignificant chance that they have orders to simply secure the island."

	"As in…?"

	Elden ran a hand through his hair. "Demand the Verris Clan surrender to their custody."

	"Which they would never do," said Blaire.

	"And Rento knows that. The request is simply to secure their refusal and give a semblance of protocol to the massacre that will follow."

	"These are your true thoughts as a lord of Merinia?" asked Talia.

	"Yes," he said. He looked at her, trying to impress the seriousness of the situation on her with his eyes. "Talia. Your people are in grave danger."

	"We're in just as much, solas," said Blaire. "After what happened on Ashala, Rento will want us captured, if not dead. We need to get Lorin and flee the monastery immediately."

	One of the three ships already had the gangway out and Merinia's finest soldiers were busy stretching their legs as they came onto the pier.

	"You're right," he said. "Gods. As though we didn't have enough to deal with already."

	"Verrisai," said Talia. "We can protect her there."

	Elden glanced at Blaire, somewhat buoyed to see her expression sharing in his uncertainty. As far as he'd come with Esaka in terms of trust and tribulations, he wasn't certain that they'd still have full agency if they placed themselves within her power.

	What was the alternative? Bringing Lorin into the kestian, maybe. But that would be trading a figurative demon for a literal one. Elden scowled and nodded his head.

	"Let your mother know that we're heading that way with Lorin," said Elden.

	Talia split off into the forest. Elden and Blaire hurried back to the monastery. On top of Lorin, there was a fair amount of packing to do in terms of supplies and bringing along the essentials.

	The hike to Verrisai was straightforward, but not easy. Elden would be carrying Lorin, which left Blaire carrying the bulk of their supplies. It forced them to choose what they needed carefully, performing triage on their most cherished possessions.

	"What was that?" said Blaire, calling out to him from her room.

	"What was what?" asked Elden. He stilled his movement and thought he heard a light scraping at the door.

	The screech of glass shattering assaulted his ears as a bundle of burning cloth wrapped around a rock came crashing through the largest stained-glass window in the monastery. It landed on the common room table, leaking oil and spreading flame onto a surface that suddenly seemed primed to ignite.

	"Aesta!" He ran forward and began batting out the fire with his cloak. "We have to go! They're here!"

	The destroyed stained-glass window was the same one he and Kessa had chipped as children, and seeing it with a jagged gash in its center was like seeing a piece of his childhood crumble. Elden wanted nothing more than to march outside with his pistol, his sword, his sorcery, and do battle.

	But Lorin needed him more than he needed vengeance. He hurried to her bed and scooped her up. The king's forces had begun forcing the door and he knew it wouldn't last long.

	"We need to move as fast as we can." Blaire wore leather armor and leggings, along with her sword and a traveling pack large enough for the both of them. "We'll go out through the back but we need to hurry from the start."

	"I'm ready," he said. "I'll carry Lorin first. Aesta… if any of them get near enough to take a shot."

	"I'll stop them if they do, but I won't slow down otherwise." She took his hand and squeezed it. "We'll make it to Verrisai, solas."

	Another flaming bundle crashed through the stained-glass window. They didn't have time to try to put this one out as it began smoldering against the side of one of the monastery's walls.

	We can rebuild, he thought. Assuming we survive the next few days.

	 

	
Chapter 22

	They left the monastery through the back door, moving as quickly as possible. Three Merinians were waiting for them, two with pistols and the third with a long halberd. Elden swore under his breath, heart sinking, momentarily forgetting who he had on his side.

	Blaire slashed down one of the gunners in the same movement she used to draw her sword. The other one shouted something and fired, but Blaire was faster, cutting into his wrist and ruining both his shot and hand.

	The man with the halberd also shouted and rushed forward, trying to slam the point of his weapon through Elden. He spun sideways, unable to attack with Lorin still in his arms. Blaire was there in an instant, slashing at throat level and nearly severing the man's head.

	"Move!" snapped Elden. "They'll have heard the shot."

	They rushed into the forest, hearing more soldiers giving quick pursuit. The trail leading to the monastery from Haven's End was easy to follow, but the trail from the monastery to Verrisai was far trickier. It was that fact alone that allowed them to slowly put distance between themselves and their attackers.

	The Merinians seemed to realize this truth as well after a few minutes. Elden ducked with Lorin on his back as a salvo of musket shots hissed overhead. 

	"True Divine," he muttered. "Aesta? Are you all right?"

	"Fine," she said, also on the ground next to him. "Are you managing well enough with Lorin?"

	His shoulders and calves were burning from the weight, but he wasn't about to admit it. "She's so light. All the more reason why we have to have her awakened and eating again."

	"Gods yes," muttered Blaire. "As soon as possible."

	They set off at a fast, but bearable pace. The Silent Forest lived up to its name, swallowing even the sound of their footsteps as they moved deeper into its depths. Its ancient trees towered above them, branches twisting together to form a canopy that filtered the morning light into eerie patterns. It felt like entering a separate realm, one which was unbothered by their petty squabbles and violence.

	Elden's back ached from carrying Lorin, but the pain felt distant compared to the weight of his thoughts. Princess Risa's death had shattered any hope of peace, at least not in the coming years. He'd witnessed the rage in Kenan's eyes, the swift descent into violence on the streets of Ashala. Now the king's response to that fury had followed them home to Sordavakos.

	A cool mist clung to the forest floor, making the ground slick and treacherous. The weather matched his mood — grey and oppressive, with dark clouds threatening rain above the canopy. Each step required careful consideration, and Elden found himself grateful for the countless times he'd traversed these paths as a child.

	"Lord Kenan will have a response to this," said Blaire. "As terrifying as it is to have Rento's forces gathering here on Sordavakos, it's just the beginning."

	"More than likely, yes," he said. "Rento will use this as an excuse to crush the Verris Clan and any other Remenai that get in his way. Kenan was already consolidating ahead of war in Ashala."

	The thought of Sordavakos caught between the two powers made his chest tighten. Haven's End's neutrality, already strained, wouldn't survive an all-out war between Merinia and the unified Remenai clans.

	He adjusted Lorin's weight on his back, her shallow breathing the only sign she still lived. The brand on his chest pulsed with each step toward Verrisai, perhaps sensing how the desperate tension fed into his emotions and mood.

	Esaka's scouts found them a minute or two before the village actually came within view. They were wary, but more or less sympathetic, seeing Lorin and understanding their urgency if not their situation.

	The scouts led them through the outskirts of Verrisai, past gardens thick with medicinal herbs and homes built into the massive trees. Elden's shoulders burned from carrying Lorin, but he refused to let anyone else take her. The brand on his chest pulsed with growing intensity as they approached the village center.

	Esaka emerged from her dwelling, her face a mask of barely contained rage. She wore traditional Remenai battle dress, complete with an intricate looking spear in one hand. The sight made Elden's stomach clench — he'd seen that particular expression once before, right before she'd ordered his imprisonment.

	"You dare come here?" Her voice cut through the morning mist. "Seeking, what? Refuge from your own king? Why should I trust someone viewed as untrustworthy by their own kind?"

	"Esaka, please." Elden shifted Lorin's weight, his arms trembling. "This is bigger than any of us. King Rento's forces will come here next, and you might well want our help when they do."

	Her eyes narrowed, focusing on Lorin's limp form. For a moment, something softened in her expression, but it vanished quickly beneath renewed anger. "And why should I not throw you to the dogs, Merinian? Why let you make your stand with us?"

	"Because we are victims of Rento's schemes as much as you are," said Blaire, stepping forward. "Moreover, it hardly matters. He's sent enough men, enough guns, to make how we choose to make our stand almost irrelevant."

	Esaka seemed to consider Blaire's words begrudgingly, but still shook her head. Surprisingly, her partner, Iskar, stepped forward. Elden had experienced friction with the man before, to say the least, but from what he could tell he seemed to be arguing on their side, whispering to Esaka and gesturing with a grim expression.

	"…So be it," said Esaka. "If what I have heard of our situation is true, giving you a hut for a day will make no difference to anything. Together or apart, our end comes for us, Blaire Haven and Elden Forger."

	She stomped off, numerous Remenai following in her wake. Talia led Elden and Blaire to a small hut on the edge of the village. Elden still had vivid memories of his last visit, namely his escape and the intimacy between him and his aesta that had come before it.

	He set Lorin down on a cot within the hut and pulled up a chair to sit at her side. Talia brought water, and Blaire made another ill-fated attempt at getting Lorin to drink.

	"Seta," she whispered. "We need you awake now, as much as ever."

	Elden took Lorin's hand, wishing there was more he could do. Talia left the hut's entrance, and Elden and his aesta stayed by Lorin's bedside, holding their silent vigil.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 23

	Much of the day passed without much happening. Elden stayed in or around the hut, while Blaire remained directly at Lorin's bedside. The Remenai still went about their lives, baking bread and working animal hides, though many were also sharpening spears or making arrows.

	They received food for the midday meal, flatbread with thin strips of wild pork and pickled vegetables. Elden noticed that Blaire didn't eat and tried to nudge her in that direction.

	"We need our energy, aesta, just as Lorin does," he said.

	"What we need and what she needs is an end to the kestian and its accursed influence," said Blaire.

	"We could have that and still be shot to death by the days' end," he said.

	"Gods, solas, why make such a dark point?"

	"To balance out the other," he said. "It’s unlikely that we'll find an answer to either problem, so why focus too much on one over another?"

	She sighed and didn't smile.

	The afternoon began to wear on and the absence of action on the behalf of the newly arrived Merinian force became increasingly conspicuous. Elden went looking for Esaka to ask what her scouts had seen, but she found him first. From her expression, Elden knew her news boded poorly even before she spoke.

	"The other pompous Merinian lord is approaching our village," she said.

	"Casey Calloway." Elden swore under his breath. "He'll have terms of surrender for us, I would expect, if he comes alone."

	"What is to stop us from taking him again?" snapped Esaka. "Shaving more than his hair this time?"

	"It would change nothing other than lending their actions greater justification," he said. "Hear him out, if only to deny the invading force just cause."

	"You will join me at this meeting." Esaka spoke the words as a command, rather than a request, but it was exactly where Elden wanted to be.

	He nodded and they walked together to the edge of the village. Casey smiled when he saw Elden, projecting confidence if not outright good spirit. Esaka bared her teeth at him before speaking.

	"Merinian," she said. "You bring your force to my island. What is it you want? Why do this thing?"

	"I do nothing," said Casey. "I simply obey the orders of my king. He's taken an interest in this island and those on it."

	He eyed Elden as he said the last few words in a manner that only highlighted the danger they were in.

	"Your king's interest is of no concern to me!" snapped Esaka.

	Casey let out a patronizingly cruel laugh. "There's an expression among my people. Don't flip the board simply because you lost the game."

	Esaka made to surge forward as though intent on flipping something in reality in place of analogy. Elden touched her arm, not quite holding her back.

	"His goal is to make you angry," he whispered.

	She closed her eyes for a moment, took a breath, and nodded.

	"Make your demands," said Esaka, voice low.

	Casey seemed a bit disappointed by her curtness, but he pressed on. "You will surrender Lord Forger to me, along with the Battle Maiden, and then lay down your arms. The Merinian force which just landed on Sordavakos is more than three times the size of your clan, and armed with guns. You can't resist us."

	"I think otherwise," said Esaka.

	She glared at Casey balefully and then surprised Elden by stomping off back into the village. It left him with a moment alone with a man he still wanted dead. His hand itched, and the brand burned, and his pistol seemed conspicuous in its holster. He had questions about Rento's intentions, but none of them came out when he made to speak.

	"Was it you, Casey?" he asked instead.

	Lord Calloway hesitated before seeming to shake his head, affecting a denial. Elden's heart pounded, and his brand burned dangerously hot.

	"Was it me…" repeated Casey. "Gods, Elden. You're letting events from years past consume you. Sapphire certainly planted her seeds with her whispers in your ear, even if she never lived to reap the harvest."

	"Answer the question." Elden held the other man's gaze with cold eyes even as the brand threatened to overwhelm him with heat.

	"What question?" snapped Casey. "What are you even asking? Did I seek to murder someone who I loved? Or did I make a mistake?"

	He grimaced and ran his hand down his face and seemed to sink in on himself. Elden waited, feeling suddenly numb.

	"We were all children," muttered Casey. "She was just a girl. Gods… I mourn her just as you do, Elden. This series of events you've constructed in your mind, even if it were true. Even if I had been trying to poison you, infuriated by losing what should have been mine... Even if she tasted it in your place… Would that really make it my fault?"

	Elden said nothing.

	"You think, had that been the case, I wouldn't have relived the mistake over and over again." One of Casey's hands squeezed into a tight fist, knuckles whitening from the pressure. "Every night, near enough, for years on end! Years! Had that been the case, to make such a mistake… it would have marked me forever."

	Casey dropped his gaze. Elden felt an urge to draw his pistol and fire, but it was a stillborn impulse.

	"My aesta and I refuse your terms," he said. "We shall see you and the king's army on the field of battle."

	"So be it," said Casey. "You'll have your chance, Lord Forger. And I'll have mine."

	He turned and stalked off, braver than Elden would have expected. Four Remenai archers had arrows aimed at his back, and he didn't necessarily put it past Esaka to shoot a man down out of pettiness.

	Casey's confession, if it could truly be taken as such, left him with a complicated mixture of emotions. He still wanted to kill him, or at least, he wanted vengeance. Such a nebulous concept in the real world. He wanted to have that cold rage back, but in the face of his memories of what it had been like to be that young, that carefree, that intoxicated by love…

	He understood too much about himself to not understand Casey. For Elden, at least, understanding a man got in the way of killing them. As though all the sudden, there was a line in between.

	"I miss you," he whispered to the trees. "But it's past time I let you go."

	He turned and walked back into Verrisai, where the finest warriors of a proud Remenai clan were preparing for what might be their final battle.

	 

	
Chapter 24

	A group of older Remenai women stood around the entrance to the hut which Elden had left Blaire and Lorin within. He swore under his breath, fearing the worst as he drew in close.

	"What's going on here?" he asked.

	Blaire was still sitting next to Lorin's cot, with Talia frowning with folded arms slightly behind her.

	"These Remenai women remember Lorin's mother," said Blaire. "They came to see her when they heard she'd fallen ill."

	"They wish to light incense for her," said Talia. "It is a scent her mother was involved in making. We rarely make it anymore as it’s fallen out of fashion. Many years since the last batch."

	"I had no objection," said Blaire, with a sigh. "But I thought she might, given the depth of her anger toward that side of her heritage."

	Elden nodded, seeing her point, but also feeling a bit annoyed by it. "If she has a strong preference toward not smelling Remenai incense, then maybe she should wake up and let us know."

	He'd meant it as a joke, but almost as soon as one of the old Remenai biddies lit the incense stick and the fragrant smoke began filling the hut, Lorin began stirring noticeably. She let out a groan and leaned her head one way, and her face shifted into an odd expression.

	"Get it closer to her nose." Elden took the incense and brought it so the cherry hot tip was almost tickling Lorin's nostril.

	"Solas!" said Blaire. "Be careful with that. She's going to…"

	Lorin suddenly wrinkled her nose, sucked in a breath, and sneezed. It was as though the spell had been broken, or at least dampened. Her eyes came open with the slowness of oversleep.

	She smiled when she saw Elden and Blaire, but it quickly hardened into the defensive side of herself she reserved for the Remenai as she took in more of her surroundings. Elden set the incense down in the holder and crouched next to her, taking her hand.

	"Nice to see you," he said.

	"You too," muttered Lorin. "But why here? True Divine, why would you ever take me here?"

	"Why not?" snapped Talia. "It's done you far better than sleeping in your bed in your pretty little church."

	She came forward and got right in Lorin's face, which felt a bit unfair, given how weak Lorin still seemed. Lorin seemed determined to match the intensity of her former friend.

	"I would have… woken up anyway," she muttered. "That smoke. It's so familiar. What is it?"

	"It was your mother's favorite incense," said the old Remenai woman.

	"You… knew my mother?"

	"I did, child," said the old woman. "If you would set yourself aside for long enough to be humble, I would be open to telling you much about her."

	The woman didn't wait for such a humbling to occur, instead turning and leaving the hut. Talia stayed, however, arms crossed, but at least some concern remained evident in her expression.

	"You can go, too," muttered Lorin.

	"And if I choose not to?" asked Talia. "Will you attack me, like you did in the kestian?"

	Lorin groaned and shifted on her cot. "Too tired for that."

	"Seta, she came by while you were still asleep at the monastery," said Blaire. "To visit you."

	Lorin glanced away. "Why… would you do that?"

	"Why not? Not all of us are so completely fenced in by our pride." Talia dropped her gaze, expression growing more serious. "I thought of what a shame it would be if you never woke up and we never got the chance to be closer to what we once were."

	Lorin was silent for several tense, foreboding seconds. "…What's the scent of that incense?"

	"Sandalwood," said Talia. "We might be able to find more."

	"I'd like to have some to… take home with me," she whispered.

	Lorin was in and out of sleep for the next few minutes. Elden stayed with Blaire and Talia, savoring what felt like progress even if it was only temporary. He took Blaire aside and they stepped outside.

	"We can't stay here and wait for King Rento's forces to overrun us," he said.

	"Where else could we go?" asked Blaire. "They'll have Haven's End held tight in their grasp, along with the harbor. This island is not large enough for us to hide out on, nor fertile enough for us to endure a longer siege."

	"I know," said Elden. "Which is why I think we shouldn't make our stand here."

	Blaire nodded slowly. "The far doors within the kestian. Esaka would need to be convinced to send at least some of her people through along with us. I doubt we would last long carrying Lorin between us indefinitely."

	"She could wake up again," he said, hopefully.

	"She hasn't been eating for at least a few days," said Blaire. "Even if she came fully alert and had a meal, I doubt she'd be in the best state for traveling. Especially not through the kestian."

	"Then we convince Esaka of the only reasonable path forward."

	Blaire nodded, but her expression was clearly dubious. They found the Remenai leader overseeing a group of Rem making arrows, whispering with Iskar, neither seeming pleased by the days' events.

	"What do you want, Lord Forger?" asked Esaka. "Please be quick.

	"We have to leave Verrisai," he said.

	"I am not preventing you from leaving."

	"All of us." Elden spread his arms. "Your warriors. The rest of your people. The Merinians know exactly where we are and will be moving to surround the village. There won't be any getting past their guns if we sit here and wait for that to happen."

	"Then we won't sit and wait," said Esaka. "We will attack them first. Take them unaware and finish this."

	"You wouldn't even get the chance to start it," muttered Elden. "Don't be a fool."

	"What would you suggest instead?" she asked, voice cold, but not completely dismissive.

	"The kestian."

	She shook her head and let out a genuine and dark laugh. "You are as your sister is now, Elden Forger. Completely immersed in this thing."

	"You haven't seen what I've seen," said Elden. "Through the kestian's far doors, we could escape without your people losing any more lives than it takes us to secure the entrance."

	"Leave our homes, our island? Our way of life?" Esaka let out a derisive snort. "You ask us to die one death to avoid another."

	"Quit being so dramatic!" he snapped. "You could come back. The Merinians won't stay here forever if the island's empty of opponents. They'll leave a small group to secure and perhaps study the kestian and move the rest elsewhere along the Shattered Isles."

	He saw more of a plan coming to shape as he said it aloud, and so did Esaka. She didn't immediately have a rebuttal, instead looking off into the forest as though she could already see gunners in the distance.

	"We fight them every step of the way," said Esaka.

	"Unfortunately, you'll have to," said Elden. "We've already wasted enough time."

	She nodded and hurried off one way, while he went the other.

	 

	
Chapter 25

	Blaire was holding Lorin's hand within the hut. It seemed as though Lorin was back asleep at first, but she let out a small noise and fluttered her eyes half open as Elden entered.

	"We're leaving the village," he said.

	"For where?" asked Blaire.

	He didn't say it. He didn't have to.

	"It may save lives," he said.

	"It may also deliver them into the kestian's palm," said Blaire. "Think, solas. What would the dungeon like most?"

	"Gods," he said, with a frustrated sigh. "It's not like we can place the kestian's wants and needs highest on our priority list, aesta."

	"You didn't answer the question, but I'm fine with helping you along like I would my students," she said. "The kestian feeds off the expended essence of those within. A battle, between the Verris Clan and Rento's forces, would be ideal. The more dead, the more wounded, the better."

	"Then we should move quickly and make sure the Verris Clan gets in and out before the Merinians realize what we're doing. Lorin, can you walk?"

	"I can walk," muttered Lorin.

	At the very least, she made a great show of trying, flipping the quilt off her as though it were a lead mat, one arm flopping downward as she tried to shift herself sideways. Elden stooped to offer her a shoulder. She managed to rise with him all but lifting her up, and though she could take slow steps, it simply wasn't practical.

	"I'll carry Lorin on my back," he said. "You'll have to load up your traveling bag again, aesta."

	Blaire sighed. "Yes, of course. For our journey back into the kestian. The same depths of which we just rescued seta from."

	She looked at Lorin with a mother's concern and a worrier's premonition. Elden shifted her onto his lap and bounced her a bit to rouse her.

	"Hey," she muttered. "Hold… still you fiend."

	Blaire chuckled and Elden leaned in to give her a kiss on the cheek, an act made tricky by Lorin's added weight.

	"We'll make it through this, aesta," he said. "We'll come back to the monastery, fix the window, and things will be simple and boring again."

	"Yes," said Blaire, absently. "I'm sure we will."

	The pace at which Esaka organized the Verris Clan and began the evacuation impressed Elden. Convincing her had been more of a task on his end than the convincing Esaka apparently needed to do amongst their people to have them moving.

	The Remenai moved with a practiced urgency, gathering what possessions they could carry. Women with faces hardened by years of resilience packed simple but essential belongings into leather satchels and woven baskets. 

	They moved quickly, grabbing dried meats, bundles of herbs, and carefully wrapped keepsakes. Children, some no older than five or six, helped where they could, carrying smaller items or clutching their mothers' skirts.

	Esaka's voice carried above the organized chaos, directing the warriors to ready their bows and spears. The warriors, tall and lithe, fast and serious with their movements, stood in disciplined lines as they checked their weapons. 

	Arrows were bundled and distributed, each warrior ensuring their quivers were full. Spears, their tips gleaming with a deadly sharpness, were inspected and strapped to their backs.

	The Remenai worked together seamlessly, a stark contrast to the disorganized panic he had witnessed in other places during times of crisis. There was an unspoken understanding among them—the knowledge and acceptance of the threat they faced and what it might take for them to persevere.

	As Blaire returned with her traveling bag packed, she exchanged a glance with Elden. They both knew that this was not just about escaping Rento's forces but about surviving the kestian once more. Elden shifted Lorin's weight on his back, feeling her weak grip around his shoulders.

	"We need to move soon," he said to Blaire.

	She nodded. "Esaka is almost ready."

	Elden felt a mix of apprehension and resolve as he watched the Verris Clan finishing the last of their work. This was not an ideal plan by any means, but it was their best chance for survival.

	Is that the truth? Or the kestian whispering in my ear?

	He swore, feeling the brand warm to the thought in both a figurative and literal sense. They might be walking into a trap that he had, as the kestian's oblivious and unwilling servant, perfectly orchestrated.

	Or the Merinians could be waiting for them, expecting them to run. They'd be just as dead surprised by one trap as the other, or with both stacked in a pile. The only path with any real chance of survival was the one that led them forward.

	"Are you ready?" Esaka came over to them with Talia at her side. "We will not slow for you if you fall behind, Lord Forger."

	"I will help them if they fall behind," said Talia, narrowing her eyes at her mother.

	"She's not that heavy," he said. "I can manage."

	"Not that heavy?" muttered Lorin.

	"What I meant to say is that you're surprisingly light." He let the hand holding her thigh like a backpack strap dig its fingers in with a teasing squeeze.

	"That's… even worse," muttered Lorin. "I'll have my revenge for this."

	"I hope you do," said Elden.

	"Solas, seta," said Blaire. "We're setting out. Save your breath for hiking."

	They set out as a large, but organized group. Elden moved as silently as he could, Blaire at his side, the Verris Clan all around them. Each step through the forest felt like a delicate balance between speed and stealth. The shadows of the trees seemed to reach out, pulling them deeper into the dense foliage.

	Lorin’s weight on his back was both a comfort and a burden. He adjusted his grip, feeling her breath against his neck, steady but weak. Blaire's presence beside him was a constant reassurance, her movements fluid and precise despite the tension that crackled in the air.

	The forest around them was alive with sounds — the rustle of leaves, the distant call of birds, and the soft padding of their own feet on the forest floor. Elden kept his eyes forward, every muscle tensed for any sign of danger. His heart beat in time with the hurried pace they set.

	Esaka led the way with an air of authority that seemed as complete as ever. Her warriors followed in disciplined silence, their faces set with cold expressions. Elden admired their resilience even as he feared what awaited them.

	An hour passed in the quiet rhythm of the forest, slow hiking with frequent stops to look and listen. Elden slowed his steps as the dense trees gave way to sparser foliage and then to open ground that led towards the cliffside. He could see the cliff above the kestian’s entrance in the distance, its ominous presence a stark reminder of their destination.

	The ground around the area was dead, and it seemed as though the corruption had spread much further than what he remembered. The grass was brownish and even black in places, with the trees taking on a greying quality across their bark. An ominous sign, though not one that would deter them.

	Elden gestured for Blaire to halt and looked back at Esaka, who raised a hand to signal her warriors to stop. The entire group stilled, their breathing heavy in the quiet night.

	From their vantage point at the edge of the cliffside, Elden could make out figures moving far below—Merinian soldiers. There weren't many, perhaps a half dozen in total, but they were clearly patrolling the area around the kestian's entrance. The sight made his heart pound faster.

	"We'll have to deal with them quickly," Blaire whispered, her eyes scanning the terrain below. "There will be more in Haven's End, perhaps already on the way up or into the forest."

	Elden adjusted Lorin's weight on his back and turned to Esaka, keeping his voice low. "How many can your archers take down before we move in?"

	Esaka's eyes glinted with confidence as she assessed the Merinian soldiers below. "All but the two on the far side of the trees."

	Elden nodded. He shifted his gaze back to the soldiers, their movements deliberate yet unaware of the threat lurking above them.

	Blaire moved closer, her eyes narrowing as she observed the enemy positions. "Once your archers take their shots, we'll need to move fast to deal with the remaining two. Then it's just a matter of getting down and into the kestian."

	"It's no small feat with this many people needing to make the climb," said Elden. "If even one of these men manages to get away and warn the rest of Rento's forces, our plan falls apart."

	"Then we best make sure they die quietly," said Esaka.

	She signaled her archers with a series of quick hand gestures. The warriors moved into position with practiced ease, their bows drawn and arrows nocked. Elden's heart pounded in his chest as he watched the archers take aim, though his brand burned with a contrary anticipation and eagerness.

	The archers loosed their shafts in unison and every single one flew true. Elden watched four men collapse, three of them barely making a noise, and the fourth only managing a pained gasp before breaking off into wet gurgles from the arrow piercing his neck.

	It was enough to alert one of the men, who quickly signaled the other. Elden shifted Lorin over to his aesta, sensing the need for haste. Esaka had her knife out and was taking a hands on approach, already hurrying along the tree line to cut off one of the men.

	Elden went after the other, breaking into a low sprint as he saw the Merinian soldier catch sight of their group's number and increase his pace. The soldier gained ground on him across the first hundred feet, but Elden knew the terrain, and step by step, he closed the distance.

	Except… that wasn't enough. He realized the problem as he came into pistol range and reached down for his weapon. On an island as small as Sordavakos, a gunshot would likely be overheard in Haven's End. He couldn't risk it, but he couldn't let the man get away, either.

	Elden's pulse quickened as he closed the gap between himself and the Merinian soldier. His breath came in shallow, controlled bursts, each step deliberate. He reached out, fingers just brushing the soldier's back.

	I can't let him get away.

	A dark tendril of shadow unfurled from his chest, the brand flaring hot against his skin. Elden’s control wavered, but he pressed on, urging the shadows to obey his will. They snaked forward, wrapping around the soldier’s legs and pulling him down with a startled yelp.

	Elden closed the distance in an instant, falling on top of the struggling man. Shadows writhed and twisted, seeping into every crevice and orifice. The soldier's eyes widened in terror as the darkness crept over his face, filling his mouth and nose.

	"No!" Elden gasped, trying to reel it back in.

	The shadows didn't listen. They tightened their grip, squeezing the air from the soldier's lungs. The man's thrashing weakened as his face turned a sickly shade of blue. Elden could feel the life draining from him, a visceral connection through the brand that made his skin crawl.

	Stop! I don't want this!

	The shadows ignored him, drinking in the man's essence with an insatiable hunger. Elden's own breath hitched as he felt a perverse satisfaction emanating from deep within—the brand’s delight at its feast. It reveled in the man's suffocation, each dying gasp resonating through Elden’s core.

	Finally, the soldier lay still, eyes glassy and lifeless. The shadows retreated reluctantly, leaving behind only a hollow shell. Elden stumbled back, horrified at what he had done—or rather, what he had allowed to happen.

	He looked down at his hands, trembling and slick with sweat. His chest burned with conflicting sensations: disgust at himself for losing control and a sickening pleasure radiating from the brand.

	Blaire's voice called out softly from behind him. "Solas? What is it? What's wrong?"

	He couldn't bring himself to look at her yet. His eyes remained fixed on the dead soldier before him, guilt gnawing at his insides. She touched his shoulder, and he finally snapped out of it, rising to help her and Talia with Lorin.

	"We have to keep moving," he said. "The Merinians won't be warned… at least not yet."

	His face still felt hot, and a few drops of clammy sweat clung to his forehead. He pulled Lorin onto his back again and started walking toward the kestian.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 26

	Scrambling down the cliffside with an entire clan's worth of people, not all of whom were in shape to climb effectively, was a process. Elden mostly watched, as his help simply wasn't effective beyond providing minimal advice about the handholds and techniques he and Kessa had originally used for their own traversal.

	He stood back, observing as Iskar and two other fit Remenai men used the rope to hoist both the old and the young down to the level of the bronze door's entrance. One of them said something to Esaka, who turned Elden's way and frowned before marching over.

	"There is not much room left in the cave," said Esaka. "You must open the bronze door and start taking my people down into the kestian."

	He looked at Blaire, whose scowl matched his own feelings.

	"I'm not splitting up from my aesta or Lorin," he said. 

	"They can go as well if needed," said Esaka, hastily. "All of my clan's infirm are down in the cave. The rest will go fast or fight."

	She looked from them off into the forest. Elden stopped to listen for a moment and was sure he could hear the approach of soldiers, stomping feet, raised voices, even a laugh or two. They would be expecting an enemy that would fall over for their guns, and perhaps there was some truth in that.

	"Let's send Lorin down first," he said to Blaire.

	The Remenai had it down to a recipe, one of them tying a harness to Lorin, while others leaning out from the cave ensured that it would only ever pull taut if mistakes were made. Elden followed after her, and Blaire made the climb as soon as he'd shimmied through the cave's narrow opening. 

	The kestian's entrance cave felt remarkably claustrophobic filled with more than two dozen Remenai on the far margins of the age spectrum. A young toddler was crying, and an older Remenai woman who clearly wasn't her mother attempted to shush her.

	"Step back a bit," said Elden, approaching the door.

	The older Remenai man who'd been leaning against it quickly cleared himself out of the way. Elden paused to take a calming breath before setting his hand on the face of the bronze demoness, not wanting his clouded emotions to reveal anything to the kestian.

	"You come with so many, branded one," purred the guardian. "I never suspected you were the gift giving type."

	"They're not for you," whispered Elden. The brand's heat was like the warmth of an excitable dog, whipping its tail against the floor for its master.

	"You do not say what is or is not for me,"" said the guardian.

	"There are others who will follow," he whispered. "Those… you can have."

	He wanted to curse under his breath, feeling the taint of committing even those he considered enemies to the kestian's grasp. It had seemingly grown more powerful from every life which had been spent within its depths. What would it become after a massacre?

	"I will not say no, but you are a fool to think me bound by this bargain." 

	The kestian's door began grinding open. Several of the Remenai jumped back in surprise. Other, more worrying noises came from the cliffside above. Elden heard the pop of a pistol or musket as he touched base with Blaire and Lorin.

	"Start bringing them down," he told his aesta. "Make sure it's safe. I'll follow with the rest."

	"Be careful," said Blaire.

	Lorin had recovered enough to be on her feet, though she was still heavily supported by Blaire and Talia. Elden was surprised to see her and Talia talking with one another, whispering in Konokai in low, not adversarial voices.

	The situation demanded his focus elsewhere. The Remenai in the cave began filing down the stairs into the kestian as more finished the climb and filled the space they'd previously occupied.

	The sounds of the battle above became impossible for Elden to ignore. He took his pistol out and made sure it was loaded as the Remenai entering the cave began moving with increasingly dire haste.

	He heard shouts, along with laughter, and a sudden crescendo of shots fired. A body fell past the cave mouth to certain death, moving too quickly for Elden to identify it as an enemy or ally. The Remenai rushed into the cave at an even faster rate, two at once, making the climb on either side of the cave opening with handholds that Elden had either never tried or dismissed as too challenging.

	Esaka and Iskar were seemingly the last. Iskar was bleeding from his shoulder, a ghastly wound, but high enough on the muscle to keep from completely slowing him down. The Remenai man bared his teeth at the open bronze door, a sign of his own history with the dungeon.

	"I'll close the door behind us," he said. "Go!"

	They barely slowed down long enough to hear his plan before rushing down the stairs, evidently having lost their taste for combat after confronting their firearm wielding enemies head-on. Elden put himself halfway through the door's threshold and set his hand on the carved metal.

	"Close behind me," he whispered. "Don't let them through."

	"That was not our arrangement," said the guardian. "You promised me others."

	"Wait for us to pass through the kestian first," said Elden. "Then you can fling your doors wide and throw them a feast if you want."

	"I'll do as I please, and for now, it pleases me to leave this door open."

	"Gods dammit!" 

	Elden banged his fist on the bronze hard enough to hurt. There was no time. He could already see the feet of the first Merinian climber angling to swing into the cave. He turned around and fled down the spiral staircase.

	There was another door at the bottom, and he emerged through it to the spear and arrow points of Remenai expecting an enemy Merinian instead of an allied one. He hurriedly shut the bottom door, which was made of old, beautiful wood, and glanced around for something to block it with further.

	The Garden of Thorns was in full, breathtaking form. The blue flames were blazing in a pattern he hadn't seen before, sections of individual fire alternating like the rise and fall of piano keys. The overgrown thicket was alive with activity, vines and snakes slithering, while other, unseen things stalked through the bushes.

	Crimson fireflies filled every lamppost, along with much of the space in between, meandering slowly just above head level over the cobblestone path as though summoned by overripe fruit. The palace in the chamber's center looked as magnificent as it ever had, glowing like a princess on her wedding day, which Elden unfortunately still had bittersweet memories of.

	Almost immediately, the Merinians began pounding on the wooden door. Two Remenai had sacrificed their spears in an attempt to block it, but it was an obstruction better measured in seconds it would buy them, rather than minutes.

	"Your people need to flee through one of the far doors," said Elden. "To do that, you're going to have to hack through the thicket. Follow the path to the palace, and then take a hard left, cutting your way forward."

	"The flames," muttered Esaka, shaking her head.

	"They'll go down when you draw near them," he said.

	"Will they, now?" whispered the guardian in his ear.

	Elden gritted his teeth and extended his will, more resolved to control the kestian in that moment than he ever had been. He felt a slight, almost obligatory amount of push back before he was welcomed in and could lower the flames. He sensed the dungeon's own mood, its anticipation, but there was more.

	Kessa was there, in the dungeon's core, basking in the warmth of its distilled power.

	
Chapter 27

	There was no time for him to dwell on his premonition. He hurried to help the Remenai make their way through the kestian's untamed and sinister garden. 

	They struggled to hack through the dense brush, which was no surprise, given Elden's own experience. Each swing of their blades seemed to make minimal progress against the thick, thorny vines that wound around everything, resisting their efforts. The Garden of Thorns lived up to its name, each plant a malicious barrier intent on keeping them trapped within its depths.

	Iskar led the effort, his muscles straining as he brought his sword down again and again. Sweat poured down his brow, and he bared his teeth in a fierce grimace. Despite his efforts, the trail simply wasn't being cleared fast enough to get them where they needed to be in time.

	"Step back," he said, touching Iskar's shoulder.

	The Remenai warrior spun around with such irritation that Elden feared for an instant that his neck might be the next target of his curved sword. He glanced toward Blaire, who was standing with Lorin and Talia near the blue flames.

	"Let me try something," he said.

	He was past the point of hiding his connection with the kestian. The Merinians had begun pounding on the barred door at the bottom of the spiral staircase. There was no time for his secrets to remain in the dark.

	Elden felt the brand warming, eager to provide him with power and options. He expanded his awareness into the garden, trying to get a sense of the essence of each vine, each bush, the collective whole of each and all blades of dark grass.

	Slowly, he coaxed the garden to lean to either side, creating a walkable path through the dense undergrowth. Esaka let her suspicion show clearly on her face, but there was no time for that either. She shouted something in Konokai to Talia, who glanced at Lorin for a moment before stepping into place beside her mother.

	Talia led the old and young Remenai down the path, taking Lorin with her and assisted by two Remenai warriors who further cleared the path from the front. It was a faster process than the climb had been, but still far from fast.

	The door at the base of the spiral stairs burst open. Elden swore under his breath as he saw the Merinian soldiers, led by Casey Calloway, begin streaming into the Garden of Thorns.

	"Try to lure them in closer!" he shouted. "Behind the flames!"

	He willed them down with nothing more than a harsh thought, the brand so hot now that he was sweating under his shirt. The last of the vulnerable Remenai were just heading down the trail to safety, assuming Elden could coax the garden back into its usual unyielding state.

	"We'll hold at the top of the stairs," he said. "Esaka! The stairs!"

	She nodded, releasing a shaft from her bow. The arrow took one of the Merinians in the chest and the man went down. Few of the Merinians were wearing armor, which was useless against pistol and musket balls, but probably would have been hugely helpful against Remenai arrows. 

	The air in the Garden of Thorns crackled with tension as the Merinians poured through the broken door. Elden's heart pounded in his chest, every beat echoing the footfalls of their enemies. Gunfire erupted, loud and sharp, sending bats scattering through the darkness above.

	Esaka was a whirlwind of motion beside him, her bow string twanging with a deadly rhythm. Each arrow she released found its mark, dropping a Merinian soldier before he could fire his weapon. But for every man she brought down, another two took his place, their muskets spitting death into the ranks of the Remenai.

	Elden ducked behind a thick vine-covered pillar, reloading his pistol with practiced speed. The sound of musket balls whizzing past and the cries of fallen warriors filled his ears. 

	He glanced around the pillar and saw Casey Calloway watching him from across the Garden. It was hard to read the other man's expression, not quite anger, not quite resolve. An unfinished canvas of emotion that went back years, back to Elara's death.

	Esaka shouted to her warriors in Konokai, her voice cutting through the chaos. She switched to fighting with her spear as the frontmost Merinians charged with muskets and bayonet. She downed one of them with a quick stab and forced the other one back, but despite her efforts, it was clear that they were outmatched.

	Merinian guns roared again, and Elden saw several more Remenai warriors collapse, bodies riddled with bullets. He raised his pistol and took aim at one of the advancing soldiers, pulling the trigger just as the man raised his musket. The shot rang true, dropping the soldier before he could fire.

	But it wasn't enough. The Merinians pressed forward relentlessly, their superior firepower cutting down the Remenai. Elden watched in horror as allies fell around him, their blood soaking into the cursed soil of the Garden.

	Casey Calloway's eyes never left him, even as he directed his side of the battle. Elden could see his lips moving as he barked orders to his men, focusing their fire with brutal efficiency. The Merinians were disciplined and ruthless, every shot they fired aimed to kill.

	Elden drew back, calling to the Remenai and trying to get them to retreat into the palace. Most of them went after their clansmen, down the path toward the far door, which was reasonable, but not ideal. Elden could use the flames, if not other traps deeper within the kestian, to even the odds. But that was only an option if he could force the enemy into a vulnerable position.

	He'd lost sight of his aesta at the start of the chaos but spotted her heading up the stairs and into the kestian, which surprised him. She had Rhiannon out at her side. He shook his head and called out to her, but his voice was lost amidst the gunfire and chaos.

	Was she going after Kessa? Elden tried to feel out whether that even made sense as an option through his connection. The dungeon was growing more powerful with each droplet of blood spilled within its depths, but it was also distracted.

	She's not willing to run away and leave Kessa behind.

	Elden swore under his breath. He finished a quick reload of his pistol and fired at a Merinian who'd been about to fire at him. The Remenai were scattered, the battle ending, if not already over. He hurried up the steps and took one last glance behind him. Casey's eyes met his and this time, the other man wore a cold smile.

	In all likelihood, one of them would survive the day, and one of them wouldn't. It was really no different from how it had been back in Hearthold castle, all those years before. One of them winning Elara's heart, one of them watching, suffering, in the background. Which would the poison find this time around?

	Elden drew the blue flames up and hurried up the stairs to the palace, the sounds of the dying cut off by the fire's hiss.

	 

	
Chapter 28

	Elden was under no allusions about how long the blue flames would hold off the Merinians. The kestian seemed insistent on leaving small interludes and gaps in the fire's presence, turning the obstacle into one of intimidation rather than a true barrier.

	It wanted the men to enter, to descend, like a pitcher plant luring in flies. It was the last thing he wanted, now needing to find his aesta and Kessa within the dungeon's depths. He'd have his least favorite person and a small army on his heels, every step of the way.

	They did have the option of pursuing the Remenai instead, but he knew that wasn't the choice they'd make. The path he'd opened through the thicket to speed along the Verris Clan's retreat had closed itself off, filled in no differently than nature would do on its own, given the time.

	He wasn't completely without luck or advantages, however. He was sure he'd seen the door leading down into the kestian his aesta had taken, the one in the back left that they'd never actually explored before. Perhaps she'd picked it hoping that it would lead to Kessa more quickly, being the one path which hadn't previously foiled them.

	Regardless, it was the path he had to follow. He threw the door open and hurried down the stairs, closing it behind him and hoping that the Merinians would pick a different route. Possible, but unlikely. The kestian seemed intent on forcing them together, making them play out pointless violence like a child's toy figurines.

	The doorway led to an all too familiar spiral staircase which he hurried down with a drawn pistol, wishing he'd brought his lantern. A fundamental but subtle shift took hold as he descended, with an earthy, humid scent entering the air as the passage itself became unfinished and ramshackle.

	"Welcome," whispered the guardian. "You have entered The Pit. The lowest of the low, where thrown away things collect."

	Elden scowled. He'd been sure he'd seen his aesta enter the kestian through this door, at least at first. Now as he thought about it, he was just as sure the kestian had fooled him, forcing him down the path it wanted.

	He passed through a stretch of darkness that had him patting the walls and feeling out each step on uncertain feet. It was, in truth, almost enough to make him turn around. His own reaction to true darkness had nearly become an allergy, one of the mind, if not the body. It made him feel like he was spinning, like his awareness had slipped loose from his shell.

	There was nothing to do but push through it, ignoring the pounding of his heart, the way blood rushed to his head, through his ears. He needed to find his aesta and Kessa. Personal concerns related to his own safety could patiently wait for their turn to be addressed. 

	The darkness was an interlude, rather than a paradigm. He came out into an open section that perfectly manifested the region’s name. Elden was still walking down a set of underground stairs, but they now wrapped around the edge of a massive pit.

	It was a serious, albeit ancient, mining operation, and it made a certain amount of sense in context. The kestian's far doors would, in theory, allow for quick transport of resources. The Crucible, with its heat and mining tracks and golems, was probably where the ore had been processed.

	He was peering over the thin railing that separated him from the pit's central darkness and an unknowably dangerous fall when a swarm of bats suddenly rushed into his face. The pit was lit from above by crimson fireflies, which also swarmed in response to the bats. The air around Elden became a horrifying mix of glowing dots of blood and leathery wings. 

	He swatted everything away, groaning and grimacing. The kestian was toying with him, but that was all right. For once, he was open to playing the dungeon's game.

	He continued on, descending the stairs faster as he fell into an easy pace of step after downward step. Something came into view. Elden thought at first he was seeing the bottom, but it was a bridge across the pit's center, a mess of ancient rope and wood that he would have truly preferred to not have to cross.

	His breath hitched as he stood before the bridge, his eyes tracing its path across the pit. The slats were uneven, some missing entirely, leaving yawning gaps that plunged into blackness. 

	The ropes that held it together were frayed, looking like they might snap at any moment. He couldn't even see the other end clearly. It obviously connected to the pit's other side, but the angle of the shadows made it seem to dissolve into the gloom.

	He gripped the railing tightly, feeling the frayed rope fibers dig into his palms. A chill ran down his spine as he imagined the bridge giving way beneath him, sending him tumbling into the void below. What a pointless way that would be to die.

	He pushed back the fear with thoughts of his aesta and Kessa. They needed him, and he'd long since realized that he needed them just as much. He would push on, even if it was through the rigid paralysis of darkness and heights induced terror.

	Taking a deep breath, Elden steeled himself. He placed one foot on the first slat, testing its strength. It creaked but held firm. He took another step, then another, each one more confident than the last. The bridge swayed under his weight, but he forced himself to focus on his goal rather than the darkness below.

	He was halfway across when the bats returned. They swooped in from all directions, their wings flapping frantically around his head. Elden ducked and swatted at them, trying to keep his balance as the bridge groaned with displeasure. The crimson fireflies followed, their red glow creating an eerie light show that disoriented him further.

	He focused on breathing as he pressed forward, one hand gripping the rope for support while the other shielded his face from the onslaught of bats and fireflies. The noise was deafening —wings beating against each other, tiny bodies crashing into him. Why did it have to be bats? 

	The bridge swayed dangerously, still tensing and creaking in an ominous way in response to the new weight. He stumbled over a missing slat but caught himself just in time, pulling back from the brink with a gasp.

	"You won't stop me," he growled.

	"You'll stop yourself," whispered the guardian.

	Across from him, the darkness shrouding the far side of the bridge began to coalesce. Elden aimed his pistol, finger tense on the trigger, as the shadows formed into a humanoid shape. The bridge swayed as a humid current of air rushed upward from far below, and the monster of darkness began stalking forward toward him.

	He watched, feeling increasingly unnerved as the shadows faded away from his new opponent, like fog in the early morning sun. Underneath was an exact copy of him. His clothing, his face, even his pistol, even the way he was aiming it. 

	Elden sighed. "I've had enough of these tricks. Let me by."

	His doppleganger narrowed its eyes. "What is this? What game are you playing, guardian?"

	A shock of pain slammed into Elden's temples. He grimaced, nearly dropping his gun as he gripped the side of his head as though trying to keep it from splitting apart. Blinking, he noticed a sudden bizarre shift in perspective.

	He was seeing through both sets of eyes, his own and those of his doppleganger. For a terrifying moment, he wasn't sure which was which. He regained some amount of certainty as he identified the stairs leading up, confirming the version of himself that had descended into the pit, at the very least.

	The sensation was vertigo inducing, and the worn bridge wasn't helping, swaying from side to side with faint little protests as though flirting with a complete collapse. Elden took a breath through both sets of lungs, trying to understand what he was meant to do, what needed to happen next.

	A current of fear reverberated through him and his doppleganger, though it felt more like two halves of a whole. Two halves of a whole that were both aware that only one of them would be making the journey out of The Pit.

	Elden snapped his eyes up, feeling a distinct separation occurring as he sized himself up, and was regarded similarly in return. Two pistols were leveled in perfect unison, and he silently asked a question that he already knew the answer to.

	Was his doppleganger's aim as good as his own?

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 29

	"What's the point of fighting?" said Elden. "The kestian is playing this trick on us both. We aren't two separate entities, you and I."

	"Perhaps, but perhaps not," said the doppleganger. "I don't feel as though I came into existence in this moment. I don't feel like anything other than who I… who we both are."

	"Exactly." Elden kept his pistol steady even as a drop of sweat beaded against one eyebrow. "So let's put our guns away. I need to continue journeying downward."

	"So do I," said the doppleganger.

	There was an idea that floated in the wake of that statement that Elden knew they were both chewing through. What would happen if he continued his descent, but the second Elden decided to leave the kestian? Would anyone ever think to question its claim of who it was? Would he emerge later, the real Elden, only to be the doppleganger from the perspective of those waiting?

	"Regardless of what we choose to do, both of us existing is… rather inconvenient," said the doppleganger.

	"Quite so." Elden breathed out through his teeth, thinking of how easily the problem could be settled with a single pull of the trigger. Again, he seethed over the knowledge that if he was having the thought, so was the doppleganger.

	They held each other's gaze for a moment. Elden was surprised at how difficult it was, tense and unnerving. He tried to think through the situation again and realized something stupefyingly obvious. His doppleganger would agree to any idea that seemed good to him.

	"Swords, then?" he suggested, holstering his pistol. 

	"We're both terrible with swords." The doppleganger smiled and put his gun away, too.

	"Exactly. At least this way it'll take longer for us to kill one another," said Elden.

	"In all likelihood, if one of us manages to get a slash through…" began the doppleganger.

	"…We both will," finished Elden. "I suppose the bridge adds a small amount of ambiguity. The bats and bugs, as well."

	"Aesta always said that once you get to a certain point, duels are decided over who is more aware of their surroundings." 

	The doppleganger slowly drew its perfect copy of Elden's own elegant ceremonial sword, a gift from King Rento himself. Elden unsheathed his own blade, matching his opponent's stance down to the set of his shoulders and neck, the narrowing of his eyes.

	Elden and his doppleganger stalked forward on the narrow bridge, swords raised. The air felt thick with tension, the shadows around them whispering secrets neither could decipher. They moved simultaneously, each step mirrored, like two reflections dancing in perfect harmony.

	Their blades met with a metallic clash, ringing through the cavern. Elden pushed forward, his movements precise, calculated. But his doppleganger anticipated every thrust and parry, matching him blow for blow. It was as if they were performing a choreographed routine, every strike met with an equal counter.

	Elden's eyes narrowed as he studied his opponent. Every flick of the wrist, every shift in stance—it was all too familiar. He could see his own thoughts reflected in the doppleganger's eyes. They were one and the same, locked in a battle that felt more like a mockery of combat than a genuine fight.

	The dance continued, their swords singing metallic syllables with every touch. Elden tried to break the rhythm, feinting left before swinging right. But his doppleganger was there, ready, blocking the attack with ease. Frustration gnawed at Elden's insides. This duel was pointless and they both knew it.

	A burst of bats swooped down from above, their wings brushing against Elden's face. He blinked, momentarily distracted, but his doppleganger didn't miss a beat. Their blades clashed again, sparks flying as steel met steel. Elden's heart pounded in his chest, not from exertion but from the sheer futility of it all.

	They moved as one, an intricate dance of death that neither could win nor lose. Elden's muscles burned with effort, but he knew his doppleganger felt the same strain. Sweat trickled down his forehead, mirroring the droplets on his opponent's face.

	With a grunt of effort, Elden lunged forward, putting all his strength into a downward strike. The doppleganger parried effortlessly, their faces inches apart as they locked blades. For a moment, time seemed to stand still. Elden stared into eyes that were not quite his own but understood him completely.

	"Aesta, Lorin, and Kessa," said the doppleganger. "They're all that matters."

	"Yes," said Elden.

	The doppleganger dropped its sword. So did Elden, not seizing the opening as he should have. It was as though he was unable to break from the script, locked to the same pattern of movement as his copy through the same magic of the kestian that'd created it.

	Until that stopped being the case. The doppleganger tossed its sword into the pit, waited for a moment, perhaps listening to hear it land. Then, rather unceremoniously, it climbed over the bridge's rope railing, unbalancing the structure for an instant, and dropped into open air.

	It was such a brave gesture and statement of intent that Elden was momentarily speechless. It also seemed to be as pointless as it was bold - the doppleganger evaporated into a swirl of darkness before it had dropped more than a foot below the level of the bridge. The shadows swirled around Elden and, without meaning to, he breathed them in on his next inhalation.

	"You're learning," whispered the guardian.

	He scowled, beyond done with the kestian's manipulation. "I should think to stop doing that, then. I want none of your lessons."

	"You are the shadow. It serves you. It matches you. Accept it."

	He pushed forward across the bridge, scowling and feeling strangely alone, even though his identical presence had been an unnerving one. There was a passageway at the far end of the bridge with an iron portcullis currently set into the upward, open position. He continued through it, stopping to catch his breath before facing the darkened hallway ahead.

	Reaching out with his awareness, he tried to sense where Blaire was, how she was faring within the kestian. The dungeon's response was instantaneous and obliging. He saw his aesta within The Prism, following the same path they'd taken before through the maze of mirrors.

	Casey Calloway and the Merinian soldiers were pursuing her, though their own pace was slowed by their awe of their surroundings. They seemed cautious, but not overly discouraged by the kestian. Elden scowled, sensing what the dungeon intended.

	"You have the power to hobble them, if you so choose," whispered the guardian.

	"If I so choose," he muttered. "As though you leave me with a choice."

	He focused on the mirrors, pushing aside his reluctance. It was a game of imagination, tweaking the images of the soldiers in just such a way as to distract them and slow them down further.

	Much as the kestian had shown him similarly unnerving reflections, Elden began with the smallest of changes before starting to build full scenes that played off the men's own memories. He didn't just try to scare and unsettle them, drawing them in with glimpses of women in reflections behind them, playful winks and alluring smirks.

	It built from there, and Elden was surprised by the depths of his creativity. He lured the men in with visions of what might have been their greatest moment, immediately followed by a gruesome death. He played with innate, subtle aspects of premonition and prophecy.

	"Would all of you take a breath and relax?" shouted a testy Casey Calloway. "They're mirrors. Magic, but not cursed. They can't hurt you."

	Elden chuckled. Just because the mirrors hadn't hurt them so far didn't mean that they couldn't. He willed the kestian's power into the one nearest to Casey, forcefully shattering it outward against the side of his face. Casey shouted and brought a hand to his face, fingers coming back bloody from a trench one of the glass shards had cut through his cheek.

	"You are not alone in your efforts," whispered the guardian. "My most loyal servant has returned to roost."

	Elden felt a new, but familiar presence passing beyond the threshold of the mirror maze. The shadow hound had arrived home for the night.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 30

	Elden was wary of the hound, despite being in an entirely different area of the kestian than it was. The hound, similarly, held a matching caution that was honestly quite flattering to sense and perceive.

	"Will it obey me?" he whispered to the guardian.

	"A question for him, not I."

	Elden sighed but should have expected as much. He reached his awareness out, finding the shadow hound slowly stalking toward the Merinians from the entrance to the maze.

	He couldn't see the dog directly at first, through the swirling cloak of shadows around it. Their minds could still meet, however. The shadow hound nipped at him as he made first contact, but Elden persisted.

	He wasn't aggressive about it, nor was he passive. He let his mind settle into place adjacent to the shadow hound, wearing his intentions like his realm's colors on the field of battle. He wanted the Merinians defeated, if not dead, much as the hound did. In protecting his aesta, his goals aligned with the monster's desire to defend its territory.

	The hound let out a low, threatening growl in response to Elden's intrusion. It was the Merinians who reacted, unsettled as the sound reverberated with magical intensity through every inch of the mirror maze.

	"We're aligned, as of now," whispered Elden. "I will help you if you help me, mutt."

	The growl intensified, and with it came old memories captured through non-human eyes. Elden saw a humble abode, a basic thatched hut with an old man and his two sons living within it, along with a dog.

	It was a new dog, a puppy, only recently brought into the home. The hound had been born a stray, but only known that life for a few months after weening off its mother before being taken in.

	Elden saw the days passing in the blink of an eye. The old man's drinking increased, and with it, the abuse he directed at everything in sight. Given that the dog was most often within or around the house, it took the most hits the most often.

	What struck Elden was how much the animal internalized the source of the pain. In the hound's mind, it was always something it had done, not in a way that could be put into words or logic, but through that overwhelming sense of guilt that accompanied the pain.

	It just kept going. The abuse morphed into a multifaceted, broad-ranging ordeal. The old man would lock the hound out during poor weather, attack it during its sleep, taunt it by withholding food for days on end in the cruelest of ways.

	Finally, there came a day where after a long beating from the end of the old man's cane, the hound was left outside, near where it had first been found by the old man's son. Half-starved, with a leg so swollen as to make walking near-impossible, it simply lay on the ground through the morning and afternoon, balanced between the will to live and the solace of death.

	It finally limped back to the old man's hut, whimpering with every step, and began scratching on the door, as it always did when it sought to be let inside. But this time, the door never opened. Elden knew it never would from the lack of light within, the lack of warmth necessitated by the late fall weather. The hut was empty.

	The hound didn't know this, couldn't know this, wouldn't have believed it even if the fact could be conveyed. It scratched on the door, and lay outside the empty, abandoned hut, occasionally scratching to be let in or softly yowling. 

	It didn't want its master, or the two teenage sons. It wanted the little boy who’d once taken pity on it back when a puppy had been a cute thing to pet and play with. It wanted its mother, basic comfort, and to the extent a dog could ask for it, decency and dignity.

	The door never opened, and something died inside the hound when it finally realized it never would. It limped off into the forest, heading for the same spot it had lain for a day, with the vague intention of dying there.

	But the rain had other ideas. A storm picked up so windy and severe that to breathe the outside air was akin to drowning. The hound whimpered and dragged itself through the forest and, eventually, found a cave with a bronze door.

	This was not the same cave Elden had come to know on Sordavakos, but the door led to the kestian, as all of the far doors did. The hound collapsed in front of it, drawn in by the gleam, numb from the cold. It curled up and readied itself to die.

	"Your pain is not a thing to be suffered. It is a child to be coddled, a weapon to be used."

	The bronze door opened without the hound ever scratching on it. Should it have taken that as a sign? Elden felt the beast's wariness and uncertainty as it descended into the darkness and was reminded all too much of his own forays into the kestian, with the guardian's whispered promises in his ear.

	He snapped back to the current moment. He could see the hound clearly now, not the shadow infused, bestial monster, but the aging, outcast and abused dog that existed underneath. He almost felt bad about coaxing it toward attacking the Merinians, but it was keen on defending its territory, regardless.

	"Did you hear that?" muttered one of the Merinians.

	"I told you already," said Casey. "Ignore the mirrors."

	"Mirrors don't make noises," muttered another soldier.

	The hound started walking faster, and then broke into an outright trot, taking the turns and intersections of the maze with the confidence of a dog's nose. All at once, the Merinians were in view, scrambling to get their guns up to aim at an opponent wreathed in darkness.

	"Fire!" shouted Casey. "Take the beast down!"

	The first volley might as well have been droplets of rain. Most of the balls didn't even have the force to pierce the hound's defensive veil of shadow. Elden was right there, riding alongside the monster's awareness, reveling in the thrill of the hunt.

	The shadow hound launched itself onto the nearest man, who screamed briefly before having his throat torn out. The men were still reloading, but they tried to back away and put distance between themselves and the monster. The shadow hound pursued, slamming into another man and ripping off his arm.

	"Back!" shouted Casey. "Deeper into the kestian!"

	They fired once more as they pulled back, taking less care with their aim but scoring a better hit, regardless. The hound's ear exploded with pain, and it let out a savage bark, verging into berserk fury.

	"Easy," muttered Elden. "Try to draw them out."

	The last thing he wanted, in all truth, was to push the men deeper into the kestian, toward his aesta. He shifted his awareness her way. She'd crossed the large, open chamber and reentered the room where they'd found Lorin.

	The Arc Blade glowed with a worrying amount of orange power as she swatted down a flying crystal that swooped downward in an attempt to attack her. Blaire's expression was grim determination, the same look he'd on her face when he'd found her in the Obsidian Palace surrounded by blood and bodies.

	"Dammit!" he muttered. "Aesta. Hold on. I'm coming."

	
Chapter 31

	Elden suspected that there was only so much he could do for Blaire at a distance, even with the kestian and the hound at his beck and call. He forced himself down a long, earthen hallway, ignoring the ominous growing heat and oddly humid air.

	The Merinians were in the large, empty chamber just before the prism room and Blaire. They moved quickly, but didn't rush, staying in a clump with firearms aimed in all directions.

	The shadow hound, somewhat unbelievably, had taken Elden's heeding. It was still furious, but its rage burned cold rather than hot. The shadows of the darkened chamber welcomed it, and it moved with silent speed, veering off to surprise the men from a new angle.

	Casey led the way forward, having been through the chamber once before. The shadow hound's attack had set him on edge, however, and he was swinging his gun across the darkness as though expecting attacks from all directions.

	"Fire if you see it, and then continue forward," he said. "We mustn't get stuck in place."

	It was good advice, but it wouldn't save them. Elden sensed the shadow hound stalking into position to strike. He felt a sudden shift and realized he'd stumbled in real life, back in his own body. He set a hand against the wall to pull himself up and found that the rocks were emanating a strange warmth.

	There was another portcullis at the end of the hallway, this one drawn down to bar Elden's way. He gripped the metal at the bottom and tried to pull up, attention still split. The gate, rather expectedly, refused to budge so much as an inch.

	He reached an arm through and tried to feel around for a switch or lever on the other side. The tips of his fingers, fully extended, brushed something that more or less fit the description, but his arm wasn't long enough to get a grip on it regardless of how intensely he stretched.

	It was second nature to pull from his shadow sorcery, extending tendrils to loop around a lever that his new senses told him had rusted into place. Bits of ferrous metal broke free as the shadows easily exerted enough strength to shift the lever downward and trigger the mechanism.

	Elden had to rush to get his arm out to keep it from being pinned between the gate and wherever it was sliding into. He took a few breaths, checking on the shadow hound and his aesta again.

	Blaire was through the prism chamber, still unaware or at least unconcerned by her pursuers. The shadow hound had just broken into a sprint, charging the tense Merinians with its teeth bared.

	"There!" cried Casey. "Shoot it!"

	A violent salvo of pistol and musket balls tore through both the air and the shadow hound. It used the darkness to shield much of itself, but two balls made it past that first line of defense. One grazed its back haunch, while the other dug into its chest. The darkness surrounding its body immediately pushed the ball back out, but it had still done damage, leaving a small, bloody divot against the hound's ribs.

	The men immediately broke into a sprint for the chamber's far exit and this time, the shadow hound didn't immediately give pursuit. It was dazed, rather than defeated. Elden realized that it still reacted to pain in the way of an abused animal, guilt and confusion creating an odd cocktail of emotions when combined with its fury.

	"Go after them when you can," he whispered. 

	He sped up his own pace, knowing that the men were slowly gaining on his aesta. He could sense the nature of the kestian, if not the exact structure. His section of the dungeon would connect with theirs soon. 

	The chamber beyond the gate was another bridge, this one far grander in both scale and construction than the previous rope one. A circular platform at the bridge's center was set with a beautiful arrangement of ornate tiles. 

	Light shown down from above. Elden thought it was from a hole in the cavern's ceiling allowing sunlight through at first, before remembering the various reasons why that was incredibly unlikely. It seemed more like a magical glyph emitting the light, though he couldn't look directly at it due to its luminosity.

	The pattern reflected across the tiles was all too familiar. Elden had it branded onto his chest. He started walking forward slowly, resisting the temptation to shift his awareness back to events elsewhere. He needed to focus on the here and now.

	A faint current of air rose from the depths below him, ambient in temperature but brusque and dry. Elden kept a firm grip on his pistol, but had nothing to aim it at, which made him oddly uneasy.

	The size of the platform and the pattern across it left no room for him to walk around the conspicuous glowing tiles. He knew somehow that getting too near to them would lead to a poor outcome, but lacking any other option, he did it anyway, trying to simply cross and be done with it.

	The light burst into a more realized form as he stepped onto the tiles, perfectly encircling the platform with a wall of glowing force. He drew his sword and tested the barrier with a poke, not liking the way it pushed and glowed back.

	"Elden." Kessa's voice came from just beyond the barrier, though she was hidden by the glow until a moment later when she stepped through. "Finally. I expected you far earlier."

	"It's nice to see that the kestian has yet to cure you of your condescension," said Elden. "Get out of my way."

	She wore a dark robe that bared her cleavage seductively, the bottom hem segmented and torn into strands of shadow that curled like evil fingers. Her expression was confident and determined, with a dash of wicked playfulness that both annoyed him and intrigued him.

	"Do you have somewhere else you need to be?" asked Kessa. "Planning on fending off the Merinians preparing to loot and pillage my sacred body? That would be appreciated, were it the case."

	"Your sacred body?" Elden shook his head with mild disgust. "I don't even know whether you're referring to yourself or the dungeon when you say that anymore."

	"For now, we are one and the same. Soon, I will rise from my cradle and ascend to my true place. But for now, I need the kestian, and it needs me."

	"Sure it does," he muttered. "Because you're Lascivious reborn, no? That's what the guardian keeps whispering to you."

	Kessa blinked, annoyed, but clearly not wanting to let it show. Gods, even now, he knew her so well, saw more of her than she might even have seen of herself.

	"Your skepticism is unsurprising, if annoying and irrelevant," said Kessa. "This place would not have reacted to me in how it did, were it not the case."

	The brand on Elden's chest seemed to burn at that statement, but for once, he was unclear whether it was in acknowledgment or amusement.

	"What if this place simply wants you to think that?" he asked. "What if the guardian and the kestian are influencing you or outright lying to you?"

	"I would be able to sense it," she said, a little too quickly.

	Elden stepped forward. The crystal continued to shine down on the platform. Its light felt uncomfortably hot and bright as he passed under it, like he'd stepped too close to a roaring stove.

	"How do you know that for certain?" he asked. "What evidence has the kestian actually provided you? Grand claims require grand evidence. Shouldn't you be remembering your past lives, like the Forsaken of old?"

	"I've thought about that, but I'm still young," said Kessa. "It's nothing to be concerned about just yet."

	"Yes, as you were such a late bloomer in the usual respects," he said, dryly.

	"It's not unbelievable that the memories will come in time. I've also had dreams that could potentially have been related."

	"Oh, but of course," said Elden. "You know, I've also had several dreams where I've seen through the kestian's perspective. Maybe I'm the kestian reborn?"

	"Don't you dare mock me!" snapped Kessa. "I'm certain enough of this, given the context."

	"Yes, you sound quite certain."

	Kessa bared her teeth and suddenly lashed out with a blast of crimson power. Her robe moved in interesting ways across her pale flesh, flashing the better part of a breast and suggesting that she was completely nude underneath. Elden's appreciation for it slowed his dodge by an instant, and he winced as he felt the blast singing the edge of his shirt.

	"Get out of my way, Kessa!" He was surprised by the depth and heat of his own anger. "Aesta is in danger! Casey Calloway and the Merinian soldiers that just arrived on Sordavakos are about to overwhelm her."

	Kessa blinked, hesitating from whatever she'd been about to do or say. "Aesta is… within the kestian? Why can't I see her? You didn't tell me that!"

	The last remark was directed upward, rather than toward Elden.

	"I thought not to distract you with irrelevant information," whispered the guardian. "The kestian needed you to focus on defending it. Elden is part of that."

	"I want no part in whatever chaos you sow," muttered Elden.

	The brand burned with a will of its own on his chest, countermanding his words. But he fought back, pushing against it, against the shadows curling around his ankles and creeping down his neck.

	"We're all a part of it, Elden," said Kessa. "We have to… trust what's happening to us."

	"You're a gods damned fool if you'd trust the kestian or its guardian to that point!" he shouted. "Now move! I'm not going to let the Merinians capture aesta. You can either get out of my way or stand there. It won't change my course."

	"He cannot be allowed to meddle any longer without a second brand," whispered the guardian.

	Kessa flexed her fingers, and the staff with the crystal on the tip that Elden remembered from when he'd first been branded appeared in her grip. It gave him pause, or rather, the memory did. He had no intention of holding still for another of the kestian's seeds to be buried in his soul.

	He tried to push by her. She held her ground, moving to more completely position herself in his way. Their bodies came together, and Elden became certain that she was naked underneath the robe. But it wasn't the time for those sorts of thoughts.

	"Out of my way, Kessa!" he snapped.

	"Elden, stop being ridiculous!" she said. "Accept my power. Accept the kestian's power!"

	A low rumble suddenly reverberated through the chamber. The wall of light encircling them faded.

	"What was that?" Kessa looked up as she muttered the question.

	"I intend to find out."

	Elden finally got by her and rushed down to the far edge of the bridge and through the door.

	 

	
Chapter 32

	He entered a spiral staircase and all but sprinted up it. The door at the top was made of bronze, matching the one at the kestian's entrance in form, if not appearance. The carving set into this one was of a woman with normal features, beautiful, but with an air of danger about her.

	The door slid open immediately, as though it had been expecting him. The chamber on the other side was large, with the far edges higher and descending in tiers like some of the stages and old arenas back in the capital.

	A crystal stood at the chamber's center, the height of a man and three times as wide. It pulsed through various colors of light, purples and pinks, reds and blues. Standing next to it was Blaire Haven, and surrounding her were Casey Calloway and the Merinian soldiers, guns drawn.

	The sound of the bronze door opening had apparently drawn the attention of everyone present. Elden found this preferable to the men pointing their guns at his aesta, but only just.

	"No more time for words!" shouted Casey. "Arrest them by any means necessary!"

	Elden dove sideways, knowing how Merinian soldiers handled their business. A salvo of musket balls collided with the wall and open doorway behind and around where he'd just been standing. He feared for Kessa, but she emerged a moment later unharmed as he was pulling himself back to his feet.

	"Solas!" shouted Blaire. "Seta! Get to safety! I'll handle these fools!"

	Her voice carried that amplified, intimidating tenor, as though both she and Rhiannon were speaking as one. One of the Merinians drew a saber and charged at her. Elden barely saw her move as she slashed him down, seeming to simply blur to the finished posture of her attack's end.

	He took aim with his pistol and fired at another man attempting to get at her while her guard was down. His pistol ball took the man right in the cheek, right where he'd intended to hit, but it still somehow felt surprising to watch him collapse in death. He'd killed before. He would kill again, and without regret, when it came to defending those he loved.

	"Fools!" bellowed Kessa. "You should have never come here! The kestian is not yours to intrude upon."

	She sent a huge blast of crimson force hurtling toward the bulk of the Merinians. Most of them jumped out of the way. The ones who didn't were demolished by the energy, flung aside with enough force to break limbs and shatter skulls.

	"It will be ours, soon enough," called Casey, undeterred. "King Rento will be in my debt for decades after I deliver this prize to him! Its treasures, its power, its potential. Perhaps I'll make a bid to govern this island and maintain some control here, if it pleases me."

	"Over my dead body!" called Elden.

	Casey laughed and nodded his head, reloading without looking. Elden didn't have time for that with so many opponents. The only thing that would save him from the next salvo would be the bodies of his enemies and hopefully the hesitation inherent to the fear of friendly fire.

	He charged into the mix with his sword drawn, cutting down one Merinian while he was attempting to draw his own weapon. He parried the blade of another, splitting his attention in multiple directions as two more moved to surround him.

	Blaire slashed through men on his other side like a farmer scything wheat. She was unbelievable, the sheer power of the Arc Blade reminding Elden of all the stories he'd heard about his aesta, the Battle Maiden, from the Betrothal War.

	Kessa entered the chaos, a crimson aura cloaking her as she began channeling spell after spell. They were all formidable in their own right, but they were also heavily outnumbered.

	Elden swung his sword with all the precision his recent training allowed for, parrying a blow aimed at his neck. The clang of steel on steel reverberated through the chamber, mixing with the shouts and cries of battle. His movements were fluid, honed by the urgency of survival if not years of training. He slashed at an approaching soldier, feeling the resistance as his blade cut through flesh and bone.

	Blaire moved beside him, a whirlwind of deadly grace. The Arc Blade, Rhiannon, glowed with an otherworldly orange light. She made it look so easy — savage, but easy. Her face was set in a grim, determined scowl, each strike so fast as to be nearly impossible to follow with the eye.

	Kessa continued to channel crimson energy, sending blasts that disoriented and dismantled their foes. She was angry, feral, almost, and the kestian was clearly acting through her as the Arc Blade acted through Blaire. Elden could feel her power radiating, a palpable force that both reassured and unnerved him.

	His own shadow sorcery was his only fallback against the press of the Merinian's numbers. He kept the shadows clinging to his back and side, serving as advance warning for anyone attempting to flank them, pushing outward with tendrils into his foes eyes and ears to buy himself time.

	And he needed every second of time he could buy. The Merinian soldiers were relentless. Elden's arm grew heavy with each swing of his sword, but faltering was simply not an option. A musket ball whizzed past his ear, narrowly missing its mark. He didn't have time to reload his pistol. There was only room for close-quarters combat now.

	A soldier lunged at him with a bayonet, and Elden sidestepped, driving his sword into the man's exposed side. He withdrew it quickly, turning to block another attack from behind. He was alert and in the moment, every sound, every movement registering in sharp detail.

	"You can't win." Casey Calloway was suddenly in his face with a sword, forcing Elden to parry at an odd angle. "Gods, Elden. There were so many ways in which you could have played your hand only for you to make losing bets, round after round."

	"The game is far from over," he snarled back. He pushed Casey off balance and spun into a slash, which Casey caught on his blade and deflected sideways.

	All of it came out in that moment, the conflict which had always simmered between them. Elara might as well have been standing there naked, beckoning to Elden with her left hand and Casey with her right.

	They wanted each other dead, a truth which they saw reflected in each other's expressions. Elden hated how much he despised the other man. He still harbored doubts about the validity of Sapphire's word, or perhaps his own willingness to harbor such murder within his heart without explicit confirmation.

	But in that moment, with Casey ready to kill him if he slipped for even a second, the truth didn't matter. Survival mattered. Elden's family mattered. A grudge from years earlier, regardless of how deep it might run, was secondary to this primal, basic conflict.

	Elden's blade clanged against Casey's with a force that jarred his arm to the shoulder. Their movements were wild and frenetic, two men driven by hatred and desperation. Casey lunged, thrusting hard toward Elden's ribs, and Elden barely twisted out of the way, the blade grazing his coat.

	There was a pause as they glared at each other, both men seizing the moment to reload. Elden was faster, but a Merinian soldier jostled him as he made to aim, and the chance was lost. He shifted back to his sword.

	"You think you stand a chance with any weapon?" Casey snarled, pressing the attack with a sharp feint toward Elden's thigh. "You were always second best to me, Lord Forger."

	Elden deflected with raw force, stepping into the blow instead of retreating, his sword grating against Casey’s. Sparks flew as Elden locked their weapons together, his breath coming fast, teeth bared in sheer defiance.

	"You should have never come to Sordavakos," snarled Elden.

	He pushed against Casey's sword, struggling against both his opponent and the inevitable truth. Casey was stronger than him, or at least more rested. The Merinians outnumbered them and Blaire and Kessa couldn't keep fighting forever. They were losing, slowly but surely.

	"I never would have, if not for you." Casey let out a dark laugh. "You took Elara from me, stole her heart out from where it belonged. I'll take your island, and this pit of treasures, and maybe whichever remains of the women you love so much once I'm finished!"

	Casey pulled back a pace, catching Elden off guard, and fired his pistol, not at him, but his aesta. He saw the bullet take Blaire through the wrist. She stumbled sideways, banging into the dungeon's central crystal as she shifted to a one-handed grip.

	"I won't let you have this foul place or my family!" snarled Blaire, through gritted teeth. She raised the Arc Blade high. Several Merinian soldiers chose that moment to pull back, clearly wary of what might come next.

	"Yes," whispered the guardian. "Do it! Bring the weapon of power down on us!"

	Everything became clear to Elden in that moment. The kestian beckoning Kessa in, telling her what she wanted to hear. His aesta's renewed struggle with the Arc Blade. Even his own role to play, the brand linking him to the kestian in a way Blaire couldn't simply ignore.

	"Don't!" shouted Elden. "It's a trick! It wants the sword!"

	His words wouldn't reach her in time to stop Rhiannon's inevitable descent toward the kestian's throbbing core crystal. His bullet, on the other hand, was more than fast enough. Elden aimed and fired, and an unbelievable noise screeched through the chamber as a wide crack ran through the crystal, straining his ears.

	Pain exploded through his shoulder. Casey had taken his shot, too. Elden felt himself dropping to one knee, straining to even face the man who was about to kill him.

	"It ends here, Elden Forger," said Casey. "I've had enough of you ruining my plans."

	A hulking mass of shadow and bestial bulk suddenly slammed into Casey from the side. Elden tried to stumble to his feet, but he was bleeding fast, and his vision was fading. He did get a chance to watch in fascinated horror as the shadow hound unceremoniously sank its teeth into Casey Calloway's neck and pulled loose a mass of blood and flesh.

	The entire chamber began to rumble with angry, ominous intensity. The Merinian soldiers seemed uncertain as to what their next course of action was. So did Kessa. The crimson aura surrounding her had dissolved in the same moment the dungeon's core crystal had taken damage.

	"Solas!" Blaire hurried to his side, pressing her bleeding hand to his bleeding shoulder as though one wound might clot another. "Can you stand? We have to leave this place. Now!"

	"I can… stand," he muttered.

	He could, in fact, not stand, or even keep talking. The world around him began fading to black. His last sight was the shadow hound chewing on a chunk of the corpse of the man he'd sworn to kill.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 33

	Elden was warm but aching when he finally came back to awareness. He was in his own bed, a fact that gave him such immense relief that he could have wept when the rest of recent events fell back into order.

	Birds chirped outside his window, and late fall sunlight tinged with lazy orange streamed through in a perfect beam, highlighting all the motes of dust floating in the air. He heard voices in the common room and strained his ears to catch the words in that half-asleep way, taking in sensation.

	He realized, after probably too long, that the reason he couldn't hear them clearly was because they were speaking Konokai. Elden groaned and sat up slightly in bed, finding his shoulder to be more healed than expected.

	Lorin entered his room, and Talia followed a step behind her. The instant Lorin saw that he was awake, she swept him in to wrap into a hug, almost falling into his bed.

	"Elden!" She pulled back a little, touching his chest and avoiding his wound. "Gods! You're finally awake. We were so worried."

	"What happened?" he muttered. "Start from… well, when I got shot, I suppose."

	He touched his wound and was again surprised by how far along the scab there seemed to be.

	"It was almost five days ago now," said Lorin. "You did wake up a few times, but only enough to sip on some broth and drink water."

	"I don't remember," he admitted.

	"That's no surprise. We were terrified of how much blood you'd lost, Elden. Especially with how your chest looked and… the brand."

	He shook his head, not understanding at first. He was only wearing bandages and no shirt, and he nudged them aside, trying to get a view of his brand. 

	It took him longer than it should have to find it, primarily because of how faded it had become. It looked more like an intricate, but aged tattoo, like the way a scar looks when its decades old.

	"We thought at first that it might be getting fainter because…" Lorin glanced down and shrugged. "Well, we thought the worst."

	"Is aesta all right?" he asked. "What about Kessa?"

	"They're both fine," said Lorin. "We all made it out of the kestian safely."

	He breathed out a sigh of relief. "And the Merinians?"

	"I think… nine of them managed to escape," said Lorin. "The kestian reacted poorly to what happened to that crystal you damaged. The palace collapsed on our way out. Thankfully, the rest of the Garden of Thorns remained standing."

	"I assume Esaka and the Remenai returned through the far door?" Elden nodded to Talia, smiling a little as he took in the vibe. "Glad to see the two of you are getting along again."

	Lorin flinched and glanced at Talia as though she'd been caught doing something she wasn't proud of. "Well, I mean… After everything that's happened. I suppose I've had to adjust my feelings about the world a bit. We're all stuck on this island together."

	"Stuck?" Elden chuckled. "I want to be here. Took me a while to reach that point, but this is home now for me, once more."

	Lorin took his hand and squeezed it, a smile blossoming on her face. Talia leaned in to whisper something to Lorin in Konokai, and she immediately let go and stammered out what sounded like an excuse.

	"It is good to see you recovering, Lord Forger," said Talia. "I will go let my mother know. She may have words for you."

	"Tell her that I'm glad she and her people are well," said Elden.

	Talia departed. Lorin waited until she heard the monastery's front door open and close, and then leaned over Elden to give him a long and gentle kiss on the lips.

	"Gods, I missed you," he said. "Where are aesta and Kessa right now? Don't tell me Kessa is still in the kestian?"

	"No, of course not." Lorin rubbed his chest, and then a little lower, hand tracing over his stomach. "The kestian seems to have loosened its grip on her. She's still Kessa, but she's been back home, sleeping in her bed. Aesta is down at the school, most likely. Her injured hand is going to take some more time to heal, but it’s her non-dominant hand, so she's been managing."

	Elden reached out and let his finger start playing with the shoulder strap of Lorin's gown. "So it's just us here, then?"

	"Elden," she said, smiling. "You're still recovering."

	"A robust recovery calls for a certain amount of movement to prime the healing," he said, slipping her gown's strap to one side. "The heart needs activity to maintain the body's strength."

	"You'd say anything to get me naked, wouldn't you?" she whispered, sliding onto the bed next to him.

	"Do I have to say anything?" He kissed her cheek, and then her neck.

	"You have a point. When you're this cocky, words are more likely to get in the way of your horny little plans, rather than secure them."

	"Then I should find something else to do other than talking."

	He pulled Lorin's gown further down, revealing her slender neck and pale, perky breasts. He kissed his way down to one of her nipples and sucked on it, coming alive at the sound of her giggling and squirming in reaction.

	"At least let me close the door," she said, laughing and trying to wriggle free from his arms.

	He released her momentarily, watching her lithe form move across the room to shut the door, his eyes tracing every curve of her body. Pushing the blanket back, he realized he was completely naked underneath. His manhood popped loose, hard and healthy and as proud as a sword fresh from the forge's quenching trough.

	"Oh…" said Lorin. "What's this?"

	"Come closer and find out," said Elden.

	"I suppose it… has been a few days since you've been able to do anything." Lorin let her gown fall off her as she came back over. "Your body has just been focusing on healing while holding everything else in."

	"I think you might be on to something."

	Lorin climbed into bed next to him and kissed him as she ran her hand down his body. Her fingers found his hardness and started stroking with such loving and soft tenderness that it was both too little and too much.

	"Aesta and Kessa are both going to be smothering you just like I was when they find out you're awake," she whispered.

	"That's fine by me."

	"I bet it is." Lorin kissed the side of his neck and then bit his earlobe just hard enough to pinch. "I wonder how much energy you'll have left by then."

	"You think you'll wear me out?"

	"I guess we'll see, won't we?" she whispered, stroking a little faster.

	Elden kissed her again, and then the two of them touched each other in a rush, eager for one another with the heat of rising passion. He rolled her down underneath her, groaning slightly from a small tinge in his shoulder as he shifted on top of her.

	The worried look that briefly passed across Lorin's face was almost immediately replaced by a lewd moan and half lidded eyes and he sank his cock into her wet, tight slit. 

	It was ecstasy. It was more than Elden's sleepy mind was ready for, in so many ways. His breathing went wild, and every sense indulged in the sheer presence of Lorin. Her smell, her softness, the little noises she made as Elden's hips found their groove.

	He slowly worked up to a faster pace, thrusting into Lorin with long, sensual strokes. She was so warm and inviting, and he wanted nothing more than to have her as close as she could be. 

	He watched her breasts jiggle slightly from his movements, her pink nipples bouncing in a tantalizing dance. Her thighs wrapped increasingly tightly around him, pulling him deeper into her silky heat. Her moans grew louder, her fingers gripping the quilt underneath them as he continued to move within her, mounting her like a fresh mare in heat.

	"Oh, Elden!" she cried. "Oh gods! You feel so good!"

	"You're so tight, Lorin." He kissed her neck and squeezed one of her breasts, making each thrust count. "I love having you like this."

	"I bet you do," she whispered. "Don't stop!"

	He would never have dreamed of it. He let his lips meet Lorin’s, delivering shallow, quick thrusts as they kissed again. Seizing Lorin's thighs, Elden slowly built back up his speed, pumping into her like a man doing work.

	The guilt was still there. The jadhara, the fact that she was basically his sister, all of the reasons why it was a terrible idea for them to ignore that hard set boundary. In the end, it didn't matter, at least not as much as the emotion demanding this from them, naked bodies writhing and humping.

	"I'm going to come!" whispered Lorin. "Oh, oh! You're going to make me come!"

	"Come for me, Lorin." He reached down to play with her clit. She grabbed his forearm, fingers digging in and seeming to tense in time with her pussy as it contracted around his girth.

	He kissed her softly, letting her have her release, and then immediately started taking her hard. Lorin had a contented expression on her face and only barely moved her hips to match his renewed vigor. In its own way, it was as much of a turn on for him as if she'd been as eager as a succubus. A satisfied woman was beautiful in her own right, and her womanhood was as tight and slick as ever.

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

	He lost himself in a mad salvo of thrusting. Lorin wrapped herself tight around him like she was trying to hold him in place. He unloaded inside her in a careless, wonderful moment, the pleasure reverberating out of his crotch and through every inch of him like a wonderful wave of profound glory.

	Lorin nuzzled up against him, and Elden stroked her hair.

	"I'm glad you're awake," she whispered.

	"Gods, so am I," he muttered.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 34

	Elden rested for a while longer after Lorin left. He fell asleep without meaning to, and when he woke up, somebody was gently changing his bandage.

	"Aesta," he muttered, taking in the sight of Blaire.

	She leaned over him with a smile, her chestnut hair loosely tied back, a few silver strands catching the soft light. She wore a simple linen blouse tucked into a dark skirt, her sleeves rolled up to reveal a bandage wrapped tightly around her left wrist.

	"Solas," she said, reaching out a hand to gently stroke his hair. "I can't even explain how much it reassures me to see you up."

	"Don't tell me everyone was simply sitting around and worrying over me while I was asleep?"

	"More or less," she said. "Much has happened, but we can discuss the details later."

	"I've recovered enough. Tell me now. I want to start thinking about the future."

	Blaire nodded as though she'd expected him to insist, regardless. "The situation evolved in a way that gives us some breathing room for a time, if not indefinitely. The fight went out of the Merinians soldiers after Casey Calloway's death. I believe they're back at the inn, waiting on new orders and carefully watched by the Verris Clan."

	"That really did happen then," muttered Elden. "Casey Calloway is dead."

	He examined his own internal response to the outcome. He had wanted Casey dead. It was a truth that he saw no reason to deny, after the fact. He hadn't been completely sure of Sapphire's accusation, but that had hardly mattered in the end. If the hound hadn't killed Casey, Elden likely would have.

	As if in response to his thought, a large, somewhat ragged looking dog walked into his chamber and sat down next to his bed. Elden stared at it, glancing at his aesta, and then back at the animal.

	"Is that the shadow hound?" asked Elden. "It… cant be."

	Blaire chuckled and nodded. "Kessa named him Billis, which I think is a bit silly but what are you supposed to name a dog? The kestian released its hold on the animal when the palace collapsed."

	Elden reached out. Billis licked his hand and then nudged it, and Elden obliged him with some petting and ear scratching.

	"You did me a favor, it would seem," he muttered.

	Would Elara approve of Casey's end? He doubted it very much. Breathing out a sigh, Elden tried to imagine her reaction. She probably would have been distraught, far too forgiving, and full of emotion in that way that had attracted him in the first place.

	But there was no undoing what had been done, and Casey's death was significant to his current situation in ways that had nothing to do with his long-lost love.

	"What of the king?" asked Elden. "Has word been sent? I doubt his reaction would have reached us by now."

	"Word has been sent," said Blaire, carefully. "You also received a missive from him… along with one from Lord Kenan."

	"Wonderful," he said, dryly. "Perhaps I should simply heed whichever one I open first and disregard the other. It would save me from this endless balance of secrecy and demands."

	"It might be wiser to disregard them both," said Blaire. "But worry about that later, solas. You still need your rest, and we still need to talk. The two of us."

	He nodded slowly. "Yes. We do."

	He held her gaze, feeling the way the tension almost seemed to add a third person to the chamber. Blaire didn't look away, but she didn't reveal any of the contents of her heart, either. Her expression was unreadable, but intriguing.

	"What happened between us was clearly a result of everything we've been through recently," said Blaire. "The kestian's influence. The stress we were under with Kessa and Lorin being in danger, not to mention the tension between the Merinians and the Verris Clan."

	"I don't deny any of that," said Elden. "But we can't change what's happened."

	"That's also very true. Not that I would seek to try. I… love you, solas."

	"As I love you, aesta."

	"More than I should." She touched his hand, and then touched his chest, her expression taking on a smoldering hunger. "More than an aesta should."

	"As I love you," he repeated.

	He took her hand and slowly dragged her down to him by the arm. It seemed like Blaire might pull away, at first, but then they were kissing and it was all spiraling out to each and every forbidden place it shouldn't.

	Blaire summoned the willpower to lean away slightly, laughing and fixing her hair. "Not right now. Lorin is in the other room."

	"Tonight," said Elden. "Come to my room tonight."

	"Solas," said Blaire. "You know I can't."

	"I know that you will." 

	He smiled slightly, letting his eyes linger on hers. The way Blaire looked at him all but confirmed it. Or did it? He wondered if he was simply hoping for it to be true, assuming it would be due to how much the idea of a late-night visit from his aesta appealed to him.

	"You should read your missives," said Blaire. "You should also go see Kessa, or I can send her to you if you aren't ready to start moving yet."

	"I can go see her," he said. "Where is she?"

	"Exactly where you'd think," said Blaire.

	The dog stayed in Elden's chamber after Blaire left. He reached down to pet it some more.

	"Billis," he muttered. "That is a silly name for a dog."

	Billis did not seem to know or care. If Elden hadn't seen the shadow hound without its shadows swirling about it, he wouldn't have believed it was the same animal. The difference in temperament was stark, but all dogs had those two sides in them. The defender of territory and the seeker of scratches. He dug in a bit with his fingernails. Billis raised a back leg to flick at some unseen itch.

	Elden didn't immediately rise, instead giving himself time to gather energy. He felt good, or at least, good enough when he finally made his way to his feet. He looked down at his chest, noting the truth of how much the brand had faded as he ran a finger over the part of it that was visible under the bandages.

	Getting dressed was somewhat of a challenge, with buttoning up his shirt giving him enough trouble as to make him resolve to ask someone else to do it for him next time around. He could walk well enough, however. Blaire and Lorin were waiting for him in the common room, and both seemed to suppress their concern when they saw him.

	"Elden." Lorin stood and swept him into a hug as soon as he came within range of the table. "It's hard to express how relieved I am to see you up and moving."

	Elden squeezed her back and gave her hair an exploratory sniff. "Trust me, the relief is on both sides. What's that smell, by the way?"

	She pulled back far enough to give an abashed shrug. "Sandalwood. I've been learning how to make incense. My mother's incense, from some of the Verris Clan."

	He nodded slowly. "I'm glad. I like it. It's a nice smell. Makes me feel like old memories are just within reach of my fingertips."

	He took a seat at the table. Blaire had helpfully prepared his usual spot for him, even going so far as to lay out both of his missives. He read them and was oddly amused by how much their tone and demands for information mirrored one another.

	Both King Rento and Lord Kenan wanted information on Sordavakos along with updates on their allies on the island. Both also hinted at being open to his recommendation as to the path forward. That last part surprised him, but he supposed he'd dodged so much death in recent days as to have made himself a more senior asset to both sides of the war through sheer continuity of existence. He indulged in a bit of irony by writing nearly the same response to both letters. There was no real benefit in holding much back related to the kestian anymore, given the collapse of the palace. The far doors still held a certain amount of appeal, and he mentioned them as a curiosity, but didn't outline their uses.

	The main difference between the two responses was the tone, but all that amounted to was replacing Merinian soldiers with Remenai clan, swapping Casey for Esaka. He wondered if his quill was scratching at a profound truth, the pointlessness of viewing such conflicts through the lens of people in place of resources. 

	"Would you like me to bring these to the post for you, solas?" asked Blaire, as he finished sealing each one.

	"If you're headed that way," he said.

	"Is tomorrow morning soon enough?" she asked. "I wanted to focus on making you a hearty dinner."

	"Tomorrow morning is fine," he said, with a satisfied sigh. "Thanks, aesta."

	 

	
Chapter 35

	Elden found Kessa exactly where he'd expected to find her. She was standing on the cliffside, the first place he'd gone looking for her when he'd originally arrived on Sordavakos.

	She was looking out toward the ocean, rather than down at the kestian, her blonde hair and red tunic fluttering slightly in the wind. Elden didn't call out to her right away, instead letting his footsteps announce his presence as he found a spot to sit on a log.

	"Back where it all began," he eventually called.

	Kessa didn't turn around, and the wind muffled her reply to the edge of audibility. "Did it all begin here? I'm not so sure about that, anymore."

	She eventually did turn around and come over, eyeing him up and down as though confirming that he was physically in one piece. She sat down on the log next to him.

	"I'm glad to see you up, Elden," she said. "How are you?"

	"On the mend." 

	He rubbed a hand along his bandaged shoulder, fingers grazing the brand as he pulled them back. The brand hadn't reacted to anything since the fight in the dungeon's central chamber. It'd gone cold, and Elden found himself both feeling grateful for that, and strangely naked without it.

	"Lorin told me that the palace collapsed within the kestian," he said. "Has the guardian shared her thoughts on that development?"

	"The dungeon is dead, or at least dormant." Kessa swallowed, as though the words hurt her to speak aloud. "I understand why you shot the dungeon's crystal, but I don't agree with it."

	"You would have rather aesta plunge Rhiannon into the kestian and give it exactly what it wanted?" he asked. "You're no fool, Kessa. You must see how it was playing all of us."

	"I could have stopped her!" snapped Kessa. "Or maybe… it wouldn't have been so bad. Gods, Elden. Can't you see what we had with the kestian?"

	"I see what we have now that we're free of it," he said. "I can only hope this is a permanent development."

	Kessa glanced away, expression clouding.

	"At least, I feel free from its influence," he said. "I can't speak for anyone else. My brand has started to fade."

	"I lost my connection to the kestian and the power too," said Kessa, sounding pained. "But that's not unexpected, given the damage you inflicted to it."

	"The way you say that…" began Elden.

	Kessa looked at him seriously. "I still feel as though I'm Lascivious, Elden. That's what my heart continues to tell me whenever I reach inward."

	He let out an annoyed hiss through his teeth. "Is it telling you that, Kessa? Or is that simply what you're hoping for?"

	"I don't know," she admitted. "I do think it's still more likely than not. I won't be argued out of a belief whose truth could only exist within, regardless."

	"Because you're stubborn."

	"And you aren't?" she snapped. 

	She glared at him, but he could tell that it was exaggerated. He let the silence hold for a while, content to just sit there with her.

	"Gods, with everyone worrying over me, I forgot to stop and appreciate just how relieved I am to have you back in the world," he said. "This world."

	"It's brighter than a dungeon," she admitted.

	The waves crashed against the rocks far below. The people of Haven's End went about their lives like little ants in the distance, though Elden swore he could see a similar relief in their movement and posture.

	"If you could do anything you wanted, Kessa," he said. "Anything at all, what would you do? Assuming we take the kestian completely out of the equation."

	"That's a silly question."

	"How is that a silly question?"

	She opened her mouth, but hesitated, perhaps finding it more difficult to answer than expected.

	"I would write my experience down," said Kessa. "Perhaps… research other accounts people have had with the kestian and the Forsaken across history."

	"I'll let the fact that your answer still revolves around the kestian slide, given it's a course of action that doesn't necessarily involve delving back into it," said Elden. "You know, Ashala has a massive library. Aesta and I looked into some books on the kestian while we were there. I read an account by Anders Rosewood that was particularly enlightening."

	"I might have to check that out when I get a chance then," said Kessa. "Gods. I can hardly believe all that's happened."

	"Neither can I. It's nice to have a moment to breathe."

	They eventually walked back to the monastery. Blaire was finishing dinner just as they arrived. The scent hit him first—rosemary and garlic mingling with the rich aroma of roasted lamb. 

	A pan of golden potatoes, glistening with butter, sat alongside a platter of sautéed greens, vibrant and fresh. The steam curled upward, carrying warmth that filled the monastery’s otherwise cold dining room.

	"Perfect timing," said Blaire. "Wash your hands and take a seat. It's ready."

	"You really went all out, didn't you?" said Elden.

	"For your first meal after recovering enough to walk? Absolutely." Blaire smirked as started loading up each of the plates. "I want to see you taking seconds tonight, if not thirds, solas."

	She warmed cider for them over the fire, and they drank it while sharing old stories and acting as though the chaos of the kestian had never happened. Billis, now completely unidentifiable as the monster who'd terrified the island, spent some time chasing his own tail.

	"He's doing that for our amusement," said Elden, after they'd had a good laugh.

	The hound stopped and scratched at its ear, panting enthusiastically.

	 

	

	 

	Elden went to bed early, his fatigue finally catching up to him. It was later in the night, at a time of deep shadow, when he awoke again. He felt a brief stab of panic over not being able to see the surroundings of his room, remembering the hold the darkness had so recently had over him.

	"Solas?" whispered Blaire's voice. "Are you still up?"

	The question sent a spike of anticipation through him. "Yeah, I am. I was waiting for you."

	"Good."

	She entered his room on silent feet, quietly closing the door behind her. Elden sat up in bed, feeling an inexplicable heat entering the room along with his aesta. He could only make out her rough silhouette as she came over, but it was still enough to make him hard.

	He pulled her closer to him as soon as she took a seat, touching her with hasty hands and seeking fingers. She was wearing a robe and he almost immediately pulled it open and began to explore how naked she was underneath. The answer, he soon discovered, was completely.

	"Solas," she whispered, in a chiding tone. "I tell you I wish to talk, and you immediately start touching me like, ah, this."

	He slid his hand along her thigh, letting the edge of his pinky brush her womanhood. "We can converse in great length, aesta. After."

	"After what?" She rubbed his knee, matching his approach as her palm meandered upward. "Just what is it you wish to do with me first?"

	He heard her breathing shift as he let his finger trace the lips of her pussy. "I want to pull this robe open and have my way with the naked woman underneath."

	"That naked woman is your…"

	He cut her off with a kiss, and she made a little noise with her mouth against his, simultaneously pleased and annoyed. They shifted down onto the bed, suddenly in a rush to paw at one another. 

	Elden was only wearing his undershorts and those came off swiftly, catching on the full length of his erection in his horny haste.

	"The kestian is no longer influencing us." Blaire wrapped her fingers around his cock and slowly began to stroke it up and down, up and down. "We needn't still act like this with one another. We could simply… change course."

	"You didn't come to my room tonight to discuss changing course," he growled.

	"Mmm… don't use that tone of voice with me, solas,"

	"You're so sexy." He kissed and cupped her breasts. "Gods. I could get used to this."

	"You're not even listening," she muttered. "Perhaps I have to set you straight before we have our little talk."

	He rubbed her thigh and humped himself against the side of her. "Is that right? What will this talk entail? Will we speak with words, or our bodies?"

	"Let's find out," she said, tugging on his manhood, drawing him in by it. "Together."

	They shared a deep kiss, and the full tumbling insanity of the moment both crashed down on Elden and pushed him forward. He pressed himself down on his aesta and lined his cock up. She dug her fingers into his shoulders, urging him on.

	They shared a matching groan of pleasure as he began sinking in his length. He felt the tightness of her womanhood pulsing around his hard cock. It was beyond the limits of what he'd dreamed of, his most perverse and sensual thoughts realized in the moment.

	He couldn't stop himself from pumping into her faster, rushing into the rhythm of a man with one, singular need. He felt like a beast, as though the transformation that'd turned the shadow hound into Billis chasing his tail had worked in reverse on him, imbuing him with wicked sexual aggression.

	Their mutual passion bordered on desperate, hungry, and frantic. She dug her fingernails into his buttocks, urging him deeper. He gasped, his own arousal bordering on pain.

	The room filled with the warm musk of their lovemaking, punctuated by their ragged breathing and the occasional creak of the bed. They moved together in a rhythm that was both primal and practiced, as though they'd been lovers for years rather than just recent transgressors of societal norms.

	"Gods, aesta," Elden panted. "I don't—I can't—"

	"Shhh," she hushed him, silencing him with a deep, probing kiss.

	Their tongues intertwined, mimicking the actions of their lower bodies. Elden felt his climax building, a coiling tension at the base of his spine that threatened to overwhelm him.

	Blaire seemed to sense it too, because she wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him even tighter against her. The new angle sent him deeper, and they both moaned in unison.

	Despite the heat of the moment, the looming presence of the jadhara lingered in the background like an unwelcome guest. But for now, lost in the throes of passion, neither Elden nor Blaire gave it a second thought. They needed this and would have it. They needed each other, all of each other, aesta and solas, family and lovers.

	They kept going, working up a sweat, filling the room with noise. Blaire whispered passionate syllables in his ear. Elden touched her all over, free to do what he wanted and drunk on the power that came with it.

	"Oh solas!" she cried. "Oh gods! It's… too much!"

	"Aesta! Take it all! Let me know how much you love it!"

	"I love it too much!"

	They clamped into each other as they both found matching releases, the pleasure of it so hot and vivid that it reminded Elden of being branded in the kestian. He spilled his load deep inside his aesta while kissing her, while hugging her, while stroking her hair.

	Their roles normalized as his pleasure caught up with him, and Blaire was once more the one treating him like a spoiled child suckling at the teat. The silence that followed in the wake of their illicit exertions was a firm reminder of just how much noise they'd been making, and how secrecy still mattered even if their passion had gained its own unstoppable momentum.

	"Always normal during daylight hours," whispered Blaire. "No one can ever know."

	"We'll be careful, though I think that ship has already sailed with Lorin and Kessa."

	"Are they harboring any hard emotions?"

	He shook his head and kissed her on the breast. "Kessa is still as self-absorbed as ever, though she's starting to think more about normal life. Lorin might have some jealousy to work through, but she's growing into herself. I don't think she'll mind as long as we remain honest with her."

	"Good," said Blaire. "Well, good enough."

	"Did you really come to talk to me tonight, aesta?"

	"I did," she said, smoothing more of his hair. "I want to give up Rhiannon again."

	He lifted his head to look at her, sensing how serious she was. "I think that might be a wise decision. Now would be a good time, with so much settled."

	"I don't know if there's any way, in truth, for me to give the weapon up completely," she muttered. "I cast it into the sea last time and it simply sat there, waiting until I next needed it. Waiting for me to get desperate for that sort of power."

	"Cast it into the geoflow instead," suggested Elden. "We'll take a trip to Ashala together. Kessa can visit the library. It seems as though her interests have shifted in an academic direction."

	"I'd like that," whispered Blaire. "All of us together, living normal lives."

	"It sounds nice, doesn't it?" muttered Elden. "To have concerns other than swords and guns."

	"For the time being, I've had enough of swords and guns," whispered Blaire.

	He kissed her again and they held each other close.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Check out Sin and Soil, the prequel series, if you enjoyed this one. Sin and Sorcery will be taking a little break as I move into other projects. My next book, which was voted on by my supporters who help make all of this possible, will arrive in early 2025. If you want to have influence over what I write next and suggest ideas and hang out with other fans, consider joining. 

	It’s tied with leaving reviews as the best way to support me and keep my writing process sustainable. Patron extras include access to my uncensored series (Household Obsession and The Faremont Shelter), audiobooks, lore friendly NSFW artwork of my characters, early access to new releases, and the occasional exclusive erotic short story. 

	As always, if you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my Amazon author page or click here to sign up for my mailing list. 

	Thanks for reading,

	Anya
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