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Spirit Blade

 


Nadia wants no part of the shevoru, the dark
blade that has gained power by possessing the souls of raging
half-bloods and monsters she has killed. Since learning the secret
of the dagger, she has freed herself from its influence and is
finally ready to make the journey to rid the world of its evil by
using the power of an ancient device.

 


But when a visitor from her past steps back
into her life, Nadia will be forced to make a choice between two
men and two fates that could upset the struggle for dominance over
the world. Amid games of intrigue and blood, demons from a
forgotten era rise again, and the shevoru, the spirit blade, may be
the only hope to save the world from annihilation and reveal to
Nadia who she really is.
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PART 1 –
HUNTERS

 


 


"It is my hope that one day those adept at
dispiriting the beasts may serve to fulfill a higher purpose, that
generation after generation, their gifts prove bountiful as their
race. In this new capability to overpower the harshest natter, they
will open a gate to the survival of their kind and potentially
remove the mistakes of those too ignorant to see the dangers of
their ambitious experiments. It is with a full heart that I will do
all I can to guide them to use this developed power as a means to
an ends to restore the bounty that was once Derandria…"

 


– Lady
Te'Mea's translated address to the conclave Durani thar Orokan

 




Prologue

 


The symbols glowed beneath her finger on the
rim of the bowl. Del'Aru watched in wide-eyed fascination at the
magic awakening on the ancient object, one of many magic-infused
artifacts left after the disappearance of the Old Ones, the ancient
race that once dominated Derandria. There, in the ruins of one of
the old, hidden studies, she had revived the Vessel of Ukalov.

"Treak!" she called. The goblin would want
to see the results of her efforts to reveal the magic of the large
bowl. She was near, her scent strong yet amid the musty shelves of
the old study.

From around a desk came the rapid patter of
goblin feet. The bald green head bobbed in the faint light over the
level of the desk top, with fanlike ears that pointed up along the
dome of the head. Treak stood no taller than Del'Aru's hip but
reached her side in a blink.

In her simple long shirt belted at the waist
with a vest keeping it snug around her scrawny body, the goblin
climbed onto the table on which the vessel sat. Large dark eyes
widened in fascination.

Del'Aru removed her finger from the brim of
the silver bowl and the symbols faded. The bowl returned to its
normal, tarnished state. "Incredible."

The goblin nodded agreement, a smile
revealing pointed teeth in her mouth.

"I can't believe it was hiding in plain
sight." Del'Aru turned her eyes to the book on the table next to
the bowl and flipped the page to drawings of the vessel and its
many symbols in the language she was just beginning to
understand.

"It would seem the Old Ones knew how to hide
their most precious knowledge." She looked about at the dusty study
with its walls of books, the tables of artifacts with the sediment
of time coating them, and, in the center, a statue of three
exquisite women holding rings slanted on tangents to each other
around a wide center.

A tug on her brown sleeve—her scales
transformed into clothes to protect and warm her human form—pulled
Del'Aru's eyes back to the goblin. The quick run of gestures had
her nodding in agreement. Although goblins couldn't speak in the
presence of demonlords, Treak and she had worked out a system over
their years of friendship.

"Yes, they didn't want it falling into the
wrong hands. But they can't keep their secrets forever. I am
immortal, and if it takes an eternity to solve the mysteries of the
Old Ones, then that's what it'll be. I won't give up, Treak. I need
to know what my dreams mean."

Another series of gestures left her puzzled
while the goblin hopped from the desk and ran across the dusty
floor to one of the shelves. Treak scurried up the ladder to pull
out several scrolls of parchment. With them tucked under her arm,
she pressed her bare feet on the side of the ladder and slid down
with a squeak of skin on metal.

Del'Aru had left the goblin to the lighter
items, although Treak could move the larger books with magic. But
it didn't feel right to leave the goblin to such tasks to strain
her when Del'Aru was more than capable.

Del'Aru joined Treak at the second of the
two desks, where the goblin unrolled the old parchments slowly. The
first appeared to be a list of names, demonlord names of various
clans, including her own Del'Rayk, but one that hadn't been heard
from in hundreds of years and was probably dead; demonlords might
be immortal, but they could be killed by other demonlords. The
clans had warred and fought for territory for over two thousand
years off and on. The text above the names indicated an agreement
of guardianship of the First Ones, whatever that meant.

"First of what?" she questioned aloud. Some
of the names rang familiar, even chillingly familiar, like Te'Mea,
the demonlord who organized the first Adepts, humans with the power
to dispirit lesser demons but not demonlords. Her blood ran cold at
the realization that she had heard recent rumors of some of the
demonlords on that list since leaving her clan's self-imposed
isolation from the world—some were still alive. What were they the
first of?

"Why didn't you show me this sooner?"

Treak blinked and pointed at the vessel.

"You can interrupt me."

Treak folded her arms in an impatient
look.

"All right. So, I don't like to be
disturbed, but this is important." Far more important than the
vessel.

The goblin opened her arms and waved as if
to include the entire study.

Del'Aru huffed. "So, it's all important. I
understand. But do you know what this means?" She lifted the paper,
studying the names, memorizing them. "If these are the first
demonlords, they might have known the Old Ones, know what all this
means, what happened and why I'm having nightmares about it. And
maybe why they are called the 'First Ones' and how they got here.
This is the key to unlocking the secrets, Treak. This is what I've
been searching for, and I know where the closest one might be."

Treak smiled and gave a nod.

"Ready to fly?"

The
goblin paled and her ears drooped. Now? She signed the word.

"I can't risk waiting. I promise not to play
this time."

Treak rolled her eyes and headed for the
door of the study. With a hint of magic, Del'Aru sent the parchment
back to its place with the other scrolls, where it would remain
hidden like the study. Her research of the Old Ones, the first
sentient race considered to have inhabited their world and
disappeared, would go more quickly if she could find one of these
First Ones, these Guardians, to advise her. Seeing monsters drawn
in their books that she had dreamed about had been only the
beginning of the end. She was much closer now to learning what it
meant.

Excitement coursed through her. She wanted
to play in flight, but she had promised Treak.



Chapter 1

 


Nadia dared not blink. The half-blood was
good, maintaining control in a fight instead of losing control in
the blood rage. Rather, Je'Surana was sharp and focused, even in
the use of her claws and teeth. Few half-bloods could fight without
the killing instinct taking over. Nadia had only known one other,
but he didn't have the advantage that Je'Surana did.

As regrets crept into her heart threatening
to distract her, she shook them away.

None too soon. Je'Surana struck, whirling
with the speed and agility of her demonlord half.

But Nadia was no ordinary human. An Adept by
birth with the demon-controlling dispirit power and a full-fledged
demon hunter by training, she easily flipped the half-blood over
her head.

Je'Surana sprang back to her feet, white and
black strands of hair falling loose from the tight tail of hair on
her head. Pale blue eyes scalded Nadia and a feral snarl issued
from the girl, exposing the growing points of teeth.

This was what Nadia expected. This was the
fight she craved to harden her heart from the grief still haunting
her five months later.

She would likely lose if the girl succumbed
to the blood rage, but she might not. It would test her theory
after what happened with Je'Rol at the battle of the Nik'Terek
Gate. But that wasn't what she had been asked to do.

Nadia glanced aside to the steward in the
shadows of the chamber, the man in the white and black blouse and
pants formed from his tiger hide by the power of magic and
imagination. He tipped his head.

Exactly what she had expected. He wanted her
to challenge the girl, and that's what would happen.

Nadia sprang for the girl, ducked a swipe of
Je'Surana's claws, and yanked the dagger from her belt in one
motion. She whirled, but the girl leapt over her with the power and
grace of her demonlord half.

A quick calculation passed through her head
based on the arc of the girl's jump. Nadia whirled and drove the
blade into Je'Surana's side.

Pain creased the poor girl's face as blood
stained her shirt around the dagger's crossbar. "Nadia..." She
stumbled backwards into a pillar at the edge of the fighting
floor.

Nadia stood over her, catching her breath
and trying not to feel. The training had started out as it had
every day for the last four months, slowly building in intensity as
the girl displayed ever-improving fighting intuition.

It wasn't fair to her, however, as the man
who had requested it refused to allow Je'Surana to use her full
power against Nadia. Always winning did little to help Nadia hone
her fighting skills. There was no challenge in defeating a young,
inexperienced half-blood holding back the blood rage, a remarkable
feat to be sure but one which left her vulnerable in some ways.

That had
improved when Lord Je'Kaoron ordered Nadia to push Je'Surana to
test the limits of her control. As the daughter of a demonlord and
an Adept, Je'Surana was the only half-blood with the power
to dispirit the
demon half of her blood. The blood rage could only be sated by the
taking of lives as an instinct of the predatorial demonlord side to
hunt and kill. Unfortunately, the human side was not strong enough
to control the blood rage, which could take over in any situation
of intense emotions. Je'Surana had proven that not all half-bloods
were a threat to humans.

"Nadia, please," Je'Surana begged. Teeth and
fingers had returned to normal. Pale blue eyes like the royal
Je'Gri who fathered her turned aside. "My lord."

Nadia waited, struggling against her desire
to pull the dagger from the girl. It should never have happened.
Damn him for allowing this! And to his own child!

Lord Je'Kaoron's soft steps stopped at the
girl's side, but he made no effort to help her. "Get up."

Nadia blinked, uncertain she had heard
right. Didn't he care?

Yes, he did. The flash of a swallow and the
twitch of his eye gave it away, yet he maintained his cool
composure. "This is but a minor injury for one such as yourself.
You're stronger than this. Get up."

Je'Surana's face creased into confusion for
only an instant before smoothing into determination in accepting
his order. Amid twitches of pain and using the column for support,
the girl climbed to her feet. The stain in her shirt grew,
spreading down to her waist.

Lord Je'Kaoron made no move to help but
stood like a statue watching.

Her back against the pillar, Je'Surana
gripped in both hands the dagger handle now dripping blood.
Grunting of pain and gasping for breath, she pulled it from her
side. Her trembling hands dropped the blade. It clinked an echoing
note on the floor, and she pressed her empty hands to the wound. In
her weakness, she sank against the pillar.

Nadia clamped her jaw and forced her feet to
stay in place against her desire to carry her to the girl's side.
While full demonlords could not be injured by any mortal weapons,
half-bloods healed quickly from far more severe wounds than what
the girl bore.

But Je'Surana had never endured such pain,
living a life surrounded by demonlords who accepted her and never
having to struggle to survive.

Nadia pushed away the sympathy invading her
mind.

"Now, watch and learn." Lord Je'Kaoron
turned those cool eyes on Nadia.

A chill
raced down her spine as she realized what he intended. The
inherited dispirit power
of Adepts didn't work on demonlords. There was a reason they were
the lords and ladies of Derandria; no one was more powerful than
the shapeshifting rulers of the world. And now, Nadia had no
weapons to defend herself, if it would do any good.

Her heart pounding, she stepped back at his
approach into the center of the fighting ring. Light cast down on
them from windows high above along one side. Like many of the
structures of Acropa Je'Gri, most of it had been carved from the
mountainside, and this had only one side facing the sun.

"I'm sorry about Je'Surana," she said.

Lord Je'Kaoron's eyes narrowed slightly, but
he said nothing.

Nadia shifted aside, and he followed with a
menacing casualness that made the hair at the back of her neck
stand up. If he was upset at her stabbing Je'Surana, Nadia would be
lucky to survive this encounter if he was truly upset with what she
had done to the girl.

Now, she wished she held the dagger of
souls. Its darkness had kept her from touching it since returning
to Acropa Je'Gri after it took the life but not the spirit of
Je'Rol—she hadn't used the spell on him but she hadn't intended to
kill him in the end. His death had been an accident for which she
had grieved. The dagger had proven successful in inflicting
suffering on a demonlord, the only weapon she had ever known to
have that ability. In this fight, it might have been her only
chance to win, and she didn't even have that.

Lord Je'Kaoron stalked her around the
fighting ring, the soft tap of his steps like the ticking of a
clock counting down to her death.

She had never fought demonlords. Rather, she
had always shown respect to appease them, hiding her disgust…until
she met Lord Je'Kaoron. He wasn't like others, but she had seen him
in action and feared even an accident.

His first strike came as a combination of a
kick she avoided and a punch that caught her shoulder and sent her
stumbling around in time to avoid his next attack.

In a small opening, she hammered her fist
into a pressure point on his side. He grunted from the sudden
exhalation and took a moment to catch his breath.

"I didn't want to hurt her," Nadia said in
the hopes that she could appeal to his sense of decency. Never
before had he attacked like this. Rather, he had provided solace
after the death of Je'Rol, lying as a tiger all night frequently to
watch over her and accompanying her in the gardens. He had stopped
her from taking her own life, always there in either form with the
weight of his presence.

And he had been the voice of reason to
Je'Rekun's plans, carrying secrets and sharing only what Je'Dron
wanted his brother to know and setting up Je'Rekun's defeat and
Je'Dron's return to power. He opposed the killing of humans, a
belief promoted by High Lord Je'Dron through the domain.

But the lethal temper of demonlords was
well-realized. Although he now stood in human form, Lord Je'Kaoron
was no human. The pale skin and white and black hair tied back from
his face were reminder enough of his tiger form. Like High Lord
Je'Dron, he was royal Je'Gri, his primary coloring being an almost
silvery white with black stripes in his natural tiger form. Like
other demonlords, when he transformed into a human, his hide became
his clothes in whatever style he chose. Tall and elegant in their
human forms, the demonlords had at one time camouflaged themselves
to hunt humans as prey.

But they were far superior in many ways.

He attacked with claws that raked her
armor.

She spun away and bluffed to catch him
again, but where she expected him to be, he was not.

In the instant it took her to realize the
truth, she was yanked back against him. An arm clamped around her
torso while sharp claws pinched into her throat.

Panic held her frozen and unable to catch
her breath.

"My lord—" Her whisper cracked the silence
of the hall.

The faint sound of a swallow reached her
ears.

"Father, please..."

Slowly, the claws retracted, but the arm
around her remained.

In her ear, a barely audible voice said so
close that his warm breath blew across her cheek, "We are being
watched." His arm loosened around her. Curious to confirm what she
suspected, she turned to face him. He stared down at her, but not
with the haughty expression of most demonlords when regarding their
human subjects. Rather, his face softened to its usual gentle but
perplexing expression. She should have trusted that he would not
hurt her.

"Thank you, Huntress." He tipped his head
and slid past her to return to Je'Surana, whom he scooped up in his
arms. She winced and emitted small grunts and gasps from holding
her breath in pain.

Uncertain what to say or do—sorry that she
had hurt Je'Surana but not daring to interfere with Je'Kaoron's
lesson—Nadia watched him carry the girl away in silence.

From the shadows came the soft ruffle of
fabric. Fighting instincts sharpened from the calm descending, and
she whirled to search the direction from which the sound had come.
"Who's there?"

Shadows shifted beneath an arch between
pillars and reached out for the dagger still on the floor.

"You should have struck a hand higher," a
man said, his voice familiar. "Punctured lungs, kidneys or liver.
It would have been far more effective."

The
hooded figure that stepped from the shadows with the dagger held
between black-gloved hands stopped at the edge of the fighting
floor. The demon-head with the arrows through it on his bracers
matched her own, the arrowheads shimmering green from the
inlaid imera stones.
Another demon hunter, and she was pretty certain who it was but
wanted to be sure before she knocked him to his back.

"She's half-blood, Huntress." He sneered the
title in derision.

He might as well have declared war.

Fury and confidence boiled over to smother
her fear. "Kill a half-blood and face the judgment of a demonlord
who cares for her? I would think a fellow hunter would realize the
death sentence of such an act."

"It is our sworn duty." He approached and
held out the dagger to her. "A job hazard we should gladly
risk."

"To give the demonlords one more reason to
hate us?" She snatched the dagger from between his hands.

He snorted and lifted his face to let the
light under his hood. A fuzz of black hair covered his jaw and
encircled his lips, masking his face from confirming his
identity.

"No, thank you. I would rather not fall in
High Lord Je'Dron's disfavor," she said.

"And you are not in disfavor after killing
his son Je'Rol, Nadia TuFalan?" His taunting burned like acid
through her, exposing old wounds and the hatred stuck to them.

He should never have re-entered her
life.

Pretending not to care, she hurried to the
bench where she had left a long cloth to wipe away her sweat after
the workout. Except instead of herself, she used it to wipe the
blood from the dagger, the blood of the naive and loving Je'Surana,
whose father could be tempered while being harsh in his
lessons.

"You did not return to the temple."

So, they had noticed her absence from the
gathering. She was but one of hundreds of Adepts. But she was the
only woman who had completed the demon hunter training. Other women
turned to the sorcery side of Adept training, a more intellectual
pursuit than the physical nature of demon hunting, or they remained
as teachers and scholars. As she was the only known woman demon
hunter, her absence would stand out.

"I was occupied with the Je'Gri."

"Yes, I see."

The teasing in his voice burned through her.
She whirled on him, the dagger at his throat while he made no move
to stop her. Rather, he wore a grin that matched the gleam in his
eyes beneath the hood. She should slit his throat, but something in
his eyes stopped her, as it had long ago, when she had feelings for
him, before he betrayed her.

"You see nothing!" she hissed.

He put his palms up in a conciliatory
gesture.

Slowly, she lowered the dagger, disliking
that he hadn't conceded, which meant that she hadn't yet convinced
him that nothing more took place between her and Lord Je'Kaoron.
That was what he accused her of, and what she fought within
herself.

"Why are you here?" she snapped and returned
her attention to the dagger.

"The Kodre du Noctir Te'Mea sent me."

Her
heart stopped. The council of elders that oversaw both sects had
sent someone for her. Not only someone but him.

"Why?" she asked cautiously.

"They want something, a dagger in your
possession."

She
stared at the dagger in her hands, but it wasn't the one to which
he referred. Sect du Maistri Te'Mea had gifted her with a particular dagger and a spell. She
hadn't understood its purpose until Lord Je'Kaoron had explained
that it stole the souls of its victims, including half-bloods, upon
the drawing of blood when the spell was used. She had been told the
spell would end the life of anyone once the dagger drew blood, a
half-truth. She hadn't noticed the blade growing in power with each
half-blood soul and becoming more dangerous. She hadn't known to be
aware of it, but since Je'Rol's death, she had noticed the darkness
and the relief of not wielding it.

"It's not ready." An excuse only. It had
nearly incapacitated a demonlord, something none of their weapons
had ever achieved.

"They don't care. They want it."

Nadia sheathed the cleaned dagger at her
waist. "I'm not finished with it."

She
lied. She wanted nothing to do with it, but if the elders wanted
the spirit blade that badly, they must have had a reason, and that
reason couldn't be good. For too long, the Adepts of Te'Mea had
talked of dethroning the demonlord clans ruling their world. In her
training to harness her dispirit abilities, she had heard rumors hinting of talismans that
might overpower the demonlords. Then, she had been all for
it.

Now, after realizing that not all demonlords
sought to use humans but, rather, desired to co-exist as beings
deserving of the opportunities life afforded, she wasn't sure. She
had seen a different side to demonlords and half-bloods in the last
few months, flipping everything she had believed on its head. Even
Te'Mea, the founder of Adept training, had been a demonlord.
Granted, her objective had been to teach humans to protect
themselves from swarms of natters, but that couldn't have been her
only purpose in training the first sorcerers to use what they could
of demonlord magic.

"Can it destroy a demonlord?" he asked.

Nadia hesitated, keeping her back to him to
avoid revealing her face and the dread of revealing the truth. She
looked about but saw no hint of any of the tigers or humans. "Not
yet."

Steps tapped close behind her, and he came
around her side to block the light. "Then I will finish the
task."

She bristled and straightened, her eyes
level with the top of his broad shoulders. Too often, she had to
prove herself. Despite her achievements, they never quit
questioning her capabilities. "It is mine to command."

A smile curved up his lips, his face
shadowed under the hood with the light behind him. Anger boiled up
inside her to see that smug expression. How dare he of all people
question her! How dare he return after all those years.

"It was
your assignment. By order of the Kodre—"

"No! It
is my right. It was a
gift of the sorcerers. Serae Emon bestowed it upon me as a weapon to defeat all demons.
Who are you to take it away?"

He tipped his head, the shadows deepening
beneath his hood, which he threw back.

"Kaelen Dormivou..." Hatred burned through
her and she did all she could to keep from thrusting the dagger in
her hands through his heart. It might not have been the spirit
blade, but it would do the job on a human; besides, he had proven
he didn't have a soul after what he did to her.

His lips twitched into an almost smile, but
those dark eyes revealed a hint of something sad or regretful, as
well he should be.

"I have nothing to say to you." Emotions
tangled inside her into a confusion of how to react. Rather than
give him the satisfaction of seeing it, she turned to leave. The
Je'Gri should never have allowed him within the city.

A hand on her arm stopped her not a step
away, but a spark of anger gave her the strength to yank it from
his grasp. "Do not touch me," she growled and spun away.

He
grabbed her again and pulled her near. "Listen to me, Nadia," he
said in a low voice. In an ancient tongue taught only to Adepts
from the book of Kirian, he said, {"Forget us. The
Kodre
seemed...anxious to get that
blade. Several others were presented at the gathering but none
satisfied them. Yours is the last not examined."}

She pulled her arm away, afraid of the
implications of his words. {"It will remain that way until I feel
it's ready."}

{"How will you know?"}

{"The demonlords will know."}

He sucked in a breath. {"They are the last
who should know."}

{"They are the ones who revealed the truth.
That blade possesses the souls of many half-bloods. It didn't only
end their lives when it drew blood. It stole their spirits. That
blade is dark magic. It is cursed."}

{"It is strong."}

{"No."} She stepped back, shaking her head.
He didn't understand. He hadn't felt the darkness whispering
through him when wielding the dagger. He obviously had never
wielded such a blade. {"It is evil."}

Before he could stop her again, she hurried
away. The dagger was hidden, but that didn't mean it couldn't be
found and stolen. It had nearly taken the life of a demonlord, even
if he had already been weakened. It wouldn't take much more to make
it capable. That could never happen.

In the quiet of sleepless nights of
grieving, she had realized the full implications of that dagger and
understood; it had fed her hatred of Je'Rol, blackening her heart
against the truth that he had left to protect her from himself
twelve years ago. In the battle with Je'Rekun's forces five months
ago, Lord Je'Dron could have let it slowly steal her spirit;
instead, he had helped her see that she could reach Je'Rol even in
the blood rage. In the days after, Lord Je'Dron's compassion and
Lord Je'Kaoron's support in her grief had shown her how wrong she
had been about demonlords, as Je'Rol and Je'Surana had shown her
that half-bloods deserved a chance at life. The dagger would
destroy all of them.

Je'Surana.

Nadia's heart sank, pushing aside thoughts
of the dagger hidden in her room. Her only consolation of the
girl's wound was that it had not been caused by the vile weapon but
by an ordinary dagger.

Past others in corridors lined by columns
carved from the cliffside and along walkways and staircases looking
out over the valley, she rushed to reach Je'Surana's quarters.



Chapter 2

 


In an inner corridor, Nadia spied Lord
Je'Kaoron ahead of her, Je'Surana in his arms. Given the strength
of demonlords, she wasn't surprised he had reached the room so
quickly. Carrying the girl must have been nothing to him, made
lighter by his parental affection for her. Nadia used to believe
demonlord males only seduced human girls to satisfy their sexual
needs, but even before meeting Je'Surana, she had seen that wasn't
true. They weren't uncaring, nor only attracted to the young and
innocent. They were more similar to humans than most individuals of
either race were willing to admit.

"Lord Je'Kaoron." She caught up and opened
the door for him.

Je'Surana lifted her head, her face pale as
she was carried into the room. The red stain at her side had spread
to her hand through the cloth she pressed over it.

"I'm..." At a raised eyebrow on the calm
visage of the demonlord, the words stuck in Nadia's throat.

"I know," Je'Surana said in a weak voice as
Lord Je'Kaoron continued to the large bed. "I should have been
quicker."

He laid her carefully on the bed as an
elegant woman in white and black breezed past Nadia and hurried to
the bedside.

Nadia's guilt strangled her voice as the two
demonlords spoke in their Lexic too low for Nadia to understand. As
an Adept of Te'Mea, she had been taught the forbidden language of
the masters but was sworn to never reveal her knowledge.

Lord Je'Kaoron finished with a brief swipe
of hair from Je'Surana's face and stepped away to let the tigress
work. He joined Nadia and took her arm to lead her out. "Leave her.
She will heal."

Nadia turned to the neutral expression on
his face. "But the injury—"

His eyes hardened, halting her
objections.

While following the light pull on her arm,
Nadia looked back at the girl.

"I'll be all right," Je'Surana said.

"The tigresses will attend to her," Lord
JeKaoron said.

But she was responsible for the wound. She
had thought the girl would be swifter.

They reached the door, but as another woman
in white and black robes hurried past, she looked back again. Two
tigresses; that couldn't be good.

Je'Kaoron closed the door behind them,
cutting off her view but not the guilt clutching her heart.

"She must learn to accept the pain. In the
protection of Mount Serako, she was not faced with the challenges
you have presented. It could be far worse, but she did well." A
hint of pride touched his face. "Come, my lady."

He wasn't angry, or if he was, he didn't
show it behind that demonlord beauty and cool demeanor. And, as
usual, he addressed her as an equal, as a lady.

"She's—" Nadia caught herself and lowered
her voice. "She's your daughter."

"Yes. She is."

He said that far too casually.

"She understands the burden of what she is."
The flash of reproof in his gaze silenced further objections. Nadia
had no place to tell him how to raise his child. She was the last
person to have that right after what she had done in her hatred of
Kaelen eight years ago. "You did as I requested, and I bear no ill
in that. Any fault rests on me."

On him. Then he took the blame willingly for
any harm to Je'Surana.

"It was
not the shevoru that
pierced her, and in that, I am grateful."

So was she. Whether she would have used the
spell that drew out the soul or not, the blade diminished the power
of half-bloods to heal.

In silence, they walked a ways through the
corridors, passing tigers, humans, and other demonlords in human
and natural forms of all colors. Particularly distinctive were the
wolflike Cas'Lu in their natural forms with their enormous size and
aura of power and the more delicate but colorful Siv'Lors
resplendent in human form. Where Je'Rekun had banished other clans
from the Je'Gri domain, Je'Dron's allies walked the corridors
freely, once again welcome to share their domain.

Lord Je'Kaoron acknowledged others with a
tip of his head but said nothing, which fed her trepidations. She
recognized the route they took and where it led.

When they arrived at her room, he followed
her inside and closed the door. Despite all the times he had
visited her as a friend, this time was different. His presence cast
a shadow of fear over her mood, not for her physical self but a
fear of disappointing the one person whose companionship meant
something to her.

Eager to part with the weapon that had
pierced the sweet-natured Je'Surana, Nadia unstrapped the dagger
sheath from her belt.

"You've met the hunter?"

She paused with the weapon in her hands and
turned as realization hit her. He'd been waiting for a private
moment to speak. "You knew?"

"His scent was distinctive."

Of course it was, to him. The senses of
demonlords and half-bloods were far more acute than any mere
human's.

"As was his presence. Adepts have a
certain...aura." A hint of something glinted in those eyes.
"Natters sense it, as do we."

"I thank you for the warning, my lord." She
set the dagger sheath on the low dresser near the head of her bed
with more force than she intended. "I wish I had known he was
here."

"Is he important?"

Nadia hesitated and gazed out at the fading
light shining through the glass doors of her balcony. Memories
flitted into her mind of a younger version of herself determined to
be the first woman to complete demon hunter training and of an
older mentor who had used her and abandoned her to the cruelty of
others and the expected fate of other women.

"No. Only a memory." She pulled at the
lacings of one of her bracers harder than necessary. Damn the
elders for sending Kaelen of all people. Had it been anyone but
him, she wouldn't feel so insulted. Apparently, those in charge
hadn't learned their lesson about her determination to continue. He
wouldn't convince her to play nice. He was the last person to whom
she would concede.

"Then I ask your forgiveness, my lady." That
soft voice Lord Je'Kaoron used when he seemed uncertain stole her
frustration, as did his title of equality rather than her position.
"I was only told another demon hunter had arrived to speak with
you."

He was far too perceptive.

And respectful, something Kaelen had never
been. She should have realized by now that she had nothing to fear
from him.

Lord Je'Kaoron stepped up next to her and
took over unlacing her bracer. "Is his business complete?"

Embarrassed that he would feel the need to
step in and help her, she kept her eyes on his dextrous fingers
making swift work of loosening the strap to allow her to slip her
hand free.

Lord Je'Kaoron had been the one to alert her
to the purpose of the blade and he was the kindest demonlord she
had ever met. He was more of a friend than anyone she had known,
but never had she stayed anywhere long enough to form any
relationships, not since her induction after satisfactorily
completing her demon hunter training.

"No." With one bracer still secured, she
retreated to the cold fireplace. There, she knelt and removed the
grate to sweep away the ashes from the stones. Her fingers dug
along the edges of a stone square to grasp it and pull it up,
revealing the dagger she despised.

The soft ruffle of fabric accompanied his
presence next to her. "I see." As if it was no more than an
ordinary weapon, he reached for the leather-wrapped handle and
lifted it.

Upon being pulled from the leather sheath,
the blade shimmered in the evening light through the closed balcony
doors. Not a scratch marred the perfect smoothness of the metal but
for the etched symbols along its short length. Delicate and no more
than the length of her forearm, the dagger resonated with power,
power which she had harnessed by the incantation spoken each time
she had used it. It had killed so efficiently because the spell had
captured the spirits of the half-bloods the moment the blade drew
blood, and it now possessed many of them.

After not bearing it for so long, the power
resonating from the souls captured within it darkened her mind.

"Shevoru," Lord
Je'Kaoron said. "The spirit blade." His pale blue eyes met hers. "A
foul magic that defiles the soul of the bearer."

Nadia shuddered and stepped back to stare
out at the cool fall afternoon and away from the cloud of malice
around the dagger. The balcony of her sleeping chambers overlooked
the magnificent stretch of valley below the cliffside city and
palace of the Je'Gri clan rulers.

Away
from the dagger, Nadia's mind was lighter. She breathed easier and
gazed out at the plethora of colors beyond her balcony. The long,
twisting branches of the borshal trees that decorated the cliffside structures had lost
their blossoms, but changing leaves swayed in the breeze to
highlight the ornate structures of the different levels of
Acropa
Je'Gri like the grass
and leaves in the valley below, where orange tigers or guards of
bronze and black armor of the warrior caste of Je'Gri wandered with
clan allies among the fall foliage.

"This one, however, is in constant struggle.
The infant half-bloods were pure souls and counteract the darkness
of those in the blood rage. You are strong, my lady, to bear such a
weapon without falling to its dark influence, or losing your mind."
The gentle voice sent a shiver up her spine to explode into doubts
in her mind. "I have always seen that."

"You are too kind, my lord." Nadia brushed
aside a loose thread of hair tickling her face, the rest of her
brown locks hanging in a braid behind her. "This is why Kaelen is
here. The elders seek its power."

"Of course, they do."

He stepped close behind her, bearing the
hated tinge of evil borne in the dagger. The scent of the
demonlord, unlike any human, was something fresh and appealing, not
the stench of sweat and filth. It circled her in the sleeping
chamber and she inhaled deeply, welcoming the contrast to the
sickening aura of the blade.

A faint swallow cracked the quiet of the
room behind her.

"I need
to destroy it. I will not hand it to him," she said, more to give herself strength than for Lord
Je'Kaoron to know. "The dagger is only the beginning of a way to
defeat the demonlords."

He blew out a heavy sigh. "The other clans
fear the power sought by the Adepts and are organizing to oppose
them."

She had suspected that, but to hear him say
it sent a chill down her spine.

"What of Je'Dron's allies?"

"High Lord Je'Dron," he gently admonished her lack of title. All
demonlords expected to be addressed with appropriate titles, a show
of respect from their subjects since they dominated the world of
Derandria, although she'd heard them talking about one or another
without titles.

"What about High Lord Je'Dron's allies?"

"They are hardly strong enough to oppose the
majority of demonlords."

"Then the weapon must be destroyed before
the others learn of it and decide to do something, like take it for
themselves." It might not alleviate the problem, but it would rid
the world of one vile abomination. In the wrong hands, it would be
a terrible weapon.

"How would you do that?"

Nadia blinked and turned, surprised by the
question. "I don't know. Can you not?"

"Our power may be strong, but such magic is
beyond us." He studied the blade held between his hands. "Only
those who created it might have the knowledge and the power to
destroy it, but would they?"

There was the question, and the answer
weighed upon her. "No." The sorcerers had done this for a reason.
She was perhaps the only Adept to see the harm they were
causing.

After a pause, he said, "You could return to
the Nik'Terek Gate."

The Nik'Terek Gate. Anything that passed
through vanished. The blade would be gone from that world.

She stared at the weapon in his hands as
realization coalesced. "I should have tossed it through that
day."

"You weren't ready. All things happen in
their own time. The time wasn't then, but you're ready now." He
lowered the dagger and stared out the balcony doors in silence for
several seconds before saying, "I must return there also. It will
be dangerous—many of Je'Rekun's supporters survived. I've been
delaying as long as I could, until I was certain Je'Surana was safe
here. Thanks to you, I feel confident of that."

"But her wound—"

"Nothing for a half-blood, and she will have
to rest for a day or two, long enough for me to leave without her
begging to join me."

Nadia stared at him, studying the softening
lines of his face when he spoke of the young girl. Never had she
witnessed such love from a demonlord for a half-blood child. The
last human girl whose newborn half-blood Nadia had taken with the
dagger had said the demonlord father had visited to console her.
They weren't monsters. When they were human, they were human in
heart and form, or more human than human men.

She pushed aside the painful memories
arising from the ashes since Kaelen's return to her life to focus
on the man before her. "She is a blessed girl."

His smile warmed through her, radiating from
her core to her limbs. "You honor me and my kin, my lady."

She tried to smile, but the tangle of
feelings rising inside forced her to look away. "Why must you
return?"

"I
have...unfinished business. When I was recovering from injuries
sustained in the battle, High Lord Je'Dron ordered the return
to Acropa
Je'Gri. I healed but
could not abandon others. I should not wait longer."

Under the intensity of his gaze, Nadia could
not escape. She was one of those "others". Because she had killed
Je'Rol when she had finally realized it wasn't what she wanted, the
grief had torn her apart. Without Lord Je'Kaoron, she would have
killed herself to end the suffering. He had encouraged her to eat,
made her feel valued, shown her that she could feel without feeling
weak, and he had assured her that Je'Rol's death was the only way
he would have found the peace he sought and that she hadn't taken
his soul. Grief had replaced the anger that had hardened her all
those years. And Je'Kaoron had respected her as a demon hunter and
as a woman, drying her tears when they flowed while never judging
her and never asking anything of her. He simply cared about others
as if everyone mattered.

"Winter comes soon. We can make the journey
and return before the coldest days."

Uncertain what to say, Nadia nodded. She
needed to be done with the dagger and the sooner, the better. His
company would make the journey easier.

"You will feel lighter without this burden,"
he said with a hint of admiration in his quiet voice and held the
dagger to her.

She shook her head and turned to the
fireplace. "Not until I'm ready to leave."

"If that is your choice." He returned to the
fireplace and set the dagger into its hole, slid the stone over it,
and slid the ashes and grate back into place as if nothing were
amiss. He then passed his hand before it and a blaze roared to life
upon the logs, warming the chill from the room.

"It must be done, before this world descends
into chaos." She stopped at his side, staring into the fire. After
a lengthy silence, she looked up to a hint of pain on his face.

A few seconds later, he stirred from
whatever thoughts haunted him. "The young bear the hopes of the
old. You see possibilities that the others dismiss. That is a
quality this world needs."

He was far more flattering than she
deserved, but she appreciated his encouragement. This would destroy
her dagger, but not the others that had been presented at the
gathering and rejected. What would happen when those others were
ready? Another thought burst from her lips: "I hope Je'Surana heals
quickly."

"She will...Sleep well, Nadia. I will see
you tomorrow." He turned to the double doors, his white and black
robe sweeping out behind him.

She shivered from the cold lingering in the
room and turned back to the view of the autumn evening. Once the
dagger was gone, she would feel better. That was a first step in
the changes the world needed, a world in need of healing as much as
she had been.



Chapter 3

 


She was
a fool. No demonlord could be trusted, especially those who feigned
to treat humans as equals. She knew that. Kaelen hadn't wanted to believe Nadia would be
sleeping with them, but seduction was the only way to explain what
had happened to her. She had been one of the best in training and
her anger had pushed her to succeed better than he had hoped. He
was good, but she had been the best, the fiercest. Something had
changed that, and he would bet it was the demonlord.

It didn't help that she despised him for
what he'd done, and maybe she was right to hate him, but it had
made her a better demon hunter.

And that
was why the sorcerers had entrusted her with one of the four
blades. Although he didn't trust sect du Maistri Te'Mea, if they had succeeded in creating
weapons that could kill demonlords, he was all for the chance to
end the tyranny of the immortal creatures that ruled their
world.

Although Nadia had hurried from the chamber
where she had been training the young half-blood and had sworn to
keep the dagger, there were ways of making her cooperate.

Trailing far behind to avoid the demonlord's
acute senses from detecting him, Kaelen watched the two enter a
room in a quiet corridor.

Disgusting. She had been enchanted.

Unless Nadia was the one using Je'Kaoron for
her own means. Perhaps Kaelen owed her greater credit. She wasn't a
naive young girl who fell for the seduction of a demonlord's lusts
but a trained warrior and an Adept. And she was a woman. While
female demonlords were cold and aloof to the flattery of any man,
perhaps the males were more susceptible to the teasings of a human
woman. There was one advantage Nadia had, and in consideration, she
would be one to use the full range of weapons available to her.

Only time would tell where her loyalties
lay. She had, after all, sunk the dagger into the half-blood.

And Lord Je'Kaoron hadn't batted an eye.

Kaelen had to wonder if the demonlords had
any feelings. They truly weren't human to say they cared and then
to allow harm to those they supposedly cared about.

Upon the stirrings of old regrets like
sediment from a river bottom, he adjusted his posture and let them
be carried away by the current of the present situation.

Demonlords knew how to keep Adepts guessing
about their motives, and that included the secret meetings of
demonlords that many of the sorcerers and hunters had reported at
their gathering.

Nadia hadn't given him the chance to
explain, but she would.

He waited inside an empty room two doors
from the one where the two had entered, his door open a crack to
listen and watch for one or both to emerge while hopefully
containing his scent from the sensitive nose of the demonlord.

He would wait all night if he had to, but
sooner than he expected, Je'Kaoron stepped out and closed the door
behind him.

Kaelen froze, not daring to breathe. The
demonlord paused and turned his head as if aware of something, but
after a couple seconds, he strode away. He must have noticed
Kaelen's presence.

Now was
Kaelen's chance to speak to Nadia, but he also wished to speak to
Lord Je'Kaoron, specifically to learn Nadia's role in the defeat of
Je'Rekun, whose allies might seek her head or those of any other
Adept if they suspected them of taking sides in a dispute. It had
reached the Kodre noct du Te'Mea that she had been present at the battle of the Nik'Terek
Gate, where Je'Rekun had disappeared and many of his supporters
were killed. It was also known that Je'Kaoron had deceived Je'Rekun
and that a half-blood girl had possessed an ancient object meant to
control demonlords.

He could find Nadia again, but locating a
particular demonlord could be difficult among so many who could
hide in their natural predator forms, and Nadia didn't want to talk
to him.

Confronting Lord Je'Kaoron would be another
matter. That required a certain sense of submissiveness, something
that went against Kaelen's defiance to their authority.

Before
the demonlord put too much distance between them, Kaelen stepped
out quietly and followed past Nadia's door. A simple spell from the
elder sorcerers in the Kodre noct du Te'Mea whispered from his lips. Sorcerers didn't like to
share their spells, but they had been known to help demon hunters,
only because they were also Adepts. In his case, the elders had
felt it useful for him to possess that knowledge. If it worked as
they had taught him, it would obscure his presence to blend with
his surroundings, his black cloak being ideal for hiding in
shadows. If he moved quietly, the demonlord wouldn't even realize
that Kaelen followed him.

Lord Je'Kaoron led him through corridors and
down a set of stairs to a wider level, where a boardwalk lined a
garden to the cliff. Je'Kaoron halted behind a white and black
figure sitting at the far edge of the garden.

Kaelen ducked behind a tree and waited. His
interrogation of the demonlord would have to wait. Luckily, shadows
were long with the sun behind the mountain, and night approached in
the east like a predator stalking its prey.

["I thought I might find you here,"]
Je'Kaoron said in the demonlord Lexic.

["It clears my head. You might try it."] The
man twisted and, in the mix of light, revealed the face of High
Lord Je'Dron. ["Sit, old friend."]

Je'Kaoron took a place next to the High Lord
of the Je'Gri. Although they sat with their backs to Kaelen, the
breeze blew from their direction, carrying their voices to him and
his scent away.

After a period of quiet filled by the few
remaining leaves rustling in the tree where Kaelen hid, Je'Kaoron
said, ["The time has come."]

["You're
ready to investigate rumors of a sakul m'rath?"]

["I am."]

Je'Dron turned, black and white hair
partially hiding his face. ["Je'Surana is ready?"]

["She is. Nadia has prepared her
sufficiently."] In a low voice, Je'Kaoron said, ["She can protect
herself."]

Je'Dron's brows lifted in question.

["Winter will come soon. We cannot afford
further delay,"] Je'Kaoron finished.

["No. We can't."] Je'Dron turned forward
again, facing the valley with its webs of roads connecting human
communities and fields stretched out below and making his words
harder to understand with his back to Kaelen. ["But I wonder if you
are truly ready."]

["If what I have seen is a warning, then my
suspicions are correct. It must be stopped."]

["I may be far younger, old man, but even I
have learned the difficulties of separating emotion from duty…and
paid the price."]

Je'Kaoron nodded and fell still for a while.
The soft chirrup of insects sang in the gap, while the last light
of the day slowly faded from the stars twinkling in the darkening
sky.

When Kaelen thought they might not speak
again, Je'Kaoron said, ["I can do no more for Je'Surana. She must
live her life, with or without me."]

["I wasn't speaking of her. You may fool
others, but I've known you too many centuries not to see what ails
you."]

Je'Kaoron paused for several long seconds.
["I will do what must be done. One old man's temporary joy is not
worth sacrificing this world."]

["And what of the huntress?"]

Kaelen's heart threatened to leap from his
chest. He strained to make out every word of what followed that
question.

Je'Kaoron partially turned, and Kaelen
dreaded the demonlord spotting him. However, Je'Kaoron bowed his
head and dropped his shoulders. ["She will do it."]

Do what? What did they have planned for
Nadia?

Rage flared inside him, but he restrained
the urge to demand an answer from these two. It would only end up
with his life forfeited. Instead, he took a deep breath to calm
himself.

["Then it shall be."] Je'Dron sounded almost
dismayed. ["I would not wish on anyone the burden you bear. Knowing
your secret is enough for me."]

["Then it is better that so few of us
remain."]

So few of who? What secret? If they had
something planned for Nadia, Kaelen needed to know.

["Perhaps…Or we might not be in this
situation if the others had such guidance."]

["The young never listen to their elders,"]
Je'Kaoron said with a hint of admonishment in his voice.

["Some of us learn, and we will try to pass
on the wisdom."]

["Not all are open to learning."]

At that, Je'Dron tipped his head. ["That is
their loss."]

["It would be the loss of all."]

The two fell still for a while again as the
stars lit in the sky and the moon rose among them.

After some time, Je'Dron stood. ["I must
retire, but I expect you have much to ponder."]

["I need only notify the party of our
departure tomorrow."]

["Then I will send word to them."]

["Thank you."]

["Thank you,"] Je'Dron
said with a bow of his head. ["For all you have done for me and
this world."]

Kaelen frowned, confused by the show of
respect from the highest ranking Je'Gri to a lesser. Je'Dron wasn't
the high lord he had encountered upon first arriving in the city
palace. At the time, he had the impression that Je'Dron yielded to
no one, but apparently that wasn't the case.

The high lord blurred and changed. The tiger
that replaced the man ran towards Kaelen.

In the second he would have had to prepare
for an attack, the tiger ran past.

Kaelen caught his breath from the moment he
thought he would be a snack for eavesdropping on the ruler of the
Je'Gri domain. He should have been. Demonlord hearing was
supposedly so acute they could detect a rodent's heartbeat, and
their sense of smell was capable of tracking any prey. High Lord
Je'Dron should have detected him.

It didn't make sense, unless the spell
cloaked everything.

The white tiger disappeared as if he wasn't
there.

Kaelen
relaxed and watched the man remaining at the ledge like a ghostly
statue. What
are you about? The
cryptic conversation played through his head with possibilities
that led to the same destination—Lord Je'Kaoron was up to something
and using Nadia for that purpose. Kaelen couldn't allow it, and not
only because of the dagger. Nadia deserved more respect.

Reality hit like a punch to his gut. Not
even their commanders of the Li'Ador training had granted her that
much, using him to try to fail her from her goal of becoming a
demon hunter. He had hated himself for what he'd done, but he'd
been proud to learn it had only made her stronger. Nadia deserved
the recognition and respect she had earned, and he wasn't going to
let a demonlord take that away.

Kaelen stepped from the shadows.

Je'Kaoron turned his head aside. "Are you
now a sorcerer?"

Kaelen froze a step from the tree and
waited.

The demonlord rose and turned to face him.
"Hidden from sight but not from other senses, Hunter," he said with
a hint of annoyance. "You followed me for a reason."

Kaelen stood his ground.

"No doubt you question my motives with the
huntress." Lord Je'Kaoron stepped towards him. "Or you would not
have followed me from her quarters."

Kaelen choked on the demonlord's revelation
for a second before organizing his thoughts. Apparently the spell
hadn't hidden more than his image. High Lord Je'Dron had chosen to
ignore him. "After reports of your deception of Lord Je'Rekun, I
must."

A huff of mild amusement accompanied
Je'Kaoron's momentary smile. "Rumor travels fast. You must not
believe all you hear. An open mind is far more powerful than blind
loyalty."

Kaelen let out a soft snort. "Is that how
you justify it?"

"I'm certain your compatriots have formed
their own opinions which have influenced you. What good would it be
to share my view if you will not believe it?" Je'Kaoron clasped his
hands before him, an act of confidence; but demonlords could afford
to relax. He was right that Kaelen would not believe him. The man
was far too perceptive to be trusted. "Would you prefer to be
hunted or to serve to protect humanity?"

"This isn't about me."

"But it is, Hunter. You've only a small view
of a much larger world, and yet, as with your gathering of Adepts,
many drops can fill a bucket with poison."

"The poison stands before me," Kaelen
growled.

Je'Kaoron breathed deeply. "You hear but do
not listen. If I tell you of events from my view, you will only see
what you wish to see in my words to support your argument, because
your mind is closed."

Kaelen clamped his teeth on the arguments
burning his tongue. His fingers curled into fists at his side. Damn
the demonlord and his twisted words. Kaelen had no patience for it.
"What happened to Nadia? What did you do?"

One white eyebrow lifted. "It was not I or
any demonlord, but the magic of your sorcerers that haunts her. It
was her choice to seek refuge."

"Impossible." What did he mean by refuge?
From whom or what?

"Is it? You asked about the dagger? You know
of its dark properties? A weapon, certainly, to be used to kill
demonlords."

Kaelen swallowed at the revelation of that
knowledge. Nadia never would have shared its purpose. Would
she?

"It was not difficult to ascertain. The
weapon exudes the darkness of the souls it has captured. It
enhances the darkness of the minds of those in close proximity.
Once realized, she has been strengthening her mind from its
influence. But it is a weapon that could take control over its
bearer in the rage of those it possesses, effectively sending a
human into something like the blood rage of the many half-blood
souls captured."

A chill ran through him, but not from the
cool autumn breeze. He believed Je'Kaoron, yet the demonlord could
be lying to frighten him from completing his mission.

Worse was the demonlord's knowledge of the
dagger's purpose and his casual way of speaking of it.

"The Adepts walk a fine line," Je'Kaoron
said in a low voice that cut through the night. "For some time, we
have been aware of the machinations of the sects and their plans to
overthrow us. You do well to remember that it was a demonlord who
trained the first Adepts and a demonlord who organized the first
protectors. Even in the beginning, the demonlords were split. That
rift has grown since Te'Mea proposed her plan. Some, like High Lord
Je'Dron, believe humans deserve to govern themselves. Others say
humans have gained too much freedom and use that to amass too much
power. Like you, they close their minds without considerations of
the merits of all concerned."

"And what of you?"

Je'Kaoron stepped forward to halt at arm's
reach from him, putting Kaelen on alert for an attack.

It didn't come. Instead, the tall, beautiful
man so deceptive in his grace and poise to be mistaken as weak had
he been human looked down on Kaelen with a smile like that of a
parent to a child. "I was the one who convinced High Lord Je'Dron
of the merits of humans as potential equals and to open Tikeros to
other clans. Until Je'Rekun's subversion, Tikeros thrived. Whatever
you think of me, I am not who you believe me to be."

Kaelen glared at the man before him, a man
who was part of the threat to humans all over the world but
especially to Nadia; and he hated Lord Je'Kaoron more for giving
him pause for consideration. He spoke of machinations within the
Adepts but what of those of demonlords? What game did this one
play?

"Demonlord lies," Kaelen ground between
clenched teeth, ready to defend himself and to die if the man took
offense. He had seen the demonlord's capabilities against
Nadia.

Lord Je'Kaoron shook his head, his shoulders
sinking. "Your mind is closed. That will be your undoing...Nadia
has acted with honor to High Lord Je'Dron, to the Je'Gri clan, to
Adepts, and to this world, but it was not without a price. That was
what happened to her," he said in a quiet voice. "I suggest that if
you wish to know more, you speak to her."

He would, if she would let him.

"What
did you do to
her?"

Lord Je'Kaoron tipped his head, his brows
pressed together in a wrinkle of confusion. "I have done no harm. I
can assure you."

Harm, nothing. The demonlords were nothing
but a scourge on their world.

"As I said, your judgment is colored by your
perspective. I will not speak for Nadia. That is her place." A
shadow fell over the man's features as he took a small step closer,
his posture setting off an instinct for Kaelen to defend himself.
"Nadia is not yours to control."

"But she's yours?"

Je'Kaoron's face hardened in a threatening
glare. "She is no one's to control."

Before Kaelen could argue, the demonlord
blurred in the magic and transformed into a white tiger, which
bared its sharp teeth in warning and ran off through the garden,
putting an end to the confrontation.

Kaelen watched him disappear back into the
corridors, certain that the demonlord was hiding something. Kaelen
wasn't leaving until he had that dagger and Nadia away from their
influence, especially from that one.



Chapter 4

 


Nadia
tightened the strap of her second bracer bearing the demon head
with sharp teeth. Arrow tips formed of green imera stones pierced that fearsome head, the same design
as her belt buckle on the black uniform. With those secure, she
adjusted the dagger sheath and hesitated at the darkness creeping
into her mind. Lord Je'Kaoron's warning returned and she did what
she could to push the effects of the dagger's magic
aside.

Nadia slammed her fist against the wall, the
turmoil inside questioning why the sorcerers ever created such vile
weapon. Their search for ways to control or destroy the demonlords
would only lead to bloodshed. They had cursed her and the
world.

The weapon did this to her. The twisted
cruelty of its power whispered of conspiracies and rumors. She
hated it, but she couldn't let anyone else bear it.

It had to be destroyed.

How many other devices or talismans had the
sects discovered or created?

The thought shook her to her core, not only
in what it could lead to but also that only five months ago she had
believed in their leadership and wholeheartedly supported the
downfall of the demonlords.

Had she changed so much?

Nadia blinked and looked around at the room
that had been hers for more than six months. While traveling across
Tikeros, she had been summoned by then High Lord Je'Rekun to clean
up that region of half-bloods.

Now, she pitied them, admired them even.
Je'Rol had changed her. And Je'Surana had changed her. Together,
they had each demonstrated the humanity within. Half-bloods could
live in peace if given a chance.

And Lord Je'Kaoron had changed her. He had
shown that demonlords could care about humans and half-bloods. They
weren't all cold killers.

They had all changed her.

Letting go of her hatred for Je'Rol and time
away from the influence of the dagger had cleared her head. She saw
how twisted the sects had become. Someone had to stop them, and she
would but only after destroying the dagger. The only way to be sure
no one else could use it was to destroy it. Then she could return
to the temple and try to talk sense into their leaders.

Nadia secured her cloak around her neck and
wrapped her blanket for the chilly nights. She handed it to a young
man in a brown leather vest over his blouse, one of many
servants.

Under Je'Rekun's reign of terror over
humans, the servants had cowed and quivered, even in serving her,
but under Je'Dron as High Lord, they stood taller, more confident
that a simple error wouldn't be their last. Je'Rekun had ruled as
most demonlords had for more than two thousand years, believing
that humans were nothing more than livestock. Je'Dron, however,
treated humans as equals, resulting in humans asking to serve to
gain better lives than most peasants.

Unfortunately, the progressive views of
Je'Dron weren't held by all demonlords.

That was why the Adepts sought ways to
overpower them.

She was tired of being used by their
leaders. The elders needed to realize that some demonlords were
allies, but she doubted they would listen, especially to her, a
woman.

Only the demonlords had any respect for
women. Even Je'Rekun had respected her skills without judgment of
anything but her being an Adept.

She would make them respect her as she had
made the Li'Ador respect her.

With the servant carrying her travel pack,
she exited the room. He stayed beside her, easily matching her
strides as she hurried through the corridor to an outdoor walkway
and staircase of the cliffside city. A warm breeze lifted from the
valley, sweeping away the chill of the late morning. She inhaled
the fresh air, letting it invigorate her with the freedom it
promised and cleansing her soul of the shadow from the dagger.

"Nadia!"

Her heart turned to ice at the voice
shouting from above. She motioned the servant forward. "Step
faster."

Kaelen must have been watching for her. The
cliffside city was ideal for seeing everything that happened in the
valley and along the outdoor stairways. Kaelen didn't have to work,
only to watch and wait. She should have known he would be
waiting.

She refused to listen to him and his lies.
As much as she would like to have a lord or lady to convince him to
leave her alone, it would only add fuel to the fire started by the
leaders of the sects. She didn't need him spreading lies about her
like his implications last night. She had to face him herself, but
she could avoid him as long as possible if she hurried a little
faster.

Only a near tumble that left her grasping
the banister to keep from falling slowed her. How she hated those
stairs!

"Huntress."

At the concern on the young man's face, she
flashed a smile. Movement behind him fouled her mood.

"Leave me!" She directed her words at
Kaelen, who descended towards them in a hurry.

The servant turned as Kaelen caught up to
them.

"We need to talk." Kaelen took the blanket
roll from the servant and frowned. "Are you leaving?"

Refusing to answer, she snatched away the
roll and continued down the stairs at a more cautious pace.

"Huntress?"

Stupid servant. She didn't need him. A kind
gesture, to be sure, but he only slowed her.

"You're excused," she snapped without
looking back. The tromp of another set of steps followed.

"Get away from me, Kaelen."

"I can't do that…unless you give up the
dagger."

Nadia turned on the landing to continue on
the zig-zagging course of stairs. Perhaps she should have taken one
of the inner staircases, but this was the easiest way to see the
stables in the valley. Now, it was too late to change her mind. He
would only harass her worse in the privacy of the inner
corridors.

"Where are you going?"

"Away from you." She continued her course,
her boots clapping noisily on the last few levels of the outer
stairs. He easily kept pace close behind, saying nothing.

Until they reached the valley floor.

Ahead rose the impressive structure of the
stables, its tiled roof curving at the end to direct rain water
into large troughs and away from the long arcade between the indoor
training arena and the stabling area. In the circular area outside
that passage with its doors open for morning activity, a crowd of
tigers had gathered, most of them the orange of the warriors.
Several of the stable hands held saddled and ready horses while
other figures in orange and black armor waited astride their
mounts.

"You're traveling with them?"

Nadia hurried forward, her boots crunching
over the grass and her heart anxious to reach the demonlords and
escape Kaelen.

A hand clamped on her arm halted her and
pulled her around to face him. In the sunlight, the lines of his
face looked deeper than she remembered from eight years ago. He had
aged, but he hadn't changed.

"What are you doing with them?"

"It's not your concern." She yanked her arm,
but his fingers tightened and he loomed closer, his face inches
from hers set in a hard line.

"It is my business, Nadia. You're a demon
hunter, an Adept. You serve humans, not demonlords. What happened
to you?"

The instant his fingers loosened, she pulled
away. "You did." Free of him and not wanting to argue, she jogged
several steps before resuming her fast march to the stables.

He would never understand. He hadn't
understood eight years ago, and seeing him last night had only
served to bring back memories she had tried to forget, the secret
she had buried to save herself from emotional pain that would rip
her apart if she let it.

And she had finally found some peace after
resolving her issues with Je'Rol.

She didn't want anything to do with Kaelen,
just like he hadn't wanted anything with her until it served his
purposes.

"Nadia. Nadia."

He followed, but she continued to a sorrel
mare offered by one of the stable boys and lifted her belongings to
the back of the saddle.

A quick glance across her shoulder as she
tied her belongings behind the high cantle made her pause. In white
riding pants with a white and black coat belted at his waist, Lord
Je'Kaoron passed Kaelen from behind, stopping the man in his tracks
at the outer edge of the resting tigers, several of whom stirred.
The demonlord's poise and fair appearance made Kaelen look churlish
and stocky by comparison.

Black stripes raced along the white hair
tied out of the cleanly-defined features to blend together loosely
over the demonlord's shoulders. Upon catching her eyes, he
smiled.

"Nadia," Lord Je'Kaoron greeted her and took
the reins of the sleek gray from the stable boy who also held her
mount. While his horse chewed on the bit, he led it near to her and
said in a low voice, "What do you wish of him?"

She looked up to where Kaelen still stood at
the edge of the stirring tigers. "Nothing." She yanked one of the
straps around her blanket roll with more force than intended.

One white eyebrow lifted on Lord Je'Kaoron's
face. He said nothing and led his mount away to where he could step
up without the horses biting at each other.

"This is wrong, Nadia," Kaelen said.
"Surrounding yourself with demonlords will not please the
others."

Nadia huffed and finished tying her
belongings onto the saddle, yanking the leather straps hard. He was
lucky Je'Dron and his clan supporters tolerated such disrespect. "I
don't care what the Kodre, Li'Ador, or any others think. I'll be
safer with the Je'Gri where we're going," she said over her
shoulder to Kaelen.

"Where's that?"

She clamped her jaw and, with one foot
already in the nearest stirrup, swung her other leg over the
saddle. "It doesn't concern you." Leather creaked under her weight
as she took up her reins from the stable boy.

Kaelen made his way to the horse's head amid
tigers that acted as if he didn't matter. "Then hand me the
dagger."

"No." She looked about and caught Lord
Je'Kaoron's questioning expression. How many of the others knew
about the dagger? She would bet he had told High Lord Je'Dron,
especially in regards to her destroying it since it had killed the
high lord's half-blood son.

She tried to turn the mare, but the reins
were nearly pulled from her fingers. "Let go."

Kaelen stood firm, his mouth in a hard line
within the black stubble along his jaw. "Hand it to me and…I won't
bother you again."

To say the offer didn't tempt her would be a
lie. However, she couldn't allow anyone to take advantage of its
power. It had to be destroyed, even if that meant being harassed by
him.

And he wouldn't give up. He'd follow her
everywhere until he had what he wanted. The thought sent a shudder
of irritation through her.

"Join us, Hunter."

Nadia looked up in surprise as Lord
Je'Kaoron rode up on her right, a glimmer in those blue eyes that
made her wonder what he planned. She bit her tongue and waited.

"Join us. Once we have completed our task,
you may claim the dagger."

She couldn't have heard that correctly.

"In doing so," he added in a darker tone, "I
will hold you to your promise, and Nadia will be free from you
forever." Lord Je'Kaoron couldn't mean what he said.

No, he didn't. Lord Je'Kaoron was a man of
riddles. He wouldn't betray her—or his own kind—by letting Kaelen
simply have the spirit blade. Once they completed the task, the
dagger would be gone, but Kaelen didn't know that. But what did he
mean by being free of her forever?

From the ashen color of Kaelen's face, he
wasn't sure he liked the sound of the offer.

"What assurances may I have that you'll not
decide to…hunt me?"

"We do not hunt humans."

"No," Kaelen muttered while looking from
Lord Je'Kaoron to her with his lip curling in distaste. "I suppose
not."

Rage flared in Nadia at the insinuation in
his look, but she fumed in silence while waiting for him to mount
one of the extra horses held ready.

The tigers gathered closer together, while
Lord Je'Kaoron motioned her to join him.

Nadia rode forward through an aisle of
tigers standing aside for her to pass. They closed up behind her,
blocking Kaelen. She would thank the demonlords later. Lord
Je'Kaoron said nothing but gave her a quick glance a moment before
riding forward.

They set out from the valley and around the
mountain home of Acropa Je'Gri, leaving the familiar comforts
behind. The tigers spread out to surround her and Lord Je'Kaoron in
the lead with Kaelen and several mounted orange and black armored
guards strung out behind them.

Riding close to Lord Je'Kaoron so their
horses pinned ears at each other, Nadia said in a low voice,
"Thanks."

"I would rather not see you upset, as his
presence seems to cause."

She pursed her lips and peered over her
shoulder at the hooded figure a ways behind them. The tigers
bunched closely in between, as they had during the journey from
High Lord Je'Dron's Mount Serako hidden city to the northeast on a
different journey to the Nik'Terek Gate. Except this time, the
demonlords blocked Kaelen from her rather than blocking her from
Je'Rol.

Her heart sank in grief from the memories,
but they morphed into her first sight of Je'Surana, the half-blood
who had destroyed the obelisk for which Je'Rol had searched, and
that led to other wanderings of her mind.

"How is Je'Surana?" she asked.

Lord Je'Kaoron reached inside his coat and
pulled out a folded parchment, which he handed to her. "She asked
me to give you this but I thought it best to wait since we had
company. She was disappointed that you did not visit this
morning."

"I'm sorry. I couldn't…"

"I understand."

Nadia took the paper and unfolded it.

 


Nadia,

 


You should not feel ashamed about hurting
me. I am doing well. Lord Je'Kaoron knows this, but he forbids me
from seeing you off, insisting that I rest a day more.

I wished to thank you for teaching me to
protect myself, and I promise that I will practice and do better
for when you return.

I always wanted to say how sorry I was about
the loss of Je'Rol. He was a very inspiring man. I was jealous that
he had traveled around the world, seeing magnificent sights and
living free, while I was forbidden from leaving Mount Serako. But
Je'Rol told me how dangerous it was.

Still, I fear more for my father than myself
in his absence. He has done much to upset the other demonlords by
killing Je'Rekun. He is a good man. You must know that, and I know
you are a good person. I trust that you will stay with him. He
doesn't think he needs protection, but he is one man with many
enemies. Please look after him so he returns to me.

Thank you, Nadia, for all you have done.

 


Jes

 


Nadia stared at the note and the flowing
script of the girl's handwriting. The words did little to ease the
burden on her mind of what she had done.

"It was my choice," a soft voice said. "I
wanted a reason to keep her behind. In that, I used you."

Nadia looked up at him riding close beside
her.

"I should be asking your forgiveness."

"Why?" It would have been a part of
Je'Surana's training, a teaching moment, anyway.

He huffed in an almost laugh. "You deserve
more respect than I have shown."

"You're protecting her. There's nothing to
forgive. You're right. She's too young and inexperienced." But if
Je'Surana continued training, she would at least have a chance of
surviving in the harshness of the real world, if she ever had
reason to leave the security of Acropa Je'Gri. Although Nadia would
like to see the day the half-blood girl could beat her, a
restlessness grew in Nadia to stop the other Adepts from riling the
demonlords. Finishing her training to Nadia's satisfaction might
not be feasible if Nadia hoped to stop the sects from carrying out
their revolution.

Lord Je'Kaoron's face relaxed in a clear
sign of relief. "Thank you, my lady. Now, forgive yourself."

So, that was it. She should have known Lord
Je'Kaoron would use it as a teaching moment on her.

There was a time when he had scolded her for
attacking Je'Rol. She had seen Je'Kaoron's anger, but realized
later that he had only been angry that she would kill half-bloods.
Since meeting Je'Surana, she understood why. It hadn't been about
Je'Rol for him, but what that represented to him. She understood
now, and it changed how she saw things.

"I will…in time," she said, the burden
already lifting from her mind.

She folded the note and tucked it into a
pocket of her leggings.

They rode on in quiet through the day,
Acropa Je'Gri disappearing as they passed the mountain and the
catacomb exit where Je'Rol had escaped Je'Rekun with the help of a
guard that the then high lord had asked her to torture for his
betrayal. In the quiet of the ride, Nadia thought back to that
crucial moment with the dagger…

 


She felt it in the back of her mind, a
shadow whispering conspiracies and seducing her with its promised
power, but she had let go of her anger. She pressed the knife to
the tiger's skull, the spell whispering from her lips making the
blade glow with the power to take away life.

Je'Sikar, the orange tiger guard that had
aided Je'Rol's escape, whimpered and mewed softly, his eyes
pleading for mercy. They had shackled him with enchanted manacles
in the round chamber with the high walls, weakening him to the
point that her dagger could affect him. She had seen it already, as
had High Lord Je'Rekun.

The tiger let out a mournful "urmf" that
stayed her hand, but he dared not move. She had to finish the task.
Je'Rekun observed closely. But if she killed Je'Sikar, the
demonlords would learn as she would that she could kill their kind
under the right circumstances. It would confirm the potential
danger of the Adepts to their power.

Nadia gazed into the amber eyes of the tiger
and licked her lips.

"It is in my interests. I assure you."
Je'Rekun's soft voice vibrated with a purr of satisfaction.

His interests in punishing Je'Sikar's
betrayal, or his interests in testing her abilities?

Although Nadia wanted to know for herself
how far she could push the demonlords to death, Je'Rekun was the
last of them for whom she wanted to demonstrate the abilities of
the Adepts.

A whispered word changed the spell the
moment before she drew blood. The tiger thrashed and howled in
mournful agony. Unlike her first attempt, his body didn't blur.
Instead, he flopped against the chains for a few seconds and fell
still, his sides again rising and falling rapidly.

Nadia sheathed the dagger at her hip and
waited.

Je'Rekun strode around the panting tiger and
stopped opposite her. "Prepare to depart, Huntress. You have a
half-blood to kill."

 


Lord Je'Rekun had wanted to see if the
dagger could kill. She had wanted to know too, but that had
changed. Now, she hoped it couldn't and wouldn't risk another
testing it on those she cared about. Destroying it would be the
surest way to know that no one could use it. She had seen what
happened when items or living beings passed through the arch of the
Nik'Terek Gate—they didn't emerge on the other side but
disappeared. It would be best for their world if that dagger
disappeared.

Dangerous sounds from nearby stirred her
from the memories. Over the rustle of horse legs and the
accompanying tigers through tall grasses came the clicking,
slurping, chittering sounds of hungry natters.

"The natters have reclaimed their preferred
breeding ground," Lord Je'Kaoron said, his eyes on the barely seen
opening behind a tuft of tall grasses, which moved in a way
unnatural to the waving from the breeze. The single line of
movement split into four lines moving towards them.

Nadia's horse stood with ears pricked at the
top of a head held high.

Something hissed nearby, and several tigers
broke off to take on the attacking demons.

From a distance, she could help. Using the
dispirit power she was born with, she reached out to the simple
minds of the approaching demons. They were focused on the smell of
living flesh, their ravenous desire for fresh blood driving them
from their dens with the desire to defend their nests.

A sense of fear spiked when she touched
their minds, but it hadn't come from her touch. She felt the
confusion already sweeping through them and looked aside. Kaelen
had turned his mount to face the cavern.

Two demon hunters. She had almost forgotten
about him.

The cavern soon exploded in a wave of
skittering, crawling, slithering, oozing monsters that could
overwhelm an untrained Adept and easily kill anyone without the
dispirit power to stop them. Natters had an uncanny sense of
self-preservation that drove them out in hordes when an Adept was
near.

However, she wasn't the helpless girl of
around the same age as Je'Surana that Je'Rol had saved long ago
when a similar swarm attacked her, before she was discovered to be
an Adept.

Nadia choked away the memories and the
flotsam of regrets they stirred up and refocused on the horde as
tigers roared and lunged at the beasts. The natters slowed, many
freezing while the demonlords transformed into armored warriors to
fight them off.

The battle soon ended, leaving the grasses
flattened with various parts of at least a dozen different natter
types strewn across a wide area and discoloring the hides of
demonlords in the forms of lords and ladies and tigers.

"The caverns must be purged once more," a
voice muttered next to her. She turned, but Lord Je'Kaoron watched
the returning tigers with his nose wrinkled. Even she found the
odor of dead natters overwhelming and couldn't imagine its assault
on the sensitive noses of the demonlords. "But this has decreased
their numbers. The aid of demon hunters is appreciated." His eyes
slid from her.

She followed his gaze to the other
black-clad rider. Kaelen approached with a scowl on his face.

"Come, Huntress." Lord Je'Kaoron turned his
mount in the direction of their travel, and Nadia gladly turned her
back to Kaelen. Tigers rejoined them, their coats stained with the
innards of the natters. "They will be eager to reach the
river."

The river. The blue water shimmered ahead, a
ribbon through the green between mountain rises. Je'Rol had
followed that river.

Nadia shook away the thoughts too easily
resurrected while riding in quietude with the demonlords sedate
around her. Five months she had grieved and healed, but this
journey brought back a new grief, one of regrets for her previous
life. If only she had understood then the truth that Lord Je'Kaoron
had shown her, she would bear no such regrets.

They soon reached the river, where the
tigers waded into deep water. The horses splashed through a shallow
crossing and paused to lower their muzzles to drink.

Once across, the party continued onwards in
a line directly opposite the setting sun. More east than north,
they traveled away from the valley through which she had tracked
Je'Rol's escape five months ago.

Lord Je'Kaoron said nothing and wore an
expression that weighed upon her with the sense that she shouldn't
dare to interrupt. Kaelen remained behind, separated from them by
the many tigers.

That changed near sundown. At an unseen cue,
half the tigers dispersed, running ahead in pairs and trios.
Hunting parties, she guessed.

The rest of them continued, until they
reached a copse of trees, several with trunks thicker than her, and
Lord Je'Kaoron signaled to halt.

Something rustled in the grass.

Tigers fell silent, several moving into
positions around the trees.

Nadia waited.

"Come out." Lord Je'Kaoron's voice broke the
quiet hush of the wind.

The rustling stopped.

Nadia reached out with the dispirit power
and felt it—a demon mind but far more aware than the natters. She
recognized what it was.

From the shadows broke a shape no higher
than her waist, the dome of a light green head catching the last
light. Fanlike ears drooped. The goblin curled its shoulders to
shrink from the circle of demonlords around it.

"Have you a message for High Lord
Je'Dron?"

The goblin shook its bald head.

The squeak of leather accompanied Lord
Je'Kaoron's shift in the saddle as he twisted to look back to
Nadia. His eyes searched past her for a moment, a frown on his
face. "We will leave him to you, Huntress, and return after our
hunt. I'd like to know why he's here alone."

"Yes, my lord." So would she. Goblins didn't
usually travel alone but preferred the company of demonlords. She
had only had such an encounter on one other occasion, and it had
taken the demonlords accompanying her putting some distance between
them for the curse to lift.

His frown slid past her again, but she
didn't have to guess why. "You will do as she commands,
Hunter."

"Yes, my lord," Kaelen grumbled from close
behind her.

Lord Je'Kaoron waited, his attention on her
and Kaelen until the others ran off, then took up the rear of the
pack of tigers and riders.

Nadia dismounted, her eyes unwavering from
the goblin except to look past at the disappearing demonlords. It
would take a while before the curse lifted and the goblin could
speak.

The squeak of leather came from behind,
followed by the thump of Kaelen's feet hitting the ground.

"I thought goblins lived with demonlords,"
he said as he stepped up next to Nadia.

"Only the ones who serve."

"Don't they all?"

"No." The knowledge of the Adepts had been
incomplete regarding goblins, as she had discovered.

To her relief, he fell silent, no
questioning or trying to bully her. He'd learned long ago that
those tactics only aroused her defiance.

The goblin didn't run, but he had
straightened upon the disappearance of the demonlords.

"One helped me find Je'Rol. He was…a
scholar."

The goblin tilted his head and blinked.

"The goblin was a scholar," she
corrected.

The goblin before her gave a nod. They were
more intelligent than her teachers had indicated, not the servile
whipping posts of the demonlords that were usually witnessed around
the feet of their masters.

Kaelen said nothing but stood with a frown,
brooding under that black hood. He hadn't even heard what she said
about the goblins. She had mentioned Je'Rol, and that was all he'd
heard. He had always hated her mentioning Je'Rol.

"I killed him, you know…Je'Rol," she said
quietly, to get a reaction.

"You always said you would."

Typical. He had never accepted that she
could love a half-blood. Her hatred of Je'Rol had been another
matter, usually one Kaelen had supported. But this was something
else. Kaelen had always been jealous, saying that her vehemence to
Je'Rol had hurt her because of how deeply she had loved him and
that she had been naive to believe a half-blood could love and that
she had mistaken her awe of Je'Rol saving her from natters as an
act of love. None of it had been real, according to him, and she
had believed him, which had only fed her hatred of Je'Rol for
tricking her. Only upon seeing him again had she learned otherwise.
Half-bloods and demonlords were indistinguishable from humans with
perhaps more humanity in some cases. "At least he left to protect
me, not to hurt me."

"That wasn't what you said eight years ago."
He muttered the words in a neutral tone, but that he had said it
confirmed that any mention of Je'Rol still bothered him. Good.
Maybe he'd leave her alone if he had to hear the truth.

"I was young and stupid then. I've
changed."

"But you don't want to listen to me?"

"I said I was young and stupid. And what you
did is unforgivable." She had done all she could to forget.

"But you could forgive a half-blood.
Hm?"

"Shut it, Kaelen! It's not the same." Nadia
clenched her fists and stepped away to let her temper cool. First
Je'Rol and then him returning to her life. It couldn't get any
worse. "I'm not talking about this now. We have a job."

"You're the one who brought it up."

To test him, and he showed no remorse for
what he had done. After all those years, he hadn't changed. There
were no excuses for the way he had mistreated her.

Or perhaps he was angry that she had
finished her training and he couldn't accept that she had proven
herself a worthy demon hunter. That would explain why he was so
adamant about claiming the dagger himself. He thought her unworthy
of any of it.

Damn him. Damn them all for trying to force
her to comply with their version of what they thought she should
be.

The demonlords respected her. Why couldn't
he?

She stopped near the goblin and knelt to his
level. "Can you speak now?" She'd rather hear the piercing voice of
a goblin than relive the pain of her past. Of all the other hunters
the Adept leaders could have sent, they had chosen the one who had
ripped apart her soul.

The goblin opened his mouth but, when
nothing came out, he put a hand to his throat and shook his
head.

Damn. That meant Kaelen would want to
talk.

"Do you have a message?" she asked.

The goblin nodded.

Hopefully the demonlords went out of range
soon. She had never determined the distance of the curse to prevent
goblins speaking in the presence of demonlords. Supposedly, the
first demonlords had set the curse upon all goblins and their
descendants. From her experience with Skar, she could only guess
that it had been to spare their ears from the shrill voices of the
goblins. Or maybe it had been to make dominating them easier. Then
again, the goblins seemed to serve demonlords willingly, taking
abuse by the commands of some.

"I wish you could tell me who sent the
message." She hated waiting, especially with Kaelen's eyes burning
through her.

The goblin looked from her to him and
crossed its arms.

That it waited meant the message must have
been important.

Kaelen stepped away from her, drawing his
sword as his eyes fixed on a rustle among the trees.

"I—"

The squeak from the goblin stole her
attention from whatever Kaelen stalked.

In a blur of motion, the goblin whirled and
hissed at something in the trees. A high-pitched shriek accompanied
the squish of something soft.

"Natters," Kaelen confirmed. The goblin
returned with only a light splattering of dark liquid glinting on
his clothes.

"They smell flesh," the goblin said in a
heavily-accented voice deeper than she expected but no less grating
on the ears.

"You can speak." Kaelen stood aside where he
could watch the trees and the goblin.

"Demonlords far enough now."

"Then tell me what you came to say, before
they get too close," Nadia said.

"Wark came not for High Lord of Je'Gri. This
message for Guardian from Magworsh clan leader."

"Guardian?" Nadia looked to Kaelen for an
answer, but he only shrugged.

"Leader sends warriors to find Guardians,
First Ones."

"First Ones? Do you mean Old Ones?" The
goblin Skar had referred to what humans called the Master Race as
the Old Ones. Could this goblin, Wark, have another name for
them?

"First Ones guard lesser races. Old Ones no
more."

That was more unclear. If the Old Ones
weren't the First Ones…"Who are the First Ones?"

The goblin's shoulders rose and fell with a
heavy sigh, and he shook his head. "You must pass message to
demonlords to reach Guardians. We observe bad things possible and
First Ones needed to stop like long ago. Goblins observe, keep
promises to Old Ones and Guardians."

Kaelen stepped back and pulled his hood away
from a face displaying the surprise she felt. "Old Ones?"

"The Master Race," Nadia answered and turned
back to Wark. "Is that why the goblins serve the demonlords?"

"Yes," he said as relief washed over him.
"Goblins are keepers of ways of Old Ones, you call Master Race. You
must tell demonlords. I travel to Gung Horsh clan."

"Who are the Guardians?" Kaelen asked.

Wark looked from him to her. "Leader does
not know."

Kaelen stepped closer, his eyes spitting
fire on the small demon. "Tell me."

The goblin stared at him, his eyes lulling
into the familiar emptiness of a demon dispirited.
"Demonlords."

"What demonlords?"

"Wark not told."

Kaelen glared at the goblin for several
seconds but the goblin said nothing, until Nadia broke the spell by
pushing Kaelen aside. The fool should have known better.

"He can't tell you what he doesn't know. Do
you think their leaders would be stupid enough to reveal that for
an Adept to discover? It's enough that he told us this much
without—"

A rustle of grass drew her attention to
where the goblin had stood.

Not a trace remained.

"You let him escape. We could have learned
more," Kaelen growled.

"No, we couldn't," she argued, despite the
guilt that she had broken the spell for the goblin to escape. She
shouldn't have let him slip away like that, but at the same time,
she wanted him to get away from Kaelen. If his purpose was to
contact the Guardians he mentioned, maybe they were meant to stop
the spiral into darkness she saw coming in the conflicts among
demonlords and the Adepts who hoped to use it to their advantage.
Maybe that's what the goblins also saw. It both relieved her and
scared her that she might be right.

Kaelen directed his burning glare at her and
returned to his horse. "Our leaders will need to know this."

"Great. Return to tell them."

"Not until…" He swung into the saddle. "…I
get that dagger."

Nadia led her horse away to wait for the
demonlords' return in the open, where any natters that approached
would be easy to spot and destroy. "Then it looks like I'm stuck
with you a while longer."

"I'm not complaining."

She was, but she refused to give him the
satisfaction of seeing her upset.

"Start cutting up some wood if you're
staying. We could use a fire."

He made no move, nor did the horse. Nadia
waited as the song of the night played softly over the land with
the gentle rustle of the wind through the grass, insects chirping,
and occasional bird or ground squirrel squeaking faintly.

But she saw no indications of the demonlords
returning yet.

They would return. Lord Je'Kaoron wouldn't
abandon her, unlike the man left with her.

After a long silence, the creak of leather
preceded the thump of feet on the ground. Steps shushed through
tall grass to right behind her. A set of reins landing on her
shoulder startled her and she whirled.

"Hold him for me."

Nadia took the reins as Kaelen returned to
the copse while unsheathing his sword.

With both horses grazing beside her, Nadia
watched Kaelen hack at the lower branches. She winced at the
thought of what that would do to his weapon, but without the
demonlords around, it was their best chance for getting a good fire
going.

Kaelen dropped a branch from the tree when a
noise arose from the direction the demonlords had gone.

It could have been something far worse, but
the emergence of the large cats calmed the fears arising in her
mind. The riders in the group burst from the darkness with a
familiar figure cast in the moon's glow heading towards her.

"Huntress." Lord Je'Kaoron stopped his mount
before her and jumped from the saddle in the same motion, a worried
look on his face as his eyes searched her. "Are you all right?"

That he cared enough to worry about her
teased a smile from her lips, and she nodded. "Yes."

Cats and horses tromped through the grass
from the darkness, one of them taking his mount.

He leaned close and in a low voice asked,
"Was there any trouble?"

"No, my lord. The goblin cooperated without
any persuasion."

"I didn't mean the goblin."

Nadia followed his gaze to the trees, where
Kaelen helped pick up branches broken off by the demonlords, who
had taken over.

"No," she said with full understanding.
"He…No." Kaelen had been strangely cooperative. He could have tried
to take the dagger when they were alone, but he hadn't.

Lord Je'Kaoron nodded and straightened to
his normal manner. "And what of the goblin?"

Nadia blinked away her thoughts of Kaelen,
glad to have something else to discuss. "Yes. He brought a message.
He said his clan observed some things that worried them and that
they want to find some First Ones that are Guardians to do whatever
needs to be done to stop bad things from happening."

In the darkness, the man stared at her, but
in the moonlight, those pale blue eyes grew distant.

"He couldn't tell me who these Guardians
are, and when I argued with Kaelen, he ran off."

In his usual pleasant manner, he tipped his
head. "Thank you, Nadia."

Thank you? For what—letting the goblin go or
for getting the message? "Do you know who the First Ones are? He
said they were Guardians of the lesser races."

"I know of them, but they don't want to risk
discovery. Those who have been revealed in the past have been
tortured for their knowledge." The look on his face in the
moonlight tugged at the pity inside her. Sorrow or fear, she
couldn't discern, but she wanted to console him as he had provided
her solace in her grief. After all he had done for her, it was the
least she could offer.

As she would have done with the girls whose
half-blood newborns she had taken or the families of demon victims,
she reached for his hand in a simple show of sympathy. He had been
there in her distress, and she wanted to give him some sign that
she understood. He had obviously been close to some of these
Guardians, whoever they were.

He curled his fingers in hers, his hand
warm.

"Did you know any of them?" she asked
hesitantly.

His eyes fell to their hands and she noted
the repeated sliding of his thumb over her hand in the seconds that
passed.

"Please don't ask me about that," he said in
a quiet voice and broke away.

The shimmer of magic transformed him and he
bounded off to blend in with the others still in tiger form around
the low fire they had started.

Nadia watched him, unaware of the shadow
creeping upon her.

"Not in the mood tonight?"

Emotions spiked at the accusation. She
jabbed her elbow into the gap in his armor, making an adequate but
less than satisfactory contact against Kaelen's ribs. "Leave me
alone!"

Needing space from him, she marched away to
the fire. At least Lord Je'Kaoron had a heart, which was much less
than she could say for Kaelen.



Chapter 5

 


The next day came too soon after a sleepless
night pondering what Lord Je'Kaoron might know of the First Ones.
An avoidance of a subject like that was easy enough to interpret.
And then there was his avoidance of her, which concerned her with
worries that she had upset him. He had remained a tiger through the
night, an easy way to avoid conversation, even if he stayed
near.

He was a demonlord, and she shouldn't worry.
The lingering stare from Kaelen while he lay on the opposite side
of the fire had said it.

In the quiet of the night, the dagger's
darkness had invaded her thoughts, twisting them into hating both
men, until she realized what was happening. She wanted to toss it,
but that would involve admitting that Kaelen was right and that she
was weak.

Rather, she tolerated its presence for the
sake of proving herself to him, although she had nothing to prove.
She had taken down Je'Rol, the half-blood that no Li'Ador or Adepts
had survived in encountering, of those who had actually caught up
to him. That counted for something.

She thought of him in the quiet of the
morning, the grief gnawing at her once again, and it passed into
other thoughts and memories. At least while hunting Je'Rol after he
escaped from Je'Rekun, she had something to occupy her mind and
give her purpose. Now, she could only wonder what would happen
after she destroyed the dagger and what Lord Je'Kaoron knew of the
First Ones and what that meant for their world.

As the journey resumed, she let the thoughts
slide, but while traveling, the weight of the dagger grew heavier
in her mind. Kaelen said nothing, but he would take what he wanted
when it suited him. When that was, Nadia couldn't be certain, but
as long as the demonlords stayed close, he wouldn't get
anything.

On the fourth day since leaving Acropa
Je'Gri, she started to think they would reach the Nik'Terek Gate
without any trouble.

She was wrong.

During the midday break, the tigers stirred.
One in particular moved in close to her, one whose stripes she
recognized from the many times he had stretched out next to her,
his fur soaking up her tears as she cried herself to sleep. After
spending so much time among the Je'Gri, she had come to recognize
the subtle differences in some of their markings.

In his tiger form, Lord Je'Kaoron moved
close to her, his head high and nostrils and whiskers
twitching.

After several seconds of sniffing, his ears
went back and his tail started lashing.

The others did the same, their teeth bared
while they faced outward at the brush and trees around them.

Kaelen rose from the ground and drew his
sword. He'd do better with a bow and arrows against trouble—his
most proficient weapon—but she supposed he'd left that behind in
his haste to catch her. And demonlords didn't use external weapons,
not that she had ever seen, since they couldn't effectively carry
them in their natural forms. They only used what they were born
with, but mortal weapons couldn't hurt them.

Mortal weapons.

Nadia reached down at her side to the
dagger. It was more than a mere mortal weapon. Whatever could rile
the demonlords might require something more powerful, like the
spirit blade.

Lord Je'Kaoron hunched, his lips curled back
from pointed teeth in a snarl.

"I wish you could talk like this," she said
in a low voice. "Tell me what you sense. Is it natters or something
else?"

The tiger's tail lashed and, in the midst of
a growl with his ears pinned back, he shook his head as if clearing
something away…or shaking his head.

The other tigers positioned themselves to
attack.

Their horses stood with their heads up and
bodies rigid. The guards holding them had transformed their simple
clothes to armor, but they gave the horses their full attention,
likely using some form of magic to keep them from fleeing.

The tension thickened around her.

With one hand, she flipped the covering from
the top of the dagger and pulled it. Power pulsed through her to
hold it in anticipation of battle.

The sudden roar from Je'Kaoron startled her,
but she stood ready.

A second later, the clearing where they
rested exploded in white and orange as tigers poured from the trees
and brush.

Like the battle of the Nik'Terek Gate all
over again, the melee took her back.

The tiger-form Je'Kaoron stayed by her, and
Kaelen joined them. The tigers didn't seem concerned with them as
much as mauling each other.

Nadia caught Kaelen's questioning
glance.

"What are they doing?" he asked, his sword
in his hands.

"I'd guess Je'Rekun's supporters," she said.
The realization twisted her stomach. If Je'Rekun's allies were
determined to undermine High Lord Je'Dron, they would want revenge
on the man who had taken out their leader—Lord Je'Kaoron.

"They're after him. We have to protect
him."

The tiger glanced at her, those pale blue
eyes meeting hers with understanding. Already, many of the guards
lay wounded, but they took down many of the other tigers with
them.

However, it seemed that the others had a
larger force; more emerged from hiding and joined the fight,
overwhelming the numbers who had accompanied her and Kaelen.

"There are too many," Kaelen said.

"We can't let them take him."

His face hardened.

"Don't even say it!" He'd done enough
insinuating of her and Lord Je'Kaoron already.

Two orange tigers made it past the falling
guards and approached them warily, tails lashing and teeth
bared.

Nadia swallowed her anxieties about facing
the demonlords and tightened her grip on the dagger.

Je'Kaoron snarled, teeth bared and ears back
as he put himself between the other tigers and her.

The bloodlust of the dagger called to her to
protect the one person there she cared about, but she didn't need
the dark power to realize that he couldn't defeat them and needed
help. And it would test the extent of the dagger's power, which
might not be as powerful as its aura projected.

The tigers circled wide to where Je'Kaoron
couldn't protect her from both. They would attack together, she was
certain of it.

Nadia moved with the tiger nearest to her
and noticed the tall shadow next to her. She didn't have to look to
know it was Kaelen sticking next to her as if she couldn't protect
herself. He said nothing, but the sword made it clear.

The tigers snarled at them and continued
moving.

Something brushed along the back of her
legs, Je'Kaoron's tail most likely.

A white tiger approached, its teeth bloody
and bared, and joined the others circling them. None attacked, but
other white and orange tigers joined, until the three of them in
the center of the circle were too far outnumbered and Lord
Je'Kaoron pressed into the back of her legs, nearly knocking her
forward.

"They want him alive," she said aside to
Kaelen.

One of the white tigers blurred and
transformed, a woman of scathing beauty with a white and black tail
of hair from the top of her head. She stood in white leggings and a
coat belted at her slim waist with a back that hung behind like
half a skirt, white with jagged horizontal stripes. "He will pay
for his crimes against High Lord Je'Rekun. You are another matter."
Her voice was smooth and calculated.

Behind her, Je'Kaoron transformed.

"Lady Je'Diri," he said calmly.

The snarling around them ceased as the
others transformed.

"Lord Je'Kaoron. It is my pleasure to bring
you to justice before Lord Je'Tiren."

Her pleasure. Nadia bristled at the
brutality that "pleasure" might involve.

Kaelen adjusted his sword, and Nadia
imagined him trying to behead the lady with it, and failing
utterly. Those who supported Je'Rekun considered humans no better
than livestock. Their lives meant nothing. They were lucky not to
be dead already.

Not wishing to start a fight they couldn't
win, Nadia reached over and pressed the sword down. He turned with
a cold fire in his eyes. She shook her head. His hatred for the
demonlords would get its chance, if he stood down this time.

After several seconds, Kaelen sheathed the
sword.

"Wise choice, Hunter," Lady Je'Diri taunted
in her smooth voice.

Kaelen's eyes narrowed, and he stood rigid
and ready to fight.

The lady's lips curved into a malevolent
smile. "Your pets may leave."

"No." The word left Nadia's lips without
hesitation, the dagger hilt biting into her tightening fingers.

Je'Diri scowled. "Do not argue, Huntress." A
second later, her expression changed as she looked Nadia up and
down. "You are the one I heard about. Did you too betray High Lord
Je'Rekun?"

"I am a demon hunter," she said with
confidence. "I serve no demonlord. I only do what must be done,
whether it be for Je'Rekun or Je'Dron."

The lady's lips curled in disdain. "So you
say, yet you travel with this traitor."

Nadia clamped her jaw on a rebuke. Her only
defense would get her killed.

"Adepts claim no alliance to any demonlord,"
Kaelen said with a warning glance to her.

"This is not your fight, Hunters." Lord
Je'Kaoron gave her a scolding look, but she knew him better than
that.

"But it is." Nadia searched her head for an
excuse. "You have a promise to keep."

His face darkened. "You cannot force a
promise from a dead man."

Je'Diri snickered. "None of us are indebted
to any human. Leave, Hunters, before I change my mind."

"Nadia—" Kaelen reached for her.

"No." She stepped away, unafraid of her own
mortality or the air of superiority of the lady, typical of most
demonlords. She had almost taken her own life in her grief for
taking Je'Rol's life, when Lord Je'Kaoron had lifted her from that
despair. It would mean nothing if she let him suffer.

"Go, Huntress," Je'Kaoron growled. He shoved
her away so hard that her feet tangled and she fell to the soft
grass.

Kaelen rushed to her side. "Nadia," he
murmured.

She pushed his hands from her and sat up
herself while the demonlords closed in on Lord Je'Kaoron and
secured his arms.

Pale blue eyes caught hers for only a second
before they escorted him away. She saw the sorrow in that instant.
He didn't want to go, but he couldn't fight that many and win, nor
could she; but she would find a way to rescue him.

"We have no supplies. At least return our
horses," Kaelen said.

The demonlords said nothing but continued
away with Lord Je'Kaoron at the center as others gathered around
them in tiger and in human form, many bloody and injured.

Kaelen helped her to her feet. "Let them
go."

Nadia stood and shook off his hands.
"They'll kill him."

"What's one less demonlord?"

An orange tiger passing them snarled but
continued on its way.

Nadia grabbed the cloak at his throat and
pulled him close. "One less demonlord ready for peace. Do you want
a war we can't win? That's what we'll get if Je'Rekun's allies take
over. Lord Je'Kaoron is working to make this world better for
everyone."

His eyes studied her with the same disgust
she had seen when she first admitted her feelings for Je'Rol, after
she had mistakenly trusted Kaelen enough to reveal that.

If that's how he felt, he could stay there.
She shoved him back and started after the demonlords through the
killing fields. Bloody orange and white tigers lay strewn about the
area, their bodies already attracting swarms of insects. It
wouldn't take the natters long to catch the scent of fresh blood.
The bodies would be gone within days. She didn't intend to be
anywhere near it to be attacked as fresh meat.

"Nadia."

She ignored him, determined to stand up for
Lord Je'Kaoron…somehow. Even returning to tell High Lord Je'Dron
might be too late.

But that didn't mean Kaelen couldn't.

She halted and turned to see him marching
through the grass to meet her. "Return to High Lord Je'Dron and
inform him what's happened."

"I'm not leaving you."

"Hah! You've already proven that's not
true." She turned and hurried after the retreating demonlords, as
much to do something for Lord Je'Kaoron as to get away from Kaelen
and the threat of succumbing to the ghosts of the past that
returned with him to haunt her.

Heavy steps crunched through grass behind
her.

"That wasn't my choice."

Damn liar, it wasn't. Only one man had stood
by her and never once pretended to be something he wasn't, and he
was drawing further ahead of her, about to be skewered for fighting
against the oppression that ruled their world. Nothing Kaelen could
say would change her decision, despite her fear of what Je'Rekun's
allies might do to her.

"Nadia. This isn't our fight."

"Yes, it is. Why are you still with me?" She
quickened her steps to keep pace with the pack ahead. The least she
could do was to learn where they were heading.

"Maybe I still care. I don't know."

She let out a huff. "You never cared. It was
all about embarrassing me, making me seem weak and unfit to be a
demon hunter. I was just a game." The betrayal cut through her,
pushing her after the demonlords. She didn't want to be alone with
Kaelen and hear his excuses.

One of the tigers looked back with a warning
growl.

"They'll kill you," Kaelen said from her
side.

"At least I'll die for a friend…something
you might learn from."

"Nadia. Nadia, wait."

A hand clamped on her arm pulled her to a
stop. She tried to pull away, and when she couldn't, she put her
fighting skills to use. He was not holding her back.

Kaelen blocked and moved with her, avoiding
punches. When she thought she might finally have him, he twisted
and caught her around her throat with his other arm. Thick and
hard, his muscles tightened around her throat while he held her
wrist twisted aside.

With her free hand, Nadia clutched at his
sleeve, aware that he was stronger, and calculated how to escape.
Her quickness had always been her advantage, rather than size. She
had slackened in her training too much in teaching Je'Surana.

But she had the dagger.

Her right hand dropped to her side. Kaelen
squeezed her throat and twisted her arm, distracting her from her
attempt.

"Listen to me," his voice ground in her ear.
"Forget the dagger."

The demonlords drew farther from them
through the trees. Loneliness crept through her at the prospects of
losing the only man who had actually ever cared about her.

"I didn't leave you willingly. It wasn't my
choice." Kaelen paused, his swallow loud in her ears. "Yes, I was
ordered to…to show how weak you were as a woman, but I didn't
object for the same reason many of the men at the training center
wouldn't have objected. You were one woman, but we could have gone
into Kinaan for the satisfaction of a woman. Unlike them, I saw
something intriguing—vicious determination and gentleness. I was
the one seduced by this young woman, but Commander Rovan saw it,
saw us, and knew it wasn't a matter of me using you as he ordered.
He sent me away and threatened to kill you if I said anything. It
wasn't my choice, Nadia."

Anger burned through her and welled in her
eyes. "You had a choice." She choked on the secret still buried but
stirring to rise by the revival of memories and heartache. "If this
is your apology, it's too little too late."

He let out a heavy sigh and relaxed his
hold.

Taking advantage of his slack and needing to
flee that part of her past, she twisted to escape his hold and
raced through the trees to reach the demonlords. A storm rose
inside, a storm of secrets and emotions that could not be
reconciled with his supposed confession. For all she knew, he lied
to try to use her again.

But he hadn't taken the dagger when he could
have.

It made no difference. He had still been
selfish, thinking only of himself and his career rather than what
would become of her. He could have saved her instead of
leaving.

She had overcome that part of her life and
would not go back. They had all used her, Kaelan and Commander
Rovan to discredit her as a woman demon hunter and the sorcerers to
add power to their damned weapon.

No more.

She was her own person. She would live for
herself and prove them all wrong. She would play a part in saving
that world, even if no one else believed it could be done.

Lord Je'Kaoron had believed, had risked his
life many times and risked the heartache of a child who loved him
to build a better world for that half-blood child's future. And in
the short time Nadia had known him, he had shown her a new way of
seeing their world.

And she would fulfill Je'Surana's request to
protect him.

 


*



PART 2 –
CHAINS

 


 


"We of the chosen of Derandria have received
her requests to provide guardianship of her life through the lives
of all creatures in existence from the smallest to the largest in
their chain of survival. Of particular interest are the untouched
descendants of the Naifun, pure in their desire to maintain the old
ways, the culture of the forgotten past maintained to adapt through
natural processes and husbandry of Derandria's resources. We agree
to clean up the mistakes of the heretical who have broken their
pact and explored instead the destructive capabilities of their
gifts."

 


— Opening paragraph of the
guardianship pact of the First Ones



Chapter 6

 


Nadia was too mad at him to listen to
reason.

Kaelen followed as closely as he dared. A
single human wouldn't last long in the wild. She would need him,
especially in the night when the worst of the natters were likely
to attack, and without their horses, they wouldn't get far very
fast. The many tigers had provided security against the dangers
since leaving Acropa Je'Gri. She seemed to have taken that for
granted to leave him behind.

So much for explaining what happened when he
left. He hadn't expected her to listen. She was too enamored of
this demonlord to care about him. It had to be the influence of
that Lord Je'Kaoron.

While he had hoped for a little more
sympathy, he hadn't expected it. He had been wrong to leave her as
he had. He hadn't wanted to, but at the time, the threat by the
Li'Ador commander while surrounded by his top instructors had made
it clear that Rovan would carry out the execution.

They'd had their reasons. Women didn't
belong in demon hunting. It was harsh, brutal, and not for the fair
or faint of heart. The few rumored to have tried had all reportedly
failed the training. Nadia had been the first to pass, but he had
been determined to push her to succeed, and she had, despite—or
maybe in spite of—his betrayal.

Commander Rovan had betrayed him too with
his mixed orders, especially his order to leave her.

Nadia was a woman, but she was also a human
and deserved the respect that went with that. Kaelen wouldn't take
the dagger, but he wasn't leaving without it. She had earned a
reputation as a fierce demon hunter. No one could deny that she had
overcome the challenges placed before her, challenges far worse
than the Li'Ador would place before any man only because they were
determined to prove her weak.

After all she had done to earn their
respect, he could only guess why she would side with the
demonlords. Nadia had been anything but gullible. She thought for
herself, but she'd had to to survive.

Seeing her again had brought back the
memories with all their pleasure and heartache of that year of
training. He wouldn't abandon her again. Rather, he would make her
see the truth again, and then she would present the dagger
herself.

She continued to a rise of land, where the
trees thinned and stopped.

He approached warily from behind her,
certain that she couldn't miss the rustling of grass around his
legs with each step.

Upon reaching the hilltop, he realized why
she had halted. Ahead loomed a fortress unlike any he had seen, a
high outer wall ranging for miles around plots of farmland with an
inner wall surrounding the city proper, if the glimpse of high
rooftops beyond was any indication. He couldn't see it all due to
the vastness of it, a country unto itself, but he could imagine
it.

Not far ahead, the demonlords surrounding
Lord Je'Kaoron made a line for the nearest gate in the outer
wall.

"Nakeros," Nadia said under her breath.

"The trading center of Tikeros?" Like the
port city of Dev Nadir on Karaligo, the domain of the Ur'Asu clan,
Nakeros had a reputation as one of the most fortified cities in the
world. Because of its security against natters, it was also one of
the most crowded, which made it dangerous.

"If this Lord Je'Tiren controls Nakeros,
High Lord Je'Dron will not keep his position long," she said.

"Let them fight it out."

She turned with a scowl. "And risk Je'Dron
losing? He is our strongest ally against the repression of the old
ways."

That she acknowledged him was a step in the
right direction, but she still wasn't seeing reality. "If they cut
each other's numbers, that's less for us to fight."

"They will come after us no matter. The
demonlords are aware that the sects are seeking ways to overpower
them. They killed a sorceress in Dev Nadir for possessing some sort
of control stones. They know what's happening, Kaelen. We're better
off supporting High Lord Je'Dron and his allies if we want to
survive."

Before he could object, Nadia ran off after
the demonlords.

He took off after her down the hill, jumping
a fallen trunk and dodging trees and thick brush with less grace
than her. Even in demon hunter armor and cloak, she was nimble and
fast. He had a hard time catching her, but he did, when she stopped
at a steep drop that would mean a broken leg, if not a broken
neck.

The demonlords had jumped and landed as if
no more than a foot off the ground and continued their path to the
city.

Although he wished otherwise, the cliff
didn't deter Nadia, who already looked for a way down. Looking
didn't last long as she stopped with her toes at the ledge and
stared down at the sheer drop of at least twenty feet.

The wind played with a few strands of brown
hair around her face loosened from the tail hanging over her
back.

For a second, he entertained the idea that
she had given up. However, when stepping up beside her, he
recognized the determination blazing across her face in studying
the descent.

"Nadia." She'd better not be thinking what
he suspected her of thinking.

"This would be easier if we had rope." With
the grinding of gravelly rock, she sat and dangled her legs off the
edge.

"You're not serious." Kaelen squatted next
to her.

She rolled over and slid the lower half of
her body over the ledge.

She was serious, if not crazy.

That indisputable determination is what had
earned her a reputation as one of the best at taking down vicious
half-bloods and natters.

Before she disappeared, he pressed his hands
over hers. "You'll end up dead if you do this."

"I'm not giving up." She tugged one hand,
but he held on.

"Nadia, we'll go around, find a better way
down, a safer way."

At that, she hesitated and looked up. "No,
you won't. Look around, Kaelen. Do you see anything better?"

He scanned both directions. The cliff ended
in an overhang to his right, nearest to the city. To the left, it
went on a ways. In the distance, it appeared to dip towards a pile
of crushed rock. "There."

She turned, and then twisted around.

Realizing what she sought, he found the
demonlords on the plains below. "They're almost to the gates. It
won't make any difference if we take longer, but at least you're
more likely to survive. You won't do anyone any good dead or
injured."

She stared at him, her face hardening and
lips pressed together. Several seconds passed before the tension
fell. "All right. We'll try it your way."

He bit his tongue on the self-righteousness
burning for release and helped her climb back onto the ledge. She
didn't trust him, but she knew he was right.

Nadia dusted herself and turned to the city.
Sorrow pressed down on her brow and sank her shoulders for several
seconds, until she sprinted off along the ledge into the
distance.

He might not be able to stop her, but at
least he had given her a better chance of survival.

They ran a ways beneath shading boughs of
trees still heavy with turning leaves. The city wall ran almost
parallel, while the nearest gate through that wall drew farther
away.

Nadia slowed but kept going. Kaelen forced
himself to keep up, determined to stay with her. He might have
regained the upper hand in their dispute, but he had never been a
runner. By the time he reached the lower cliff, she was already
climbing down over the edge.

He climbed down next to her and ended up
sliding unsteadily down the loose rock that had broken from the
cliffside into the pile. Before his feet dug in too deeply, he
pulled them up and ran down the last of the incline in an effort to
keep from diving head first.

When solid ground greeted his feet, he
slowed to a stop and turned to see Nadia making it look easy as
rocks slid and rolled away with each step. Her feet sank but she
lifted them before they could mire her in loose gravel.

She strode past him without a look, heading
for the gate.

Kaelen jogged after her and slowed to keep
up easily over the flattening, grassy terrain. Only a few trees
defined the cut off between mountains and prairie, hardly
encroaching on the walls and most likely kept clear for security
measures.

As they neared the gate, she let out a heavy
breath and rolled her eyes. "Why can't you leave me alone? You're
not getting the dagger."

"I'm not leaving you alone in this. I can't
stop you, but I can watch your back."

"I don't need you. I learned to survive on
my own." She huffed her indignation. "This doesn't change what
happened."

"We
can't change the past," he said. But we can regret it.

"You should have thought of that eight years
ago."

He had, but she wasn't hearing it.

She flipped up the hood of her cloak and
stepped more quickly, pulling ahead of him towards the gate with
its doors of heavy planks tightly bolted together.

Guards looked down from high above in their
gate towers matching the guard towers spaced along the wall with
their pointed peaks and metal roofs shielding the beacons. Arrow
slits dotted the wall in a staggered pattern for archers to defend
the perimeter from invasions by any species.

The demonlords had already disappeared,
presumably within the massive doors still open slightly. Whether
the guards would allow two demon hunters within the city was
another matter, if his assumptions about Lord Je'Tiren were
correct. As humans, the guards should allow them to pass, but some
demonlord rulers outright despised Adepts. He had learned the hard
way.

They arrived at the doors, which rose to a
peak almost the height of the cliff where Nadia had started to
scale down before he convinced her not to.

From behind the open doors, a burly guard
stepped out, dark eyes studying them from beneath the brim of his
helmet, which bore the likeness of a snarling cat with ears
flattened back along the curve of metal. A shadow of brown darkened
the man's jaw and hard eyes narrowed.

"Why do you pursue the demonlords?"

"Our business is our own," Nadia said in a
harsh voice. Those dark eyes sought to burn the man for daring to
step into her path.

"So it is, but while we have no argument,
Adepts are less than welcomed by the demonlords who reside within
the city."

"We appreciate the warning." Nadia stepped
around him and through the doors.

Kaelen hurried after her into the passage
through the wall, a tunnel to another door on the other side.
Moisture dripped from grates above, along with the scrapes and
clinks of men moving over their heads, ready to douse them.

The echo of steady water drops into a pool
teased his thirst and hunger. They had traveled without food or
rest since the demonlords attacked some time ago and hadn't rested
for some time before that. He doubted she would halt for a drink or
meal.

Their steps echoed through the short tunnel,
where no one stopped them.

On the other side, they stepped beneath the
open portcullis and a second door into the sun. Another wall
towered in the distance. Between the two spread a vast land of
various hues from red to green. A flock of birds soared over the
patchwork of fields and pastures amid farms dotting the land.

"A warning, hunters—beware not to kill
half-bloods. They are captured for sport." The guard's voice rang
through the hollow of the tunnel behind them.

Kaelen twisted back and lifted his hand in a
quick acknowledgment, not missing a step next to Nadia.

"We're not here for half-bloods," she
muttered.

No, they weren't. She was there for a
demonlord. He would do his duty to mislead the demonlords from her
purpose until he could convince her to return to the temple.

"Half-bloods for sport?"

"Fighting sport," Nadia said, her eyes on
the city wall beyond several hills ahead.

"Dao Larashi." He should have known.

At that, she turned to him in
confirmation.

"Lord Je'Kaoron watched Je'Rol fight in Dev
Nadir's tournament over six months ago. Je'Rol was being controlled
by a sorceress to keep him from fighting in the blood rage. In full
control of his thoughts and abilities, he won the tournament, but
the plan was an elaborate setup to gain an audience with Lord
Chandroya, the human allowed to govern the city. The intent was for
Je'Rol to kill him so another human could advance in status." She
scoffed. "Men have learned nothing from demonlord behavior. They
are as soulless and selfish. Some demonlords are far more
reasonable."

He didn't have to ask to realize she was
including him and Je'Kaoron in that statement. Rather, he said
nothing. Defending his actions of eight years ago or even decrying
Je'Kaoron's was a waste of breath and time. Whatever the demonlord
had done had clearly solidified a loyalty from her that would take
proof to crack.

For now, he walked in silence next to her,
their strides shortening into something more relaxed. They saw no
sign of the demonlords, but it wasn't hard to figure out where they
were heading. The problem would be finding them inside the
city.

Roads criss-crossed between fields and
paddocks from one tenement to another. In their field next to the
main road that they traveled, a flock of flightless kima birds
stirred from nibbling berries around a thicket of bushes to peer at
them from the tops of long necks. The birds must have decided they
were harmless, since they went back to picking berries from the
bushes and ground.

People wandered among grazing livestock or
worked in the few fields not yet empty like the many that had
already been harvested for the year. All the laborers were human,
peasants serving their masters. It made him sick.

Kaelen had traveled the world hunting
natters and half-bloods and had observed many of the farming
practices. Humans worked in the hot sun and freezing snow at the
risk of being attacked by natters, while demonlords lounged.

And Nadia wanted to save them, or some of
them.

"Why do you defend them?" Demonlord behavior
towards humans was inexcusable. "They're all the same deep
down—lazy, arrogant, selfish…"

She said nothing, which could mean only one
thing. "You know I'm right," he said.

"No. I know you're ignorant, like most
men."

Which
was partly why he hadn't just taken the dagger; the other part
being that he respected her abilities. Taking it would only push
her away for good, from him and the sects, by proving what she had
been twisted to believe. Since her objection after the training
session in Acropa Je'Gri, he had conceded to waiting for her to
change her mind. He had expected her to object to seeing him but
not to giving up the fight against the demonlords, much less
joining
them.

Arguing wouldn't get him anywhere. He would
convince her by his actions.

She continued straight to the city but
paused at the top of one of the hills.

A cluster of white and orange and black
moved along the line of road ahead. The demonlords were nearly at
the gates.

"We'll lose them in the city." He hoped.

The dark look from her sent a chill down his
back, just as it had that first day he took over her training, when
she had questioned why she was being singled out and had flatly
denied being inadequate. She'd been right to question those
judgments against her; they had been lies to diminish her so she
would give up demon hunter training and settle into a calm life
that would allow her healthy pregnancies, especially since the
dispirit power was passed on by the parents.

"Those who give up fail. Those who try still
have a chance to succeed. I plan to succeed." She strode off in a
renewed hurry.

That was the Nadia he expected. Kaelen
followed her to the gate of the city wall, which was much like the
gate of the outer wall. If anyone attempted a siege of the city,
they would be hard-pressed to take it from the outside. Even High
Lord Je'Dron with all his forces could not hope to take the city
from the outside. If Lord Je'Tiren supported Je'Rekun as High Lord
of the Je'Gri, Je'Dron had a big problem on his hands.

Kaelen followed Nadia through another dark
tunnel. This time, instead of a quiet, pastoral scene on the other
side, the odors of too many people and animals crowded together
tainted the air with the sounds to go with it. Faint voices,
banging, scraping, squeaking, and other sounds blended together
into a low buzz.

They stepped out on a road between
tightly-packed buildings looming over them. Bridges connected upper
floors of some stone-walled buildings above the street, which
angled down with the slope of the hill and rose ahead with the
height of buildings growing more ornate and larger in size farther
away, where they surrounded the tall, curved wall of the largest
structure. Other large buildings with domed metal or even tiled
roofs were scattered amid the city. Nakeros was more intricate and
varied in styles than many he had seen in his travels with a
complex system of streets. Narrow bridges over them connected one
tall building to another over lower structures, but it was one of
the oldest cities of the demonlords and had been added upon many
times from what he remembered of his history studies as an
Adept.

Even where they stood at the fringe of the
city, the buildings had been made of stone, likely quarried from
the cliffs beyond the second wall, not cobbled together from
whatever material could be afforded. From the change in rock color,
above the ground floor, other floors had been added later. Windows
shuttered with wood were mostly open for the day, and many with
canopies offered shade from the sun.

On the low level of the street, where no
wind blew, that sun burned hot. The black uniforms could help in
the dark when natters came out, but combined with the added minimal
armor to protect vulnerable places against demon attacks holding in
his body heat, it was a burden at times like this.

Nadia's expression grew more distraught each
second of gazing upon the city.

"We can leave," he said with the hopes that
she would give up this useless quest.

"No. He's here. I'll find him."

"How?"

She turned, the worry hardening back into
steeled determination. "I told you—by not giving up."

It wasn't the answer he wanted, but he
wasn't leaving her. Whether she could admit it or not, she needed
him or at least someone to watch her back, and at the moment, he
was the only one capable and willing. He did it for her. She might
hate him, but he still believed in her.

They started down the road, and, as they
passed, people paused in their work to watch them. A cloud fell in
their wake and whispers floated behind them. Nothing unusual in
that. Demon hunters were respected, and usually welcomed for
purging natter infestations and dealing with murderous half-bloods
too dangerous for the average person to confront.

But the eyes of several tigers lingered on
them longer than he would have liked. Even after passing, he felt
as if their eyes burned through him.

With so many patrolling the city, he might
have found it easier to ask to be taken to wherever Lord Je'Kaoron
had been taken; but he wasn't ready to draw any more attention to
themselves.

"They could be anywhere," he said in a low
voice. The group had disappeared from sight. But if the captors
served Lord Je'Tiren, they had only to learn where he was located.
As one who commanded loyalty from other Je'Gri, he would likely be
the one in charge of the city and that meant luxury and an army of
guards, unfavorable prospects but ones which might dissuade her
from this pursuit.

Nadia's lips twitched, her eyes hidden
behind the cowl.

"We could at least find food. You'll need to
be at your strongest."

At that, she turned to him. "When did you
start caring?"

"I never stopped."

She scoffed and shook her head, continuing
towards the wider lanes and larger structures near the sporting
arena. "We can't afford to slow down. Not yet."

They made their way to a market. There,
demonlords in human form wandered among the various merchants. Like
the other humans mingling through the market, the merchants fell
into a range of types from the portly well-fed—usually dressed in
the finest garments—to those in slightly tattered robes hiding the
hunger, from women with children dancing around them to men with an
arrogance worse than the demonlords. Tents shaded wares from the
sun now high overhead, its warmth reflected from the stones under
foot to deflect the chill of autumn. They filled the square around
a fountain and down several of the wider streets between buildings.
The cacophony of voices, activities, and animals remained steady,
despite the many stares two demon hunters attracted.

Nadia slowed her steps as she scanned
different offerings of fruit, jewelry, cloth, pottery, and more. At
one of the food tables, she lifted a yellow fruit and sniffed
it.

Finally, she acknowledged her hunger.

Wood scraped on stone as the old woman
behind the table rose from her stool, the wrinkles creasing her
face deepening. "Why are you here?"

The woman's accusatory tone jabbed him with
ingratitude. Kaelen tightened his fingers into fists and clamped
his jaw on a retort.

A tall man of regal bearing turned his head
slowly, his pale face fitting with the white hair striped with the
black. Arguing with the citizens over their purpose, much less with
one of that kind listening, would only make things worse.

Nadia froze with the fruit before her, her
eyes accosting the woman for several seconds before she slowly
replaced the fruit on its stack in one of the many baskets. The air
around her dropped to frigid as she turned and stepped away.

Glad that her temper wasn't directed at him
for a change, Kaelen caught up to her and leaned close. "We're
being watched."

"Mm, hmm."

The tiger demonlord had disappeared between
tents, setting off every sense of caution Kaelen had about being
there.

"Things are going to get difficult." If only
she had listened to him not to pursue this…whatever it was.

On their slow browse past the merchant
tents, Nadia turned, a sly smile on her face. "You say that as if
it's bad. What are you afraid of, Kaelen?"

She had gone mad.

"What did they do to you?" In avoiding the
near collision with one child running from another, Kaelen missed
whatever passed on her face. By the time he looked up again for an
answer, she wore the blank expression of someone lost within
themselves.

Through the humans mingling about, a pair of
orange-and-black-clothed men of sublime bearing approached them.
Kaelen glanced aside to see several more closing in through the
crowds to surround them.

Nadia halted, a cool calm about her that he
wouldn't have expected from the fire that had been directed at
him.

Once people realized what was happening,
they scurried out of the way of their masters to the outside of the
shrinking circle. Other Je'Gri approached from between tents,
cutting off any escape that way, although fleeing the keen senses
of Derandria's masters would be a futile effort. He could only wait
with Nadia until the circle of men and women closed in on them like
a noose.

Seven demonlords surrounded them. The
background voices of sellers and buyers haggling hushed to a
minimum, replaced by whispered questions of what was happening.

A man with black-streaked chestnut hair and
the naturally tan skin of the warrior Je'Gri looked them up and
down. "Why are you here? We have no need of demon hunters. What use
we have for Adepts is fulfilled at the moment."

"With so many warriors in the city, I assume
you dispose of your own half-bloods," Nadia said coolly.

The demonlord's face darkened in menace.
"You assume correctly, Huntress, but that changes nothing. You are
not welcome here."

"I'm not leaving without Lord
Je'Kaoron."

A flicker of hesitation passed, not much but
enough to confirm that the guard was alarmed by their
knowledge.

"I don't know what you're talking
about."

"You lie…my lord," she said with a hint of
taunting in her voice and the coy grin on her face.

Kaelen clamped his jaw on a warning not to
antagonize the demonlords. Every time he had tried to reason with
her, she had done what he opposed. He might as well save his
breath. That didn't stop his heart from pounding or his muscles
from tightening in anticipation. He should never have let her step
inside the city. She seemed determined to get them killed.

The demonlord blurred, his fine clothes
transforming into armor, and the others did the same. "You try my
patience, Huntress."

"I know. I came to speak to Lord Je'Tiren,
not you."

The demonlord scowled. "Insolent witch!" He
swung claws at her with blinding speed.

Kaelen barely caught his breath when he
realized that she stepped aside and whirled, the dagger stabbing at
an angle beneath the plates above the demonlord's waist. Nadia
pulled it free and the demonlord winced as he stood upright. What
was she thinking attacking them?

What was she doing still standing
unscathed?

The man staggered and two others stepped to
the warrior's sides, while he pressed his hands over the bleeding
wound and looked up, confusion and pain pinching his face.

"What are you doing?" Kaelen hissed as Nadia
wiped the dagger clean on her black cloak.

She said nothing but watched the circle
around them. The crowds fell quiet, not a scuff of movement from
the citizens of the city. Only a light breeze dared to gently
ruffle their cloaks about their legs.

The injured demonlord lifted his bloody hand
before him. "What…did you do?"

"You'll heal." The glacial calm about Nadia
gave Kaelen chills. She was too calm.

He stared at the bloody trail creeping down
the demonlord's side, realizing the answer to the question that had
plagued him and the council. The dagger had pierced the side of a
demonlord, who had not healed instantly as they did if mortal
weapons chanced to touch them. More than that, she had moved faster
than he had expected, almost preternaturally. That dagger could be
the beginning of their fight for freedom.

"And you will die," one of the others
said.

"She will not!" a woman said from outside
their circle.

They turned in the direction of a woman
clearly not of the Je'Gri but with the regal demeanor and refined
beauty of a demonlord. Her jacket and leggings ranged in shades of
brown, her skin a lighter shade than her hair. Her long legs moved
quickly to cover the ground opened by the parting crowds, and as
she neared, Kaelen caught the severe gaze directed not at him or
Nadia but at the Je'Gri around them.

When she caught up to them, Kaelen noted the
dark brown clasp holding up her hair. The horny ridge formed a
crown about her head.

"I have been sent to watch for these two."
Her eyes passed over him and Nadia with a wicked smile. "Lady
Je'Diri expected them to follow."

Nadia stiffened, the dagger still in her
hand. "Where have they taken Lord Je'Kaoron?"

"You will soon learn for yourself."

Kaelen didn't like the sound of that, in her
voice or her words. Nadia had gone too far. The demonlords probably
planned to torture them to reinforce their dominance.

"Bring them," the woman ordered.

All but the injured guard and one of those
helping him transformed into tigers around them.

Snarls and growls urged them forward behind
the woman, who led them through the staring citizens of
Nakeros.



Chapter 7

 


She should have left Kaelen behind, wished
he had stayed behind. He would only hold her back from doing what
needed to be done to save Lord Je'Kaoron. Nadia could have handled
the demonlords herself. She hadn't wanted to demonstrate the power
of the dagger in front of him, but she wasn't about to die before
reaching Lord Je'Kaoron. Now, Kaelen would never leave her alone
but would want it for himself.

With all eyes on her, Nadia eased the dagger
back into its sheath and flipped the leather keeper over the hilt.
She had proven her point, and by arrogance or some other factor of
luck, she had been left with the weapon.

The woman in brown strode ahead of them, her
head held high with an air of confidence. Nadia didn't recognize
the clan coloring on the woman, which meant nothing, except that
Nadia couldn't fall back on known history.

The woman led them away from the market, the
tigers surrounding them. Tigers who served Lord Je'Tiren.

The thought teased a smile, which lifted
some of the tension. They would likely be taken to wherever Lord
Je'Kaoron was. Whatever happened to them, she would at least die
knowing she hadn't forsaken him. However, she wasn't sure how they
would release him. The idea of never seeing him again ached in her
chest. Kaelen didn't matter; he could take care of himself—Lord
Je'Tiren had no reason to hate him—and he probably would,
regardless of what happened to her. He only cared about the dagger,
or so she tried to tell herself; that he had not taken it by force
already cracked her beliefs with doubt.

They passed into a large plaza surrounded by
wide structures of arched facades and peaked roofs of the old style
of red clay roof tiles. The breadth of the structures and front
columns at the tops of the steps before many was a style she had
not seen before. By the difference in stone color and the cracks
along a few, they must have been of another era she wasn't familiar
with.

In the center of the plaza rose a central
obelisk, from a wide base to a pinnacle piercing the sky with its
pointed tip above the highest rooftops. Characters etched upon its
polished face in shadow to her stood frozen in time—a man with a
bird soaring above his head and several demonlords she recognized
standing around him.

A few groups of men and women chatting on
the steps before several of the buildings quieted, their eyes
following them with burning suspicions.

Nadia was accustomed to stares from walking
into a new town as a demon hunter, certain that part of that was
because they were surprised to see a woman in the uniform. However,
these weren't looks of pure curiosity or relief but something else,
something contemptuous like the cold reception from the woman in
the market or maybe indifference—she couldn't say. She missed the
acceptance she'd had at Acropa Je'Gri, where no one had stared at
her.

This was of little concern, or so she tried
to tell herself while the attitudes of at least some of the humans
in the city piqued her curiosity. What had the demonlords ruling
them done that they would despise Adepts rather than honor
them?

Didn't they know that many of the demonlords
wanted to turn them back into livestock suitable to be fattened for
their dinners?

Unlikely. The people wouldn't know anything
but what was in that city. But Je'Diri and her entourage had
admitted to being aware of the actions of Lord Je'Kaoron.

Maybe only demonlords came and went.

She was missing something. Lord Je'Tiren, or
any ruling demonlord, could control the flow of information and
that might include lies about Adepts. With so few strangers passing
through the gates of Nakeros, they could easily contain or twist
news from outside.

Nadia glanced aside, past the edge of her
hood at Kaelen. He must have caught the movement from her since he
turned, his brows deepening for a moment in question. Whether he
had come to the same conclusion was uncertain; they could discuss
it later…if there was a later.

Now, they could only follow the unidentified
lady through the plaza occupied mostly by humans in stately gowns
and robes. Nakeros must have been a prosperous city with humans
treated much as equals and given the chance to gain wealth and
perhaps even positions of power, or what they perceived as power.
The people would have no reason to trust outsiders. If so, Lord
Je'Tiren was a master manipulator, and those were the worst leaders
of all.

Or High Lord Je'Dron was mistaken.

It
reminded her of the leaders of the Adepts of Te'Mea. The two main
sects, sorcerers and demon hunters, and the ruling council all had
their separate agendas yet coordinated in one main goal—undermining
the demonlords. One was no better than the other. As for the
teachers and scholars, the priests and priestesses of the temples,
she couldn't be certain; she'd had no contact with any of
the Attiros
du Te'Mea, the keepers
of the knowledge and the interpreters of the Book of Kirian, since
finishing her basic instruction and dispirit training at the
temple.

The demonlords escorted them to the palace
at the end of the long plaza, where an aisle of six different
demonlord statues larger than life stood on pedestals almost as
tall as her, placing them imposingly high. They passed beneath the
stone figures, whose empty eyes stared down upon the meek passing
before them: a dragon sitting upright like the tiger across from
it, a Cas'Lu as a large wolf with spines down its back, a Val'Tiro
as a raptor with a beak full of sharp teeth, a Lor'Vas as a
gracefully leaping water creature with teeth protruding from its
elongated jaw, and a coiled serpent, which she had never seen
before, displaying bony protuberances like horns cresting the back
of its head and a leathery cape around its body. Most of them she
had seen with Je'Dron's army that defeated Je'Rekun at the
Nik'Terek Gate. Most and then some, but not the latter.

At the end of that aisle was a palace that
stretched wide, nearly hiding the larger sports arena behind it.
Before it climbed a staircase, divided by a gate. The columns of
the gate rose high above to meet at an arch with vinelike lacings
of stone supporting a faceted teardrop crystal within that
arch.

They passed beneath and reached the top of
the stairs and the entrance terrace before the silver doors of the
palace.

"Palei Vi'Kan," the lady said with a hint of
pride in her voice as she led them through the doors. "It was not
always ruled by the Je'Gri."

Nadia wasn't sure the fact or the lady's
admission was more interesting. "I've never heard of Vi'Kan," she
prompted.

The lady paused before the double doors into
the palace as one of the guards pushed them open and extended her
arm back towards the statues on the plaza now below them. "The
Vi'Kan are a small clan…nearly extinct." Her voice fell at the end,
but she regained the slip of her poise. "Come."

Nadia caught Kaelen's eyes as they passed
through the door, and this time, she noticed the slight curve of
his lips. The lady had revealed much in her statement, and it
explained why she had mentioned that note of history about the
structure.

They stepped into a large round entrance
foyer open clear to the ceiling beyond two balcony levels. Two
stairways curved around from the top and into the middle level
while two others rounded with the walls from the middle level to
the main level. A mass of sparkling crystal hung over them in the
form of an opening blossom of colorful glass through which the
midday sun cast its glow, igniting the room in sparkles of light.
The floor was no less impressive, nor the moldings or pearlescent
panels about the walls of that entrance hall, which disappeared
through an archway beneath the balconies ahead and down corridors
to their left and right.

Nadia had thought the throne room in Acropa
Je'Gri impressive in the way the skylight broke and directed sun or
moon light upon the throne of the high lord and about the room.
This was equally entrancing in its own right.

The lady stopped in the center of the room
and turned to face them, a frown upon her face. "Leave us."

After a second to realize she wasn't
speaking to her or Kaelen, Nadia watched the tigers depart.

The lady waited, her eyes shifting from one
to another until the tigers were gone.

"Are you so sure we'll cooperate?" Kaelen
asked.

The lady's boots tapped loudly on the tiled
floor as she stepped close, her height greater than Kaelen. Her
eyes shifted from him to Nadia. "If you wish to save your…Lord
Je'Kaoron, you will. If you flee, you will not get far before the
Je'Gri decide to make an example of you."

Now was not the time for Kaelen to argue. He
could have left.

After a pause, the lady turned and started
across the entrance hall. "Follow me."

When he didn't move, Nadia jabbed Kaelen
with her elbow. He scowled but started after the lady.

Nadia stayed with him, wishing he would walk
faster, but the demonlord slowed her steps, allowing them to catch
her.

"Lady Vi'Alees," the lady said as she led
them through the arched doorway to a long corridor. "Mine was one
of the six clans that built this city to protect the humans from
the natters, which multiplied faster than they could exterminate
them, before Te'Mea organized humans with the ability to dispirit
demons."

The lady didn't speak with the usual
arrogance Nadia had come to expect from most demonlords. Rather,
her manner reflected the same rational, level demeanor of Lord
Je'Kaoron. It inspired questions of the lady's beliefs, but Nadia
bit her tongue with patience and hoped Kaelen did the same. It
seemed that Lady Vi'Alees wished to say something but was limited
in what she could reveal.

They walked through a wide inner corridor,
passing humans in uniforms who paid them no more attention than the
arched tables scattered along the length of the corridor with vases
of fresh flowers upon them. Servants, she guessed, hurrying to
fulfill their duties with confidence rather than fear of their
masters.

They passed a glass door revealing a large
ballroom with crystalline sconces spaced around the walls among
artworks and the two fireplaces upon the farthest wall. There might
have been more, but they passed too quickly for Nadia to see any
more detail.

They continued past the ballroom, several
closed doors and furnished nooks set off from the corridor, and a
staircase.

Lady Vi'Alees stopped at a solid wooden door
and pushed it open to a dark room. The light of the day from the
door spilled across a marble bench. From the lifting of the
darkness, Nadia saw another on the opposite wall and a table
beneath a mirror on the wall facing them. Their holding cell?

"In here," the lady said with a quick check
of the corridor.

While Kaelen hesitated, Nadia stepped into
the darkness, her curiosity piqued by the lady's atypical
behavior.

"Please," Vi'Alees hissed.

Definitely not a normal demonlord.

Kaelen scowled.

Damn him. He'd expose them all if he didn't
give up that stupid pride. Although she hated that he was still
with her, Nadia couldn't afford to leave him out. She grabbed his
arm and tugged him toward her. "Get in here," she said in as quiet
a voice as she could.

After only a second of his hesitation, the
lady shoved him in the back, sending him sprawling into Nadia and
threatening to knock her over. His arms catching her stopped her
from falling backwards, holding her close to him. Old feelings she
had thought dead flickered from the ashes of the past, but the
shame of how he had used her smothered those feelings an instant
later.

She pushed him off as darkness enveloped
them.

A couple seconds after the softest thump of
the door, a light shone from a scepter in the lady's hand.

"You should not have come," Lady Vi'Alees
said in a hushed voice. "Lord Je'Tiren has tainted the minds of the
people, molding them to his will. They have been led to believe
that Adepts only bring strife to them, making demands to shelter
and feed them when they are not needed…but he doesn't need
them—you—in Nakeros. He has his own methods of dealing with
half-bloods, and he uses it to gain favor with the humans."

"Why…are you telling us this?" Nadia asked
in a hesitant voice.

The lady's dark eyes fixed on her. "You seek
Lord Je'Kaoron."

Yes. That should have been obvious from her
demands in the market.

"Anyone that loyal must be important to him.
He would not wish harm on anyone, but least of all on those who
care for him."

Nadia opened her mouth to object but could
not voice it. She did care for Lord Je'Kaoron. He was a good
man.

The lady lifted a hand, palm out. "I
understand. He inspires many of us."

"Then…you ally with him?" Nadia had
suspected but had remained wary.

The lady's lips twitched into a smile only
for a second. "You must never speak of it."

"Why would you tell us?" Kaelen asked. "We
could use that against you."

"You could, but that would not gain you
anything," she scolded. Nadia restrained a smirk; she liked Lady
Vi'Alees and the way she put Kaelen in his place. "You could live
if you leave. Lord Je'Tiren may offer you that option. You must
take it. The last Adept, a sorceress, visited about fifty years ago
and disappeared, but she never passed through the gates."

"I'm not leaving without Lord Je'Kaoron."
Nadia stared at the woman, determined, if a little frightened, to
make that happen.

A delicate line of a brow lifted. "You would
sacrifice your life?"

"Yes."

"No."

Kaelen would object, the lousy coward.

"I owe Lord Je'Kaoron my life," Nadia
said.

"How—"

"Not now!" she growled at Kaelen. She needed
information to understand what was happening if she was going to
save Lord Je’Kaoron. After a breath to calm herself, she returned
her attention to the lady. "This Lord Je'Tiren was loyal to
Je'Rekun and now wants revenge?"

Lady Vi'Alees nodded. "That is part of it,
but there is more that you don't understand and I've no time to
explain. You need only know—" Her eyes stabbed Kaelen with the same
scolding as her voice. "—that Lord Je'Kaoron and I have never
supported the hunting of humans."

"Yet you serve this Je'Tiren," Kaelen
countered.

"As an observer. I am very old, Hunter, and
you but a babe. Do not preach to me!"

Before he could start an argument, Nadia
pressed Kaelen back. "How can I save Lord Je'Kaoron?"

"You can't. When I bring you before Lord
Je'Tiren, you must beg mercy and promise to leave the city and
never return."

"I won't."

"Then I cannot be responsible for what
happens." Lady Vi'Alees pursed her lips and dropped her eyes. "I
will not interfere."

"Don't I have a say in this?" Kaelen
asked.

"You're free to go." Nadia would be glad to
be rid of him. He only held her back from doing what needed to be
done.

"Not without you."

Not without her or the dagger she carried?
She knew his loyalties; hiding them behind a sham wouldn't work a
second time on her.

"Then it looks like you're staying," Nadia
said.

"Good luck." The lady extinguished the light
glowing from the crystal at the top of the scepter, and the room
fell into darkness and quiet.

After a few seconds, the door opened
silently and the lady led them out to an empty corridor.

"Lord Je'Tiren awaits," she said.

At the end of the corridor, they turned
left, the direction of the arena behind the palace. The short
corridor ended at open double doors upon a brightly lit throne
room. Tapestries hung around the room and behind the throne,
between two tall windows looking onto the sporting arena at the end
of a path from the doors on the adjacent side.

But it wasn't the immaculate beauty of the
room that stopped Nadia in her tracks.

A man in a white dress coat and leggings
accented in black looked up from before another in chains who
hunched as if under a heavy weight. Two armored and helmeted orange
and black figures held the ends of those chains as the prisoner
fell to his knees and caught himself with shackled hands amid the
clinking. A curtain of white and black hair hid the identity of the
demonlord. The strength of demonlords should not have been so
easily restrained, but she had seen what bindings could do when
enchanted with the power to weaken demon powers. They knew how to
contain their own.

Nadia caught her breath as the man on hands
and knees turned with a trail of blood from the corner of his
mouth. Her heart nearly stopped to see the man who had always
carried himself with a noble confidence cowed. She wanted to run to
him, to comfort him, but a hand on her arm nearest to Kaelen and
the scalding glare of the female demonlord on her other side
stopped her.

"Lady Vi'Alees," the standing man said, his
pale blue eyes shifting to Nadia and Kaelen.

The condemnation in that gaze sparked
defiance in her, fed by the rage already boiling up from his
punishment of Lord Je'Kaoron.

"What are they doing here?"

The lady fell to one knee, her head bowed in
the show of submission given a clan leader. Ordinarily, Nadia would
have shown the same respect, if only out of duty, but she refused
to grant it to this brute. Kaelen wasn't exactly showing
subordination either.

"Lord Je'Tiren, these are the demon hunters
who entered the city in pursuit of the apprehended traitor."

Je'Tiren straightened, a glint of dark
amusement in his eyes. "What would two demon hunters want with one
of our kind?"

"L—Leave, Huntress," Lord Je'Kaoron gasped
as if out of breath.

Je'Tiren
looked down on him, a slow grin climbing his face as his eyes
shifted to Nadia, followed by his face lifting with the full smile
that speared her like a knife. "Yes, the only demon
huntress. You
were there when High Lord Je'Rekun was defeated." His voice purred
with a vile pleasure that made Nadia bristle.

He strode towards her as Vi'Alees rose and
stepped aside, his eyes never wavering from Nadia. He studied her
with a coy satisfaction that clung like oil and was just as
disgusting over her body. When Kaelen refused to move, a hand
shoved him aside as if he was only an afterthought.

"I have heard of you…the demon huntress, the
only woman to stand among the men of your vaunted Li'Ador. How I
would enjoy a demonstration of your skill."

As he passed behind her, the dagger
whispered to her to strike a killing blow, to spill his blood as
she had the other in the market, as if some evil called to it,
challenging her control by appealing to her loathing. Her hand
hovered over it, her fingers twitching to finish the task. But
reason that it would not save Lord Je'Kaoron and the eyes pleading
with her through the hair covering most of his weary face
restrained her. She wasn't even certain it could kill a
demonlord…yet.

She curled her fingers into fists and
clamped her jaw.

Lord Je'Tiren looked down on her, more than
a head taller like the man he brutalized; but unlike Lord
Je'Kaoron, his beauty was shadowed by deadly intent and his
presence loomed over her in threat. He bent down and murmured close
to her ear, "I would so love to see if you live up to your
reputation."

It took all her willpower to resist the
dagger.

"And maybe to see what kind of a woman you
are."

At that, Nadia turned, her teeth clenched on
a rebuke and her hands ready for the dagger, except, rather than
killing him, she would emasculate him. That, it could do.

When he reached a hand as if to touch her
face, she jerked her head away.

He grinned in delight and lowered his hand.
"She's fire and ice. Magnificent!"

His face hardened, Kaelen stepped forward,
clearly intending to impose himself between her and the demonlord.
"She's not yours."

"And who are you? Oh, yes. The protective
lover and another demon hunter." Je'Tiren stepped close to Kaelen,
standing several inches taller but looking weaker in human form by
comparison to Kaelen's breadth, when he was far stronger in
reality.

"I belong to no one," Nadia said, least of
all to Kaelen, but she wouldn't leave him to the mercy of this
demonlord.

Lord
Je'Tiren's attention returned to her. "You are mine now, both of
you. All of you." He
turned and strode back towards his throne, stopping at Lord
Je'Kaoron. "I can do what I please, and it pleases me to entertain
my city. This will make the games more interesting." A malicious
smile aimed for Nadia, but his boot connected with Je'Kaoron's jaw,
sending him crashing aside.

She caught herself from running forward and
swallowed the sympathy choking her.

Je'Tiren's eyes gleamed with something
sinister when he looked at her. "This should entertain our guests
as well." He retreated to the throne and almost slouched back, his
head rested on the fingertips of one hand. "Secure him in the pit."
He waved away the two guards holding Je'Kaoron's chains.

"Yes, my lord," they said in unison and
yanked the chains. Je'Kaoron lay still, his eyes closed.

"Pick him up," Je'Tiren said impatiently.
The two guards obeyed, throwing him over one of their shoulders
while the other held the ends of the chains and both were careful
not to touch the manacles.

Nadia felt a part of her leave as they
exited back through the palace. Her eyes followed them after they
disappeared. She hardly registered Je'Tiren's following words until
a nudge in her shoulder snapped her from worrying about Lord
Je'Kaoron.

By then, several guards surrounded them.

"Take their weapons and escort them to
holding cells."

Before the others could approach, Lady
Vi'Alees had her hand on the dagger. She caught Nadia's eyes with a
frown and yanked the sheath from her belt, along with the sword on
her other hip. A small dip of the lady's head hinted of something,
and after what the lady had told them, Nadia didn't fight her.

Kaelen cursed Nadia with a glare that said
he would never forgive her.

Good. They were even, and maybe he'd leave
her alone.

"Move," one of the guards in orange and
black armor said. Another walked ahead to the side doors, not where
the guards with Lord Je'Kaoron had exited.

Nadia followed, but her heart remained
behind, gone with the man she feared would be dead before she saw
him again.

The guard pulled the door of beveled glass
squares open to a garden of stone and shade trees.

"Wait."

The voice made her cringe, and the slow tap
of boots tried her patience. They stopped at her side but she
stared ahead, not wanting to see his face.

"I wouldn't want to mar that lovely face,"
he said in a low voice. "You don't have to fight, Huntress."

At the touch of his fingers on her cheek,
she whirled and grabbed his hand, holding it away. "Don't touch
me!"

The force of his other hand at her chest
sent her sprawling backwards into Kaelen.

"You will appreciate my mercy too late when
you beg for your life in the Dao Larashi," he snarled. Eyes burning
with contempt shifted to the lead guard. "Take them away!"

Kaelen set her back on her feet. "You always
have to prove yourself, don't you?"

Holding one hand to her chest, which hurt
with each breath, she used her other hand to flip up her hood and
block his face from her sight. Ignoring him, she followed the guard
out into the sun beating down on the paved walk. He didn't
understand, and she didn't have to explain.

Kaelen said nothing more on the walk to the
arena, which was farther than Nadia expected and enormous, much
larger than its size had seemed from the palace. From the dark
tunnel at the base, a dank and musty smell swept out with a cool
breeze.

By the time they reached that barred
entrance, the ache in her chest from the shove backed by demonlord
strength and speed faded, allowing her to breathe normally.

The guards stopped at two overlapping doors
of metal bars slanting in opposite directions. The man ahead of
them put his hand up to a round design on the first door, which
glowed faintly where its edges went beyond his palm. It ground
softly and turned.

Magic. No ordinary humans would get out of
that. If it was demonlord magic, she doubted even a sorcerer could
open it. Her most recent experience with demonlord magic had come
as a gift from High Lord Je'Rekun to test her power. While she had
been able to pick up the amulet that was her reward for services to
him, it had taken the peak of her concentration to dispirit that
level of magic for the few seconds she held it. Lord Je'Kaoron had
come to check on her and to warn her, easily handling the amulet
that she had strained to touch and leaving her with a warning.

She would rescue him from this
captivity.

At what seemed only a touch by the guard,
the gates swung open before them, squeaking a faint echo into the
cavern beneath the arena.

A nudge at her back sent her forward with
Kaelen after the lead guard. Like the scepters the demonlords often
used as torches but without the flame, crystalline sconces on the
brick pillars lining the entry cast away the shadows.

Behind them, the gates creaked and slammed
an echo of closing.

Not far ahead, the tunnel ended in a solid
wall but turned abruptly to slant down into the depths beneath the
arena. From the lowest level came the faint echo of chains and
voices. Their guards ushered them down the slope of the tunnel into
a dim holding area lit with the glowing crystals of the demonlords
and reeking with the odor of rot and feces.

They passed men behind the bars of cells and
also a few women and some older children displaying the traits of
half-bloods. Seeing them there explained why Je'Tiren didn't need
Adepts to control half-bloods in the city. The youngest looked up
at her with pitiful faces, innocent faces not yet scarred by the
murderous nature of blood rages, or perhaps that was why they all
appeared to be in their early teens, as puberty seemed to be the
trigger that started their living nightmare. Perhaps that was why
they were there—to rip human victims to shreds, slaughtering them
for the demonlords under Je'Tiren's rule. He had his own personal
herd of docile humans in Nakeros, and apparently enough innocent
girls to provide entertainment in all ways for his followers.

So many half-bloods, a dozen at least, and
all but one of Je'Gri descent, tiger born.

They would be no effort for Nadia and Kaelen
to defeat, but unlike Kaelen, she had seen that half-bloods could
have better lives if given a chance. They didn't all deserve to die
just for being born. Je'Surana had proven that.

Nadia's heart sank in consideration of what
the poor girl would feel in losing her father after losing her
mother years ago, a banished sorceress who had sought magic to cure
her disease, which eventually had taken her. Nadia wouldn't let the
girl be orphaned, nor would she want a world in which Lord
Je'Kaoron was not present. There was something about him, more than
her caring for him. His presence was calm and inviting, and
something that she couldn't identify but respected. He had an aura
of inner strength and beauty that could change the world. She had
always seen it and had been drawn to his presence.

During her distraction, they reached an
empty cell, and the lead guard pushed the door open. "In," he
ordered.

The guards behind shoved her in the back so
that she stumbled to keep her feet until she was inside with Kaelen
next to her. The door slammed behind them, followed by the clanging
of keys.

After the guards disappeared, Kaelen whirled
on her. "Never. Trust. A demonlord!"

She didn't need to hear this, but she
couldn't get away from him in the tiny cell with little more room
than to stretch out fully from one side to the next. At least she
could turn her back. The wall was more interesting, and it would
allow her to focus on what might be possible, especially since
Vi'Alees seemed to be on their side and had given her that look
while taking the dagger. If anyone had to take it, Nadia preferred
it to be her.

She only hoped the lady wasn't lying.

"I should have taken it while I could."

Nadia scoffed but held her tongue and stared
at the jagged stone of the cell wall.

The scrape of slow steps halted with the
thump of a body. He must have sat on the bench behind her. In a
lower voice, he said, "But that would only make you hate me more. I
didn't come to argue, Nadia. I came…I wanted to know you were all
right."

He expected her to believe that? She stared
at the rock, waiting and fuming, her insides burning like acid.

The scraping of rocks accompanied his
movements. "How the hell do we get out of this?"

A smile teased at the corners of her mouth,
but she kept her back to him and said nothing. Tigers had keen
ears.

Once again, she would prove him wrong about
her.

 




Chapter 8

 


"Treak!" Del'Aru felt the tiny body sliding
from her broad shoulders as she spun from a gust of wind along the
mountainside and leveled off.

"Hold on, Treak!" she bellowed in the deep
tenor of her larger form. She angled to keep the small body from
sliding off her scales. "We're almost there."

A sheer cliffside stood on the far side of a
valley of changing seasons, where wide swaths of harvested crops
and patterns of fields and grasslands formed a patchwork beneath
her, sewn by the winding stream and stitched with trees and
brush.

A sense of awe washed through Del'Aru,
igniting her heart with inspiration. Not even her own small
Del'Rayk clan had made the effort to cut levels on their native
cliffs of Caernis, the tropical mountains with their verdant
plateaus of the Karaligo continent. Rather than the plateau city
she called home, the only city of her clan, Acropa Je'Gri was
formed of several connected layers along the cliffside with
buildings of various sizes seeming to merge into the mountain as if
it tried to swallow them.

Anxious to see it up close, she flapped
leathery wings hard. Larger, the cliffside grew, dwarfing even her
in the immensity. She approached at an angle, banking in a graceful
curve to get as close of a look as she could in gliding past.

People standing on stairways and balconies
stopped and stared, some of them matching the white tigers and
others the orange tigers and some in the disorganized raiment
common to humans.

The Je'Gri had two colors! Then her own clan
wasn't alone in multiple shades of browns and reds.

And the buildings were lovely, simple but
elegant in the flattened corners and edges, spritzed with delicate,
gangly branches, some still bearing leaves with shades from yellow
to red.

The colors snapped her back to reality. The
seasons were changing. Winter would soon come. She couldn't delay
too long.

But she wanted to see more. The Je'Gri city
was lovely from that vantage but there must have been much more.
Perhaps High Lord Je'Rekun would agree to a tour.

She glided along the cliffside, taking in
the city, and noticed the crashing of water growing louder.

Amid her awe, she became aware of a tap on
her neck as Treak's attempt to get her attention. Ashamed that she
had forgotten about her small friend, she flew straight. The poor
goblin hated heights, and yet, she often mimed the flight in asking
to ride to spare her short legs. She didn't have much of a choice
when they crossed the seas, as they had to reach Tikeros.

Another piece of her studies were there. On
their home continent, they had found an old guardian named
Rin'Sorel. Although he'd refused to share his secrets, he had
suggested they find the Library of Torvay on Tikeros for more
information. And then he had given Treak a curious look and spoken
to her in a language Del'Aru didn't know, although she suspected it
might be related to the written language of the Old Ones in the
books she had studied. Whatever it was he'd said, her friend
wouldn't even hint. Since Treak couldn't speak to any demonlords
because of the curse, which he also wouldn't explain, what he'd
said would be their secret. Del'Aru had never felt any betrayal
before, but being left out of that bit of information stung. She
hated secrets.

But she could do nothing about it, and Treak
was her friend. Despite the resentment flickering inside her, she
owed Treak for guiding her to the old study and would respect her
privacy.

Del'Aru had hated that her clan insisted on
staying in their valley. In the old days, the Del'Rayk had traveled
the world, but over time, the clans had become so territorial that
they had begun wars. Her clan had settled in the misty Caernis
region to slowly fade away like so many of the other clans who had
disappeared from Derandria. If she hadn't left, she wouldn't have
rescued Treak from the sorceress and Li'Ador twelve years ago or
found a way to prove her clan wrong about the world.

And now, she was visiting the incredible
royal city of Acropa Je'Gri.

She only hoped they were received
pleasantly.

First, she had to find a place to land and
the best place was far below, which would mean an arduous climb up
and more work for Treak's short legs. Del'Aru searched the city,
but the waterfall beyond the far edge drew her eyes. On the other
side was a large jut of cliffside that appeared big enough for her
to land, the end of a road that angled around the mountain. Better
than that, a sturdy-looking bridge connected it to the other side,
where arches rose before a plaza. And she had to see the immense
statues up close. That had to be the main entrance. She wanted to
see it all, take in the full splendor in the brief time she had.
That's where she would land, even if it wasn't as wide as she
preferred.

She took a breath and dropped her haunches,
using her tail to steady herself as she touched down before the
statues, which almost stood as tall as her dragon form. She folded
her wings and lowered her head on her long neck and let Treak slide
off. Once the tiny figure stood on the ground, she lifted her head
to the level of the eyes of the pair of giant tigers sitting up.
The detailed work left her in awe, the lines giving them a fierce
but inviting countenance, if one could say that about a tiger; but
she hadn't seen a tiger up close in her short sixty-three years.
She couldn't wait to meet the Je'Gri in person.

A high-pitched whistle from beneath her rose
above the steady crashing of water to bring her back to the reality
that Treak was waiting. They were there to meet the real Je'Gri and
she was silly to stare at giant statues of them. Good old Treak
keeping her focused.

Del'Aru breathed to steady her nerves and
focused on her human form. Magic swirled around her and, in
seconds, she stood beneath the tigers with Treak.

"It's all so magnificent! Caernis seems so
dull by comparison." The Del'Rayk didn't have anything like this.
They lived in a nice city, but not with the adornments of the other
clan cities she had seen since leaving. Theirs was dull, as if all
the artistic expression had been blunted. And she was one of the
youngest. She'd had no other playmates in her youth and had to find
ways to entertain herself.

Treak
signed, Very
old place.

The realization awed her with a sense of
respect for this clan.

Del'Aru nodded and lowered her eyes to the
bridge with the water crashing close beside it in a dizzying fall
of spray just far enough not to touch the wood.

"Ready, Treak?" she asked but could barely
hear her voice over the roar of the water. The thought teased a
smile—the water roared like a dragon. What a way to make an
entrance!

Several figures stood on the other side
watching them.

What a way to make an entrance indeed. With
Treak next to her, she crossed the bridge, glancing down at the
water crashing into its pool far below.

A nudge at her thigh reminded her to look
ahead. Several tigers had joined the human form demonlords. Del'Aru
forced herself to breathe. She had reached Acropa Je'Gri, a city
she had only heard stories about, which didn't do it justice. Not
even the Old Ones had written about it, but they had not written
about any demonlords. Rather, their texts had contained detailed
records of harvests, trading, city planning, governance…mostly
boring topics, except for their books about the nature of the world
and their experiments in studying it, their sciences. Truly
fascinating works, but words on pages.

This was living and real, and far more
incredible. As much as Del'Aru loved books, she loved exploring.
She would have much to tell when she returned to Caernis some
day.

She approached the quiet figures gazing
inquisitively at her and Treak, noting the pale blue eyes of those
in regal white with black accents and the warm brown of those with
orange with black accents.

Her own faintly reddish brown skin and
leggings with the blouse and coat stood out, especially from the
overly fair-complexioned Je'Gri that seemed like ghosts ready to
dissipate into the ether.

Several strides from the bridge, they stood
back around the pillars forming an arch that didn't meet in the
middle. Their silence weighed on Del'Aru with each step towards
them. When her feet touched grass, she slowed, uncertain how she
would be greeted.

"Um…" She stopped near the arch over the
path to the plaza and the sprawling cliffside city of many layers
and outside staircases. As much as she wished to study the tigers
in various positions carved with such lovely detail on the archway,
she scanned the faces around her warily. None seemed harsh, but
none seemed warm either.

"I'm here to see High Lord Je'Rekun," she
said hesitantly.

Je'Gri circled her, armor materializing on
many and tigers growling and lashing their tails.

Treak's tiny claws poked into her thigh.

Del'Aru's heart pounded in her chest. They
shouldn't have gone on the defensive like that. "Unless…I'm
not?"

One of the men in orange and black armor
before her said, "Je'Rekun is no longer High Lord. The honorable
Je'Dron is once more High Lord."

Then she had been told wrong. "Then…I wish
to see High Lord Je'Dron…if I may."

Slowly, and to her relief, the guards stood
down and the tigers backed away. She hoped they understood that it
had been an honest mistake not knowing about the change in rule,
and she hoped that Je'Dron knew how to find the Library of
Torvay.

"This way." A man in a glaring white
greatcoat extended an arm towards what lay beyond the arch.

Stares burning through her in curiosity made
her want to hide, but she could only hurry after the man.

She passed beneath the arch and into the
small plaza with its circle of benches. Tigers stopped to watch
them pass, but not with looks of judgment.

A tug on her blouse drew her attention to
the goblin.

Dragons rare, Treak signed with a show of flapping her arms briefly,
pointing to Del'Aru and making the sign they had come to agree as
"rare" or "unusual".

"Me?" Del'Aru said in a low voice that came
out almost as a hiss. "Rare?"

Treak nodded, a twitch of a smile on that
slightly protruding mouth.

Her? They stared because she was unusual,
not because she had said the wrong thing? She supposed the goblin
was right, since none of the elders had left their city for
hundreds of years and no other clans had visited. The other clans
hadn't seen dragons in a long time. That might make them
curious.

That didn't help, however, except to make
her even more self-conscious.

Del'Aru wanted to hide from the many gazes
that turned to her in curiosity and almost missed the spectacular
sights, including the face of a building that disappeared into the
cliffside. The city was within the mountain! High above, the
mountain slanted back, revealing high widows and grates. She could
only imagine what might await inside to need windows so high. In
some places further ahead, figures appeared and disappeared beneath
overhangs of rock supported by massive columns along walkways open
to the elements but within the mountain.

She stared in awe, taking in what she could
and wishing she could wander the elaborate halls she imagined. If
the outside was any way to judge, the inside would take her breath
away.

"My lady," her self-appointed guide
interrupted, having halted with her.

"Yes. Thank you." She continued with him
past several structures to one of the outdoor passageways set up on
two steps along its length. She passed the columns and gazed out at
the vast valley below, until they passed through another arch into
a tall corridor lined by life-sized tiger statues alternating with
tall columns from which hung a variety of standards. She recognized
a few of the designs from brief encounters with some of the other
clans. Allies or just for show?

She could ask later.

Their steps echoed against polished stone.
The height and length of the corridor with its tiled patterns
criss-crossing down the middle and inlaid with gold along the sides
made her feel small in comparison. She'd been right—the exterior
was nothing compared to what hid within the mountain.

"It's breathtaking," she said, her voice
ringing louder than she had expected.

The ghostly Je'Gri smiled. "High Lord
Je'Dron will be honored to hear it."

"But he sees this all the time."

"To hear it from visitors is always a
compliment, my lady."

"Del'Aru."

He turned aside and tipped his head. "Lady
Del'Aru. It is an honor."

He was honored?

At least he wasn't offended by her initial
request for Lord Je'Rekun.

Unlike some clans, the Je'Gri had class. She
could get used to that. When she looked down at Treak, the goblin
grinned, her fanlike ears fully upright so the points reached over
her bald head.

Ahead loomed immense ebony and jade doors,
where two orange tigers sat, one on either side. What lay beyond
captured Del'Aru's attention. She must have seemed like a bumbling
human peasant. The Del'Rayk had nothing like this. They lived in
simplicity rather than grandeur, content to go about their days
hunting, farming, studying, and meditating. No human servants. No
grand halls. Just a simple life in a remote area and no new
children since her, self-regulating their population.

Four columns connected arches sectioning the
ceiling and marking the center of the room, where a crystal
skylight, etched to concentrate the sun on images along the outer
walls and a central throne, shimmered in the sunlight. Beneath it
in full light was a marble seat of elegant craftsmanship padded in
the deepest blue.

Her guide marched past several other Je'Gri
standing about the room. One of the ghostly figures standing with
his back to them twisted to stare at her.

The man facing the crowd lifted his eyes,
his face hardened like cold steel.

Del'Aru slowed her steps, letting her guide
increase the distance between them. Heat rose from within, but,
more strongly than the inner fire of her dragon form igniting the
desire to run and escape, Treak's claws on the back of her thigh
pressed her forward.

Their guide halted well behind those still
kneeling and the man before them returned his attention to the man
at the front.

But the man at the front in a white robe
revealing an elegant coat of an intricate pattern of black on white
continued to watch her.

Under the scrutiny of so many, Del'Aru
clasped her hands, her fingers tightening in a desperate attempt to
keep from running out.

["Come forward,"] a deep, confident voice
said in the demonlord Lexic. Del'Aru had hardly spoken it since
leaving her clan and learning the common speech of the humans and
then learning to read what she could of the language of the Old
Ones, which the humans called the Master Race.

Her guide led her to the feet of the man
standing before the throne, where he stopped and fell to one
knee.

An insistent jab of sharp claws in the back
of her thigh made her even more self-conscious to follow. Next to
her, Treak fell to both knees and elbows and pressed her forehead
to the velvety blue runner on which they walked from the door to
the throne.

["You have interrupted, Lord Je'Kir,"] the
man said.

["Forgive me, High Lord Je'Dron."] He lifted
his head but remained kneeling and looked back at her. ["We have
special visitors."]

As if all eyes on her weren't bad enough,
the scrutiny of Je'Dron blazed through her. Unlike the gentle
elders of her clan, this man radiated a sense of power not to be
questioned, yet the lines of his face broke into a hint of awe like
the others.

["Lady Del'Aru and her companion,"] her
guide said.

As Je'Dron stepped forward, Lord Je'Kir
stepped aside to let him pass.

When the ghostly, authoritative figure
stopped before her, Del'Aru wondered if she had made a mistake. She
didn't know how to address the high lord of a clan. She was no one
special. Maybe her elders were right and she should have stayed out
of the affairs of other clans.

No. This was important. She wanted to learn
more about the First Ones, about the Guardians and what their pact
was about. She wanted to find the Library of Torvay. And she wanted
to learn what her visions meant.

["Rise, my lady,"] a commanding but
unexpectedly soft voice said.

Del'Aru tapped Treak and rose to face the
high lord, who now looked at her with the same mild surprise as the
others.

["You have nothing to fear in my court. But
I confess to never before having met one of the reclusive Del'Rayk
clan, much less expecting to find one in the Je'Gri domain."]

["I am the only one who dares leave our
small domain, my lord…High Lord Je'Dron."] She quickly added the
full title, uncertain how to address him. If only her elders had
taught more about the other clans and formal etiquette!

A smile of amused patience faintly crooked
the corners of his lips.

["Lady Del'Aru, it is an honor to serve you
in any way I can."] He bowed with the grace of a man accustomed to
pleasantries, making her feel like a bumbling klutz by comparison.
Worse, the others took his lead and all bowed to her.

She didn't know what to do. What was the
right protocol?

A second later, it didn't matter, as he led
them all in rising. Treak's four fingers around her hand squeezed
out some of the warmth rising to her cheeks.

["I…I'm not sure what to say,"] she
stammered. She must have stood among a couple dozen Je'Gri men and
women, all of them wearing styles of their white or orange hides of
which she had not seen before but admired—sheer layers, sparkles,
even a satiny pattern in the high lord's coat. Her simple clothes
had come from her experiences. She could learn a lot from this clan
in transforming her scales.

["A simple acceptance would suffice,"] he
gently prompted.

["Yes. Thank you."]

["What may we do to serve you?"]

A squeeze of her fingers dropped her eyes to
Treak, who shook her head. ["I…ah…have a private concern to
discuss, my…High Lord Je'Dron."]

["Lord will do."] He lifted a hand and made
a motion that signaled the others to leave.

When the man she had interrupted paused near
them, Je'Dron growled something she didn't understand. The man gave
a nod to the high lord and bowed his head to her before following
the others from the chamber.

When they stood alone, High Lord Je'Dron
touched her arm lightly and opened his other arm towards the throne
beneath the shattered light. It must have been one of the windows
she had seen from outside.

["Tell me, Lady, what brings you to Acropa
Je'Gri."]

His gentle demeanor wasn't what she had
expected after the initial annoyance on his face when she entered.
High Lord Je'Dron was completely at ease in his position. ["I
wasn't expecting this. I was told Je'Rekun was high lord."]

He tensed, sending a chill down her that
held her back.

["I'm sorry,"] she awkwardly said.

He forced a smile, but the damage had been
done and something harsh lingered on his face. ["My brother gained
power by subversion. For thirty years, I fought to regain my
throne, watching as he betrayed alliances I had worked hard to
build and broke our trust among the humans, using my…indiscretion
to his advantage. It was only recently that I reclaimed this
position and am overwhelmed with rebuilding what he so easily
destroyed."] His voice quieted as the ends of his fingers traced
the grooves in the marble of his throne. His eyes lifted about the
room and he fell silent for several seconds.

Ashamed by her own indiscretion of speech,
Del'Aru swallowed the questions generated by her curiosity. Now was
not a good time to ask too much.

When the High Lord finally regained his
poise and returned his attention to her, she said, ["Forgive me.
I…I'm not sure what to say. This is all new to me."]

He twined his fingers before him and looked
down at Treak with an amused smile. ["Your friend is rather
impertinent."]

The goblin's ears drooped and she pressed
against Del'Aru's legs.

["Treak has said nothing, my lord. I…hope
she has not offended you."]

White brows lifted as those blue eyes
shifted to her. ["I was speaking to your goblin friend."]

["Oh."] She was the one too impertinent.
That made more sense than the other way around. He had effectively
corrected her, but she admired him for his gentle manner of doing
so and for showing respect to her friend.

Treak's ears perked up and she straightened.
Her head bobbed in a nod.

["Keep her out of trouble."]

Treak nodded and motioned with her clawed
hands.

Je'Dron's brows pinched into a confused
look. ["I don't understand."]

["She's trying to say…she likes you, my
lord."]

At that, he chuckled. ["You do well to keep
this goblin happy to serve you, Lady Del'Aru, or I may offer her a
place here."]

Panic shot through her. ["No."]

Treak shook her head and pointed up to
Del'Aru, relieving her of her momentary grief of possibly losing
her friend.

["Have no worry,"] he said. ["I would not
break up such a friendship. But this demonstration of the
possibilities between demonlords and goblins is not why you
came."]

["No, my lord. I'm searching for something,
several someone's actually, but…"] She took a breath to calm
herself and focused on saying it instead of stumbling around the
question. ["…If you could point me to the Library of Torvay, I will
not be a burden."]

When he dropped his face with a frown, she
didn't know what to do and wished she could be anywhere else.

["It is not a burden. I would do what I
could to aid your quest, my lady…if I could. I'm afraid I am
unaware of this Library of Torvay."]

Her heart could have stopped. She couldn't
end her search there. ["You…don't know? I was told it was within
your domain."]

["So it may be, but I am not familiar with
anything by that name."]

["Would Lord Je'Rekun know?"]

["He is gone,"] he said coldly, ["but I
doubt he had that knowledge. I know of only one of our clan old
enough to possibly possess such knowledge, but he is not here, nor
would he have shared his secrets for my brother's advantage."]

Disappointment painted her mood, weighing
down her shoulders. She had come all that way to find the First
Ones, and the library was her only clue from the one she had found.
Lord Rin'Sorel had said to visit Tikeros and ask the high lord of
the Je'Gri, which someone in a town where they stopped after had
said was Je'Rekun. Rin'Sorel had also said that the Je'Gri Guardian
was no longer.

["Do you know where I can find this
man?"]

["He has left to finish a task for me."]

["Oh."] This was not going as she had hoped.
["Is there any way for me to reach him?"]

["Lord Je'Kaoron will be…Is something
wrong?"]

["No,"] she hastily said, unable to believe
what she had heard, and looked down at Treak's erect ears and wide
eyes, reflecting the feeling that slammed through her. ["I…I was
told he was no longer…I thought he was dead."] The old demonlord
Guardian had misled her. ["Where can I find him?"]

["I assure you, Lord Je'Kaoron is very much
alive, but he is heading north to finish a task overdue. I would
not advise a young lady like yourself to interfere."]

Windshear! She had another lead in her quest
so close and so much better than the library, but she had missed
the opportunity. ["When do you expect him back?"]

["A month at best."]

Of all the worst…

["You're welcome to wait here. There are
open rooms. It would be a pleasure to speak about your clan more
in-depth, Lady, when I have more time."]

["Of course, my lord. Thank you."] In spite
of her gratitude, disappointment darkened her heart with its
frustrations. She didn't want to wait. She wanted to move on. But
if this was the only way to gain contact with Lord Je'Kaoron, she
didn't have a choice. If she left, she might miss his return, and
he could be her only way to learn what her visions meant. She
didn't want to have to seek out other Guardians.

["Feel free to explore the city, my lady."]
Je'Dron let out a low growl, and one of the orange tigers stepped
into the room and blurred in the transformation to a man of
confident bearing. ["Show our guest to one of the best sleep
chambers in the city."]

["Yes, my lord."] The man bowed his head and
lifted a smile to her. ["This way, my lady."]



Chapter 9

 


Nadia pulled the bowl from the slot at the
bottom of the bars and set it aside to reach for her mug, which she
held out for the grimy man outside to fill with water. He splashed
almost as much out as what filled the metal mug, creating an area
of mud where her bowl of food would have been. Once the water
topped off, the man sneered at her and strode away.

"Not bad," Kaelen said with a mouthful of
food from the farthest corner.

With her food in hand, Nadia slid back to
her own corner. "Well-fed, strong fighters are more entertaining
than weak ones, but I'd bet the natters are left hungry."

He slowed his chewing and grimaced at the
green vegetable between his fingers. "Hadn't thought of that."

"Lord Je'Kaoron told me." She stirred the
chunks of meat and vegetables with her finger, her mind not on food
but on the past and possible futures, until it landed on the
realization of what she had said only seconds before. She would
need her strength if she hoped to rescue Lord Je'Kaoron. As long as
Lady Vi'Alees was still free, the chance still existed.

In silence, she ate the meat and vegetables
and wiped up the juices with the dry loaf, much like the meals the
last two days since their arrival.

"How long until these 'games' begin do you
think?" Kaelen asked.

"I don't know…I hope soon."

"You want to die?"

"No. I want to get away from you. This is
intolerable." Why couldn't they have been put in separate cells?
Were they that full?

Keys jangled from nearby.

"Maybe they heard you," he said.

She huffed but stood with the bowl. After
reaching down for the water, she emptied the mug and carried the
bowl to the bars in expectation of it being picked up.

She didn't have to press her face between
them to try to see what was going on.

With the warden bearing his keys and an
orange tiger at her heels, Lady Vi'Alees stopped outside their
cell.

From behind Nadia came the scrape of dirt
and rustle of fabric of Kaelen climbing to his feet.

"Lord Je'Tiren wants to see you." From the
frown on the lady's face, when she said this to Nadia, the woman
was worried. Nadia would be lying to say she wasn't also concerned,
especially since she no longer had the dagger. With it, she would
be eager to confront the demonlord.

"Why?" Kaelen demanded, joining them at the
bars.

"Not you…Her."

"No." Kaelen's voice had a finality that
shouldn't have been questioned, but these were demonlords, far
stronger than humans.

"You have no authority here, Hunter."
Vi'Alees shifted her eyes back to the tiger at her side.

Kaelen glared, his dirt-encrusted fingers
stretched before Nadia and curled around two of the bars. She
stepped back from him interspersing himself between her and the
threat.

"I have authority over my own kind. I am an
Adept, her superior. No one may command an Adept but another of
equal or greater rank."

Lady Vi'Alees stiffened. "You have no
authority without demonlord approval. Lord Je'Tiren does not
approve. Step aside, Hunter."

The tiger at her side flattened its ears and
curled its lips back in a snarl.

"Lord Je'Tiren will see the huntress."
Vi'Alees motioned to the warden, who stepped forward and inserted
the key into the door lock. "Step back, or give up your chance at
freedom. Lord Je'Kazu is hungry."

In emphasis, the tiger nudged the door open
and stepped towards him, licking its lips.

Kaelen backed away, pressing Nadia back
until the tiger roared in threat.

"Don't be a martyr," Nadia said, surprised
and annoyed that he would choose then to stand up for her. Despite
her issues with him, she couldn't let him kill himself this way and
stepped out from behind him to hand him her bowl. "I'll go."

Lady Vi'Alees tipped her head down in what
could be interpreted as a nod. At least, Nadia hoped it was with
that sly smile.

"Nadia—" He grabbed her arm, the bowl in his
other hand. "You don't have to do this."

Anger shot through her at the irony of past
and present. In a whirl meant to yank her arm from his grasp, she
punched him in the jaw and sent him wobbling into the wall behind
them. "That's for eight years ago, when you should have cared
enough to stand up for me!"

Satisfied that he would not give the
demonlords any more reason to kill him and feeling better to
relieve her frustrations of the last few days, Nadia departed with
Lady Vi'Alees.

"Nadia." His quiet voice reached her.

At least he was alive. He'd better be
grateful for that.

She shouldn't be thinking about him. He'd
been the source of so much of the torment in her life. What he had
done had been worse than Je'Rol leaving her as a young girl before
they had consummated their love. Everything had been different with
Kaelen; he had used her for his pleasure and didn't even have the
decency to tell her it meant nothing. When she met Je'Rol again,
she had taken out a lot of those frustrations on him when he had
done nothing compared to Kaelen's sins.

She wanted to believe he had told her the
truth that he had been threatened, but he still treated her as weak
and wrong about whatever she did. He still didn't understand, but
maybe there was hope. Since Lord Je'Kaoron's capture, Kaelen had
shown that he might be different than the demon hunter she had
known, but she had other concerns now.

She left him behind in the cell and
willingly walked with Lady Vi'Alees and the tiger guard, except for
the dire prospects of where she was being taken.

The rattling of keys followed them.

Nadia glanced aside at the grown men behind
the bars of several cells—ordinary humans by the looks of them—and
the half-bloods.

"Take me!" one of them cried out, reaching
both arms through the bars. "I didn't do it!"

"Quiet!" the warden barked. The tiger next
to him swiped at the arms stretched out and ran ahead to others,
silencing the prisoners.

"Why are they here?" Nadia asked in a low
voice, hoping the tiger was too busy to hear. Were they lying or
telling the truth?

"Petty thieves, beggars who refuse to work,
and the sick." In a nearly inaudible voice, Lady Vi'Alees murmured,
"Lord Je'Tiren's way of selectively breeding humans—cull the lazy
and most violent, leave the remaining stronger but docile. Crime is
non-existent, so the humans are satisfied."

"That's…barbaric."

"Is it any different than breeding kima or
cattle?"

Did she even hear herself? "These are
humans."

"No different to some."

Exactly what Nadia had suspected, but the
implications here were even more profound. This was a
fully-enclosed, self-sustaining city, where few left and few
entered. The humans were herded, and they didn't see it or refused
to, content with their happy lives, until their demonlord masters
decided they were bored. Lord Je'Tiren was worse than any demonlord
she had heard of. None of them had suggested managing humans in
this way. Nadia hoped others didn't use the same idea.

They started up the ramp to the ground
level, where a white tiger joined them. The orange guard had stayed
behind. Nadia said nothing more, not wanting to draw attention to
Lady Vi'Alees and fighting off the bitterness that the lady went
along with this situation while claiming to not feast on humans.
Doing nothing was just as bad as encouraging the behavior.

Or perhaps the lady should be pitied for
serving, as the only way to spare her own life and those of her
clan members.

Lord Je'Kaoron had said nothing to oppose
whatever cruelty Je'Rekun might have imposed on his subjects, human
and demonlord, in his work to reinstate Je'Dron. As he had
explained, sacrifices had to be made for the greater good. If the
lady was working towards something similar, Nadia couldn't fault
her for saying nothing. Vi'Alees had tried to warn them to
leave.

Nadia hated demonlord politics. She hated
all conniving, but the Adepts of Te'Mea were no better. And why
not—they were trained by the masters of deception. It sickened her
to see the lies they had instilled in her as truth.

In the shade of a passing cloud, she looked
down at the demon heads pierced by arrows on her bracers. She had
fought against discrimination from all sides to earn the right to
wear them, yet part of her was disappointed in what they had come
to represent—Adepts were advocating too much to become like the
demonlords they despised. The situation was spiraling out of
control.

Lord Je'Kaoron represented a different type
of demonlord, and had changed Je'Dron to respect humans, but they
were still outnumbered by those who believed in feasting on
humans.

She had contemplated much the last two days,
in between Kaelen's distracting attempts to talk to her. She had
fought hard in her life to earn the respect due the uniform,
pushing aside painful secrets that only a handful of people knew
for the sake of that honor. She might be a woman, but if she had to
be a woman, she would use that. Men were weak, whether demonlords
or humans. They were the ones who had to prove themselves.

Games of deceit and betrayal. That's all it
was. She was stronger than that. Whatever Lord Je'Tiren had planned
for her, she would endure. All her life, she had been a fighter and
a survivor. She was stronger than any of them. Lord Je'Kaoron had
shown her that truth.

She curled her fingers into a fist as if to
clutch that thought.

Lady Vi'Alees led her around the palace to a
shaded veranda with open double doors where Demonlords lounged on
benches in the sun and shade, sipping from goblets brought by
humans in stiff uniforms.

Several of them scrutinized Nadia, but only
one man dared speak. ["Lady Vi'Alees."]

She halted and turned to him. His dark gray
hair hung loose upon his shoulders, framing a face of ageless
beauty that, like other demonlords, seemed too fair for someone so
powerful. By the gray tones of his hair and coat and pants, she
would guess Cas'Lu. Interesting that the giant wolves would be
invited. She thought they supported Je'Dron. Their clan must have
been divided like the Je'Gri.

["What is this? I didn't expect Lord
Je'Tiren to allow demon hunters in the games."]

["A sporting challenge,"] she said and took
Nadia's arm to pull her into the palace.

Nadia passed them in disgust. These were the
enemies of Je'Dron, the enemies of all humans, and yet the humans
in that city worshiped them like gods. She needed to change that,
to wake them up to what was really going on. Somehow.

It would have to come later. A white tiger
now trailed behind her into the palace, where Lady Vi'Alees
released her arm. Rather than heading to the throne room, however,
Vi'Alees led her through a corridor without windows, past a few
doors to an opening on a staircase lit by the crystal scepters
winding around the outside of the spiral.

"This way, Huntress."

Nadia glanced back at the tiger, which
flattened its ears and took a threatening step closer. "Where are
we going?"

Vi'Alees stepped down the staircase.

Cool, dank air wafted up from below. It
reminded Nadia of several natter hives she'd been a part of
purging, except this didn't reek of decay and filth. Rather, the
only scent was the mustiness of mold in a damp cavern.

"What's down there?"

No answer.

Their steps echoed up the staircase, until
they reached a landing and stopped.

In the dim light, Nadia made out a large
chamber. In the center lay a white and black figure smeared in red
and chained to the floor.

Her heart nearly stopped with her breath.
"No."

She shoved past Vi'Alees, her feet carrying
her to the man as tears burned in her eyes at the pain ripping
through her heart to see him worse than two days ago.

"No. What have they done?" She fell to her
knees and gently combed away matted white and black hair that had
always been clean and flowing, radiant in its white brilliance now
grimy with dirt and crusted with blood like the face with its
gaping cut across the cheek and spreading bruises adding their
color to the purity of the pale skin.

"My lord."

He let out a heavy breath and pale blue eyes
fluttered open.

"Lord Je'Kaoron," Nadia said, gently tracing
her fingertips to smooth away the hair from his face and carefully
pulling away the hair crusted to the wounds.

Licking at the blood on his lips, he turned
his head to look up. The chains attached to manacles on his wrists
clinked. "Nadia." His voice was cracked and hoarse. "You shouldn't
be here."

The tears flowed to see the normally regal
and gentle figure reduced to a wounded man crusted in his own
blood. She bent over him, trembling in pity and grief. "What have
they done?" There had to be something she could do to ease his
pain. She needed a bucket of water, something. He needed to drink
and deserved the dignity of having his wounds cleaned. She couldn't
stand seeing him reduced to this.

The two demonlords made no move from the
doorway, but by the flash of her throat, Lady Vi'Alees wished she
could. The other gave her pause, a sneer on the woman's pale face
of severe lines made more poignant by the hair pulled up into a
tail from the top of her head.

Nadia pressed away the rage that came with
the recognition of the woman's identity and resumed her search to
finally settle on a pail in the corner. Nadia rose from the figure
on the floor to retrieve it. A quick test proved it was water,
fairly clean. She hurried back to Lord Je'Kaoron with it, careful
not to let it slosh out too much.

When she helped him sit up, he winced and
leaned on her. Although awkward to do while supporting him, she
lifted the pail to his cracked and bloody lips. Water trickled down
his front, but he drank until she had to set the pail down.

"You shouldn't be here. They…will keep me
alive. I…Je'Tiren needs me," he whispered and breathed heavily
several times before relaxing with his head on her shoulder.

She swallowed the lump in her throat and
sniffed, wishing she could do more. "Why? To torture you?" Unable
to take the sight of the scabs and grime, she dipped a section of
her cloak in the remaining water and gently wiped at the crusted
blood and dirt on his face.

"Yes." He let out a sigh and closed his
eyes. "But he will not stop with me."

Chains clinked as he reached a trembling
hand over hers, stopping her from her efforts to clean his wounds.
Nadia's heart stopped upon the implications of his words, and she
followed his eyes to the two demonlords standing at the
doorway.

Defiance burst inside her but she clenched
her jaw. Lady Je'Diri had ordered him brought to Lord Je'Tiren
after leading the slaughter of their guards, guards loyal to High
Lord Je'Dron. Let them think what they wanted. At least for the
time, she could ease some of his suffering.

"I have suffered worse than they can
inflict," she whispered. "Don't worry about me."

Pale blue eyes looked up, brows pressed into
pity. Chains clinked with the movement of his hand to her face. His
touch triggered so many emotions inside her but mostly it carried
the same soothing it had always provided, which hurt even more in
the face of their situation.

"I'm sorry," he said quietly.

Tears burned again, this time from seeing
that someone who suffered more than her could still offer strength.
Lord Je'Kaoron possessed a heart larger than anyone she had met and
she couldn't do anything for him.

She pulled him into her embrace, unwilling
to let go and wishing they could be anywhere else. Only the chains
clinking cracked the joy of him holding onto her. If only she could
get him out of those enchanted manacles so he could have his power
back and recover.

"I'll find a way," she whispered in his ear.
Now would be a good time for him to speak to her in her mind. The
gentleness of his mental touch had brushed away the grief and
despair many times, as if his fingers softly on her face had
reached inside her heart to provide a salve for her grieving over
Je'Rol.

His arms tightening around her squeezed out
more tears burning in her eyes. He was depending on her, as she had
depended on him, but she didn't know what to do.

Without the dagger, she wasn't strong enough
to take on the demonlords and there were too many. Her only allies
were Lady Vi'Alees and Kaelen, and only one had any strength to
match the tigers but she was only one. Somehow, they would have to
make that work.

For a long time, Nadia held him, wishing she
could give him more than that reminder of peaceful days at Acropa
Je'Gri.

"Thank you, Nadia," he said in a barely
audible whisper, his warm breath brushing her ear.

She sniffed and dried her tears in his
shoulder as he relaxed his hold. Reluctantly, she released him to
lay down but caught his head in her lap and continued to clean the
wounds with her cloak dipped in the water. Although from the corner
of her eye she caught the two demonlord ladies standing watch, she
ignored them and took advantage of what time she had to tend to his
wounds.

In silence, she managed to wipe away the
crusted blood to reveal the fine scratch beneath, while pondering
why they had brought her to him. The rest of his face wiped clean
to uncover the exhaustion. She worked down his neck to his chest
and washed his hands.

As long as they allowed her, she would care
for him, but she couldn't guess how long that would last.

Already, one of the women emitted a low
growl, and she would bet it wasn't Lady Vi'Alees.

When Nadia finished wiping his hands clean,
she cupped her hands and scooped out water to clean the hair.
Although stained from the blood in places, most of the whiteness
returned. The dignity of the man she respected was given back to
him in part.

One corner of Vi'Alees's lips curved up into
a hint of approval. She understood.

With the last of the soiled water, Nadia
dipped her cloak for one last attempt at the cut, which had
returned to a slow oozing of blood.

Lord Je'Kaoron lay on Nadia's lap, breathing
deeply as if in the calm of sleep. She combed her fingers through
the damp hair, longing to ask why he had let himself be captured
but not daring to speak in front of Lady Je'Diri, who would likely
report all of this to Lord Je'Tiren.

"Enough!" the woman snapped.

Lord Je'Kaoron jerked in her lap and his
eyes opened.

Steps echoed across the chamber and stopped
behind Nadia.

"Stand, Huntress. Your time is done."

Nadia peered aside and caught the white
leggings. Lord Je'Kaoron put his hand down and pushed his head from
her lap. A second after looking up, his strength seemed to give out
and he rolled to his back on the cold, hard floor.

"Get up!" Hands clamped around Nadia's arms
and lifted her to her feet.

"No." Nadia tried to wiggle away, but
demonlord strength was like iron to mortals like her. Je'Diri
shoved her towards Lady Vi'Alees. Nadia tried to twist around and
only caught Lord Je'Kaoron's pitiful gaze for a moment before the
women forced her up the stairs.

"Why?" she murmured.

Je'Diri shoved her towards Lady Vi'Alees's
back. "It pleases Lord Je'Tiren," the tigress said.

Nadia's insides went cold with dread, but
she found strength in her visit with Lord Je'Kaoron. Whatever the
master of Nakeros had in mind for her, she would endure. She had
to; a close friend depended on her.

But to say Lord Je'Tiren didn't scare her
would be a lie.

They reached the main level and the women
led her through the impressive corridors and up one of the fancy
staircases to the next floor. There, they escorted her to a large
room where a white tiger lay in the sunlight from one of two large
windows filled with a view of the arena and much of the city
beyond.

Upon the doors closing with a dull thud
behind her, the tiger lifted its head, its blue eyes staring into
her. Its tail curled up and slapped down several times before the
tiger rose and walked towards them.

The women on either side of her fell to one
knee.

Nadia hadn't needed that to figure out who
the tiger was and crossed her arms in a show of defiance and
disrespect.

Mid-step, he blurred and transformed to the
demonlord she expected, his coat and leggings shimmering as the
finest thread that men could not imitate, an effect of demonlord
magic. She wasn't impressed.

"You disapprove, Huntress?" Lord Je'Tiren
asked, a hint of dark amusement in his voice matching the
expression on his face.

"I don't like you."

"I should expect not." He put a hand to his
chin as if in deep thought and said, "I've locked you and your
friend in the holding area beneath the arena. I've tortured a man
you seemed to have some affinity towards. Very surprising really.
And I'm about to force you to fight for your life." He paused and
snapped his fingers. "Oh, yes! And I'm about to give you a choice.
Oh, but you wouldn't have known about that. Well, now you do and it
gives you one more reason not to like me."

His smile sent a chill through her. He
wanted her to despise him. Something about it fed his ego. A sense
of power, perhaps, knowing he was in complete control of her. She
steeled herself for what was to come, vowing not to give in to
whatever he thought would rouse her to hate him more than she did
already.

Lord Je'Tiren gave a motion of his fingers
and the ladies rose on either side of her.

"It is as you suspected, my lord," Je'Diri
said.

His smile grew and darkened. "A good
suggestion, Lady Vi'Alees."

She bowed her head to him. "Thank you, my
lord."

Nadia clamped her teeth on the anger burning
inside. Lady Vi'Alees had set her up.

No, the lady was as much a victim as she
was, she reminded herself. Like Lord Je'Kaoron in Je'Rekun's
confidence, she was playing Je'Tiren. Maintaining his trust while
helping them would be a fine line to walk. Nadia didn't have to
like it, but she understood. She only hoped it kept Je'Tiren from
suspecting the lady's true loyalties.

"Satisfied?" Nadia had been suspicious about
why they had taken her to Lord Je'Kaoron. She wouldn't deny that
she cared about him, but at least she had been able to provide some
comfort to him when he needed it, as he had done for her on many
occasions since the battle at the Nik'Terek Gate.

"Oh, yes. Thank you, Huntress, for
confirming what I had suspected when you first entered my court. It
makes this much easier for me." He stepped close to her. If she had
the dagger, she'd cut that smugness from his face. "That choice I
said I planned to offer you will be that much bigger for you."

Her mind raced with possibilities of what he
might intend. A man who liked games, especially the gruesome Dao
Larashi fighting, wouldn't be one to settle for something simple.
She was a game to him, and she was certain that he planned to use
her feelings for Lord Je'Kaoron against her. Although she couldn't
figure out exactly what that might be, it would involve someone
being hurt, perhaps everyone.

"Aren't you going to ask?" he said as if
disappointed. "No?" Je'Tiren shrugged. "You're not what I
expected."

"Good."

A moment of fury passed over his face to be
replaced once more by his arrogance. When he lifted a finger to
brush away the loose strands of hair from her face, she pulled
away. He hesitated with his hand in the air and let out a huff of
mild amusement hinting of a warning of impatience.

"Your
loyalties are to be commended," Je'Tiren said. "On one hand,
your Sect du
Cantir Te'Mea and on the
other, High Lord Je'Dron. It must be a terrible conflict to care
for a demonlord when your leaders teach you to distrust and despise
all."

She stood her ground, refusing to entertain
him more than necessary.

"Here's my deal, Huntress." He stepped back
with an air of indifference. "You're going to choose which man
lives."

She didn't want either to die. She might
despise Kaelen, but they had shared too much for her to let him
die. A part of her wouldn't allow it, still carried a flicker of
feelings for him, as their accidental embrace in the resting room
had proven.

"Choose, Huntress." He stepped slowly around
her, circling like a hawk.

"How do I know you'll let my choice
live?"

"You don't," he said matter-of-factly.

"Then what good is choosing?"

He came around from behind her and shrugged.
"My entertainment. I might feel generous."

So much for choosing. "Take me back to the
arena."

"Then you don't care if Lord Je'Kaoron
dies?"

Nadia caught her breath, her heart stopping
in her chest.

Those pale blue eyes studied her, a
malevolent grin stretching across his face. "Lord Je'Kaoron or your
fellow demon hunter?"

In other words, where were her loyalties
strongest?

She couldn't decide. She didn't want to
choose, especially when she couldn't trust him to honor his word.
If she could, she still wouldn't want to decide who lived and who
died.

"Perhaps I can make this easier for you,
Huntress."

Nadia watched him, afraid of what he might
threaten next.

"You join me in my bedchamber and both
live."

She shook her head, disgusted that he would
even suggest it. "No." She would never give herself to him. Her
rejection the first time should have been enough.

The disappearance of that smug grin revealed
the truth. This was all an exercise in manipulating her into giving
him what he wanted.

"Would you prefer that your…men…die? Both
lovers are worthless to me."

Something vicious rose up inside her, the
same defiance and dignity that had burned fierce in her when she
insisted on training with the Li'Ador to learn the fighting and
tracking skills she would need to become a demon hunter. She had
been forced to endure and to face death, as did both men. His
threat meant nothing.

"We're all going to die anyway!" She
breathed heavily with the anger and frustration of his game. Her
choice was made. "Kill us all and be done. I won't choose who lives
and dies. And I won't give myself to you. Neither of them would ask
me to give up my dignity for their lives." She huffed, stunned by
her own words. Lord Je'Kaoron had never asked her—not even
hinted—of wanting a sexual relationship and she respected him even
more because of his manner. Kaelen would rather die before seeing
her of all people choose a demonlord's lusts, even to save his
life. There was something of value in that.

Je'Tiren's face hardened, his nostrils
flaring with the rage seething beneath the surface.

The backhanded slap came more swiftly than
Nadia expected and sent her spinning, unable to keep her balance.
She hit the cold floor, her cheek stinging from his blow and her
head ringing from the floor. Black spots danced in her vision,
which threatened to vanish with her consciousness.

"Take her back to her cell!"

"Yes, my lord," a feminine voice said.

Strong hands lifted her from the floor where
she rested, stirring a new range of dizziness that made her want to
stay down.

When she wouldn't stand, she was hoisted
up.

"Good choice," a voice whispered in her ear
before she was hung over a shoulder.

If she wasn't so close to passing out, she
might be inclined to agree. And she dreaded what retaliation
Je'Tiren might devise in his game of control.



Chapter 10

 


The spectators watched from high up in the
stands, far above the range of the strongest half-blood's best
leap. The arena wasn't large, but it was sufficient.

Kaelen blinked up at them in the glare of
the sun overhead as the tigers herded him and the other men out to
the hard-packed footing. Unchained, they made their way to the
hulks standing in armor and helmets near the weapon racks.

"You will be allowed one weapon and one
shield, should you choose it," one of the broad-chested guards
stated. Although they were human and physically imposing, Kaelen
would only have a problem against a man like that if he was caught.
"This is not a fight to the death but a practice and training
exercise. You will be judged—" The man lifted a tanned arm with
several scar lines towards the stands above, where several
demonlords sat. "—As you progress, to determine your matches."

Having left his cloak in the cool cell,
Kaelen in his demon hunter black and armor stood out among the
other men in their frayed clothes, some girded with heavy leather
to protect the most sensitive parts of their bodies. Most gave him
several feet of space, as if he exuded something unpleasant, but in
his case, it was the threat he represented.

As he passed his gaze over the dull blades
intended for practice rather than true combat—or at least he hoped
they would be allowed sharpened weapons in actual
duels—disappointment tainted his mood. His choice wasn't among the
many swords, axes, poles, daggers, nets, and other varieties; but
bows and arrows would be far too long-range for effective
hand-to-hand combat and they would allow him to reach the stands
above, exactly what he wanted but their wardens did not. He would
have to make do with what he could.

Until they returned Nadia, he could at least
release the frustrations of the last few days and the energy ready
to explode from being stuck in a cell with the brooding woman. This
was her fault, but he hadn't been about to let her walk into
trouble alone.

He picked up a dull curved saber and twirled
and stabbed at invisible enemies to test it. Not great, but it
wasn't a finished blade.

He swung it with skill and men scurried out
of the way.

Until one of the human guards stepped in and
grabbed his wrist. "Not you, demon hunter." A scar started at his
hairline and took off the top edge of his ear to finish along the
side of his shaved head.

Kaelen wasn't like the cowed masses,
however. He twisted and whirled and felled the man in a few precise
hits. Three more attacked with the clear intention of subduing him,
if not killing him outright in retribution.

Invigorated by the quick win, he took on the
three ugly hulks. In training, the Li'Ador always said that size
and strength could be an asset, but speed and agility and the
ability to think quickly were far more useful against demons,
especially natters with venom. Humans too.

The other men scattered while the three
rushed in on him. Kaelen ducked and dodged, and when one of them
caught him, he used the man's momentum to send him tumbling.

After he dropped another, the last two grew
more calculating. They grabbed weapons from the racks as he had,
twirling swords and jingling metal nets to taunt him.

Kaelen grinned, his body primed for this. He
wanted the fight, needed the thrill.

He wasn't the only one. The demonlords sat
by and watched, letting the attack carry on.

One of the men pummeled balls and daggers at
him. Kaelen dodged and shielded himself with the sword in his
hands. Metal rang against metal and flew aside. They might have
strength, but they were brute idiots, giving him a choice of
weapons.

The other rattled the metal chain.

When a dagger headed his way, Kaelen blocked
it with the sword, bouncing it into the air. When it came down, he
caught the dulled blade. For a flicker of an instant, he
reconsidered, but with enough force, it could do some damage.

After spinning to avoid another, he faced
the man with the net and flung the blade with the accuracy of years
of training and the many boring nights of traveling, when he had
kept up his skills on innocent tufts of grass and trees. The
ability to pick an apple from the highest branches was far harder
than hitting a man in the eye.

The net clanged to the ground amid the man's
shriek of pain as blood dribbled down his face.

A clatter of wood alerted Kaelen to the next
projectile. He spun in time to duck an iron ball aimed for his
head.

One left. Kaelen rushed in. Honed instincts
from years of Li'Ador training and many more of demon hunting took
over, his reactions a step ahead of the man's attack. In three
moves, the man stood gasping for breath, his windpipe crushed.

One kill…almost. Three still alive but put
to shame before their masters. He had to wonder which was more
merciful—killing them himself or leaving them to demonlord
discipline for failing.

Breathing hard, Kaelen scanned the faces
around him. The other prisoners stood well back, but many wore
grins and tipped their heads. They wanted to be allies, not
enemies, in the arena.

Demonlords transformed into armed
guards.

"You're done, demon hunter," one of the
orange and black guards said.

Satisfied, Kaelen dropped the sword to the
hard-packed dirt.

The demonlord shoved him towards the large
double door, which two other guards pushed open.

He'd earned their respect, although not the
right to his dignity. Most importantly, he had achieved what he'd
set out to achieve for him and Nadia—a reminder not to
underestimate the combat skills of demon hunters.

No less than three demonlord guards in armor
escorted him through the dank, dark underground cells beneath the
arena. Unless Lord Je'Tiren found some Li'Ador guards willing to
sacrifice their pledge, no humans could match him or Nadia, and he
had seen her skills in action against a half-blood with the
reflexes and strength of a demonlord, and she hadn't used any
dispirit abilities that he could tell. She was still as agile and
sharp as he remembered, and defiant. Je'Tiren was right about
her—she was fire and ice. Cold in her contempt but hot in her
passions. When she wanted something, she fought for it.

Kaelen wished that something was him, but he
supposed he deserved the cold side for what he'd done.

Thoughts of the past and regrets for causing
her such pain that he could only imagine tempered the thrill of
victory. For her to loathe him as she did, her love for him must
have been deeper than he had naively believed. It hadn't been a
simple affair. He hadn't intended to fall for her, merely to prove
that she could be seduced and was, therefore, too weak to make it
as a demon hunter. He'd been the weak one, unable to resist her,
giving in to his desires and leading her down the path of ruin. In
the end, he had achieved what he had sought—making her the best of
their sect.

From outside their cell, he saw the black
figure lying on the floor behind the bars and swore his heart
stopped.

"Nadia!"

The guards couldn't open the door fast
enough. The instant they did, he jumped inside and fell to his
knees next to her.

The door slammed shut and keys jingled to a
click of the lock behind him.

Against his fears that she was dead, reason
caught up to console him that they wouldn't have returned her if
she had been killed. That opened the door for other fears to invade
his thoughts.

He risked pulling the hood aside as a sniff
broke the silence. She didn't pull away. "Nadia. What
happened?"

She reached by her head for the hood and
yanked it over her face.

Stubborn as usual, and very much alive.

Kaelen's imagination revealed sickening
scenes of what the demonlord Je'Tiren might have inflicted to cause
Nadia to cry. As much as he didn't want to know, he had to ask,
"Did he do something? Did he…force himself on you?"

She twisted around to look at him, her brows
pressed together. Then he saw it—the red welt on her cheek.
"No."

That was a relief, but it didn't tell him
why she had the mark.

"Why did he hit you?"

"Because it's all a game to him."

"You didn't…" Surely not voluntarily.

"In his dreams," she grumbled. "You think so
little of me?"

He let out a breath, and her eyes sharpened
their focus on him. "You don't control me either, Kaelen. You
didn't then and you don't now."

"I know."

She eyed him warily for several seconds and
slowly sat up, wincing with a hand to her head. "It's about time
you admit it."

"I admitted it to myself long ago, when I
realized how stupid I was not to stay. It's why I had to see you
again. I…" The words stuck in his throat out of habit of denial,
until he had to force them out: "I never stopped loving you."

Shadows darkened her face as she stared in
silence for a long time.

He'd said it and could only wish she would
accept it and step away from her demonlord interest.

"You're making this awkward," she finally
said.

He should have been angry to be dismissed so
coldly, but the fight had expended the aggravation for a while and
he worried about her. She was harder in many ways than what he
remembered. Maybe he'd been wrong about her and Je'Kaoron.

"You didn't sleep with him…the other
one."

"Now you believe me?" She gave a snort of
derision. "You think so little of me, like they all did."

"I'm sorry…for what it's worth," he said
quietly.

She pulled her knees to her chest and
pressed her face into them. "So, I'm supposed to just talk about my
feelings now? You're forgiven and everything is right?"

He hadn't thought of it like that. It would
have made things easier, but he doubted that's what she intended,
especially when she said it like that.

"We're trapped in a tiny cell beneath a Dao
Larashi arena in a city where we're hated by everyone. I'm not in
the mood to talk about the past. We need to figure a way out if we
don't want to die here, and I am not going to let some power-hungry
demonlord who thinks he can manipulate my feelings win."

Her tirade left him speechless but glowing
with pride. She'd never been a quitter and that passion still
burned bright to prove everyone wrong about her.

"Maybe because he knows you won't lose in
the fight, Huntress."

Kaelen turned at the sound of the woman's
rich, confident voice. Outside the bars of their cell stood Lady
Vi'Alees. From within the sharp lines of her face, piercing eyes
fixed on them.

"It is an observed fact that the Li'Ador are
highly skilled when it comes to fighting in the event of facing a
half-blood in the blood rage. I would expected a woman trained by
them to be at least equal, if not better, especially a demon
hunter." A sly smile slid up the lady's face. "You did well
standing up to Lord Je'Tiren."

"How long were you there?"

His question too. It was easy to forget they
were in a prison where their words could be easily overheard.

"I was leaving when I heard the commotion by
you, Hunter. You've made an impression on the guards. I believe
you'll do well, unless Lord Je'Tiren intends to use the Dao to
overwhelm you, thus ending your life before his city, which would
portray the demon hunters as weaker than him and enforce his lies.
If you die, he wins on all accounts and continues to be adored by
the people."

She shrugged. "But I would still bet on
either one of you to win. Li'Ador's program was refined to hone
every instinct and train fighting reflexes in his defenders. You
have not forsaken his mission."

Li'Ador's program? She sounded as if she had
been there. Given the immortality of demonlords, that was possible
but unlikely.

His interest piqued, Kaelen stood and
approached the bars. "What do you want now?"

"Your cooperation."

She was good at avoiding what he really
wanted to know, but her statement confirmed what he suspected. "Why
should we cooperate? You took her to be beaten by your Lord
Je'Tiren."

"It was necessary," the lady scolded.

"Necessary?" He huffed in disbelief.

"Listen to her, Kaelen."

At the scraping of dirt and rocks behind
him, he turned to Nadia. "You like being beaten by that madman?"
How could she approve after returning in tears? Nadia never
cried.

"No." She shuffled towards him. "But Lady
Vi'Alees must cooperate. She's our best chance of surviving."

He would never believe that. Demonlords had
their own agendas and didn't care about the welfare of any
human—Nadia's injuries made that apparent.

"I would like to sponsor you both, but as my
fighters, you must obey me."

Having to obey a demonlord ground on his
patience. His fingers tightened around the cold bars.

"You honor us, my lady." Nadia joined him at
the bars, wincing from pain. The welt on her face must have hurt
more than he imagined, or she was hurt elsewhere. "We will fight
for your benefit."

Dark eyes shifted from her to him. "I will
do what I can to keep you alive, but I cannot guarantee Lord
Je'Tiren to be fair."

"He doesn't have to be." Nadia's fingers
squeaked on the metal bars, her face a mask of anger. "We can take
care of ourselves against humans and half-bloods."

"I'm sure you can."

Nadia's face relaxed and she tried and
failed to give a smile that refused to come. "Thank you, my
lady."

"Don't thank me yet. Thank me when you're
out of this city."

"Not without Lord Je'Kaoron." Nadia ground
the words through clenched teeth.

"Nadia…Stay out of demonlord affairs."

She shot him a condemning glare. After all
that talk, she was still determined to save him? They'd be lucky to
get out with their own lives. He should never have let her enter
the city.

"In this case, Huntress, you should listen
to him. Our affairs are our own."

She shook her head. "No. I can't leave
without him."

In a blur, the woman reached in and grabbed
Nadia's jaw, forcing her to look upon the lady's accosting glare.
The severity of it stopped Kaelen from interfering, lest she injure
Nadia in spite.

"Listen to me," the lady hissed. "Do not
concern yourself in our affairs."

"No!"

The two locked eyes in a fight of wills for
a few seconds. Then, as if tossing aside a doll, the lady shoved
Nadia away. Kaelen moved too slowly to catch her from hitting the
back wall.

"I can only help in the Dao. If you wish to
sacrifice your life, that is your choice. Do not fail me." The
peculiar tilt of her head set off a prickling at the back of his
mind that he couldn't identify.

Kaelen paused in offering help to Nadia to
stand, watching the lady disappear with her chin held high.

"Our chance to get out of this city and you
refuse?"

Nadia adjusted her position to sit with her
back to the wall.

"Maybe I was wrong to apologize," he said,
sitting back on his heels.

In a flash, she grabbed his uniform and
pulled him close enough to kiss, but for the hard line of her lips.
{"She's an ally. She spoke in my mind when she held my jaw,"} she
whispered in the ancient language of the Adepts. In the common
speech, she lashed in a regular volume, "Leave when we're done. I'm
staying."

Stunned, he could only stare at her and sit
back slowly as she released her hold. He followed the quick shot of
her eyes towards the front of their cell and noticed the tiger
strolling past.

After the tiger passed, he returned his eyes
to her and gave a nod. {"Where did they get that power?"} he said
in a hushed voice. This was news that should have been taught to
all Adepts. If demonlords could see their thoughts…He shuddered to
think what would happen to their secret revolution against the
rulers of Derandria.

{"Not all of them discipline their minds to
that level."}

Some relief, but that still left a huge
risk. {"Your Je'Gri 'friend'?"}

{"Yes. And it was a hunch that the lady was
hinting of something more."}

Clever. He should not have underestimated
her, even if he was disappointed in her determination to save a
demonlord.

"I'm not leaving you."

She rolled her eyes and looked away.

Nadia. What will it take to convince you?
"I wasn't lying," he said
quietly. "I still love you."

She said nothing, acting as if he wasn't
there.



Chapter 11

 


Five days.

Del'Aru fell back on the soft bed, a gust of
frustration escaping her.

Five days in Acropa Je'Gri and being watched
and whispered about by humans and demonlords, crowded with
questions, and feeling more like an ant under a glass in the sun
than a guest. It should have been nothing, but her search for
answers fueled her impatience.

She lifted her head to see Treak leaning on
the edge of the bed near her legs, the goblin's head in her tiny,
clawed hands.

"I'll never make it a month, Treak. It's
beautiful, but no one does anything. It's like being back home,
but…fancier and busier. Or maybe they're just so busy running the
domain that they don't have time for anything fun." Even High Lord
Je'Dron, who seemed interested in learning about the Del'Rayk
hadn't given her more than a few minutes of attention at a guest
reception.

The goblin exhaled a deep breath, her ears
relaxed to angle sideways slightly. She shifted her head to one
hand and lifted the other to flap up in a clear suggestion.

"I was thinking it might look better from
the air, or maybe we should just excuse ourselves of High Lord
Je'Dron and go search ourselves."

Treak shook her head.

"You're right." Del'Aru sighed, her head
working on alternatives. Searching for the library from the air
could take a long time, and with winter coming, that would be more
difficult, besides not knowing what they were looking for. They
might never find it.

The Old Ones hid their secrets too well. It
had been Treak's investigation of what had seemed to be a cavern in
a wall that had revealed the study camouflaged to appear like a
large hill. Treak had somehow seen the doors and crawled in and
found a latch, which, when she pulled, caused them to waver and
reveal their true appearance. With magic like that, the Library of
Torvay may not be recognized on sight.

No, they couldn't search without help.

"If I could track down Lord Je'Kaoron, this
would be much easier." She stared at the ceiling of the bed
chamber, following the floral pattern etched across the tiles to
the intertwining treelike branches carved into the moldings and
frames along corners and doors. She wouldn't need the Library of
Torvay, but she couldn't stand waiting for Lord Je'Kaoron's return,
especially when he could as well end up refusing her like Lord
Rin'Sorel had.

A poke on her thigh put a leak in those
hopes with the reality that Treak had doubts. The different touches
said so much of what Treak was thinking. Agreement would be a more
reassuring touch. This was hardly that.

"What can we do?"

When Treak did nothing, Del'Aru looked and
caught a shrug and drooped ears. She dropped her head back on the
plush comforter over the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Out of
ideas, she closed her eyes and let her mind wander back to her home
and what her clan might be doing.

As memories changed into ridiculousness, she
savored the freedom loosening her mind. Meditation and connecting
with the greater energy of Derandria was all that had been expected
of her. Part of that was letting go of all worldly concerns and
drifting, as her mind did, as it did many nights when problems
plagued her into the realm of sleep.

["My lady?"]

The gentle feminine voice speaking demonlord
Lexic broke through the silence.

["Lady Del'Aru?"]

She opened her eyes and inhaled sharply, her
muscles aching to stretch as if she'd been lying there for some
time. She must have fallen asleep.

["I'm sorry to disturb you. Your goblin
invited me in."]

Del'Aru finished her stretch and rubbed the
stickiness from her eyes before finding Treak standing near her
legs, which still hung over the side of the bed.

A young woman stood a few feet away, her
complexion not as pale as the other white Je'Gri, but her white and
black hair braided out of her face around loose strands over her
delicate shoulders marking her as one of them. In a slim-fitting
blue dress and overcoat, she didn't look right for a Je'Gri.

And her scent was stronger, more like a
human yet not as poignant.

Curious about the young girl, Del'Aru sat
up.

The girl smiled as if relieved. ["I hope I'm
not imposing."]

["No, I needed to get up…I'm sorry. What was
your name?"]

["Je'Surana. High Lord Je'Dron…He said you
asked about Lord Je'Kaoron, and I saw you wandering the gardens
yesterday but you seemed to have enough company, so I stayed away.
I hoped we could visit. And I…"] The girl licked her lips and
clasped her hands before her. ["I thought…maybe I could see what a
dragon looks like. My…Lord Je'Kaoron told me of the many different
clans. He wasn't sure if the dragons were still around."]

At mention of Lord Je'Kaoron, the girl
piqued her attention. ["He did? You know Lord Je'Kaoron?"]

["Yes. He…"] Je'Surana fidgeted and took a
breath before forcing a smile that did nothing to calm her.

Del'Aru patted the bed next to her. ["Sit,
please. I'd like to know about him."]

["Thank you."] Je'Surana sat very demurely,
like a lady of class, but kept her eyes down, her fingers playing
with a crease in her gown that she had created.

["Are you all right?"] The girl was more
uneasy than Del'Aru had been when she first arrived at the city.
Clearly something bothered the girl.

Even Treak looked up with her ears slightly
drooped in sympathy.

["Yes…No. High Lord Je'Dron would not tell me anything and
my fa—"] The girl looked up in shock, as if she had said the most
awful thing, and a second later her shoulders fell. ["You must have
noticed. I'm not full demonlord. But you mustn't tell anyone. The
other clans, even the traditionalist Je'Gri, would demand
the caer
sekiya numa, and me and
my father would both be put to death."]

Del'Aru stared, words escaping her. The girl
admitted to being a half-blood, a being whose human half was too
weak to keep the instincts of the demonlord side under control.
According to ancient traditions, the demonlord parent and the
half-blood could be judged and executed by the involved clan in
punishment for the blood rages to which half-bloods were prone and
in which they often killed. It was an old law, but one intended as
a way to protect demonlord prey. The killing by half-bloods was
considered detrimental to maintaining their food sources.

["I had wondered,"] she said slowly, not
wanting to upset the girl. ["It didn't occur to me that High Lord
Je'Dron would allow a half-blood to walk free. You're very brave to
admit it."]

["I am also an Adept. My mother taught
me…before she died. And my father…"] She hesitated, her hands
fidgeting, until Del'Aru had to stop her with a hand over them.
Je'Surana looked up, a pleading look in her blue eyes, which
Del'Aru realized were darker than the other royal Je'Gri.

["Please. I don't know why you're telling
me, but I'm not going to do anything. I promise. I'm just looking
for answers."] And adventure, but she kept that to herself.

Je'Surana took a deep breath and squared her
shoulders. ["Lord Je'Kaoron…is my father. You asked about him, and
I…I'm so worried. He wouldn't say what he had to do, but I knew
that look on his face before he left, that he didn't expect to
return. High Lord Je'Dron wouldn't say anything, but they know
something. My father always confided in him, and he always came
back, but this time, I don't think he expects to."]

The girl choked on her words, tears
streaking her face.

Del'Aru sat frozen in disbelief from
everything the girl said, until a slap on her leg alerted her to
Treak, who signed her own concerns. ["I know, Treak."] This might
be the opportunity she sought.

Je'Surana wiped her eyes and looked up.

["We can find him, if you tell us where he
went."] And if Lord Je'Kaoron himself didn't expect to return, she
had to find him.

["I don't know."] Je'Surana sniffed. ["High
Lord Je'Dron will only say that he was accompanying Nadia to the
Nik'Terek Gate. I know she'll look out for him, but Je'Rekun had
many allies who know my father betrayed him. And she's only a demon
hunter. They could kill her before she could blink."]

Demon hunter? Allies? Betrayal? She was
missing a lot of information. ["Tell me from the beginning what
this is all about."]

Je'Surana took a breath and said, ["Lord
Je'Kaoron played neutral while Je'Dron was still high lord of the
Je'Gri, to be a sort of spy when Je'Dron suspected his brother of
deceit but couldn't prove it. He, Lord Je'Kaoron, took a risk to
get Je'Rekun to trust him, but by then it was too late. Je'Rekun
had his allies in place so that when Je'Kaoron accompanied Je'Dron
north to settle a dispute with another clan, they returned to be
attacked by their own warriors. Most of his forces escaped but
barely. They retreated to a mountain fortress they had discovered,
or Lord Je'Kaoron had discovered."]

Del'Aru exchanged a knowing look with Treak
but said nothing to the girl, uncertain of what secrets he had
shared and not wanting to give away her purpose and risk losing the
knowledge they would need if the terrors that the Old Ones had
sealed away ever escaped.

["My father stayed in Je'Rekun's trust,
sharing information about Je'Dron's plans which Je'Dron wanted his
brother to know. They played the game for many years. It was in
that time that he discovered the banished sorceress that would be
my mother."] The girl went on about her mother's illness and love
for the demonlord who had started suspicious of her but soon came
to care for her, painting a picture of a man with a big heart but a
man willing to risk himself for the sake of many.

Del'Aru listened to the girl's story about
Je'Rol, the half-blood son of Je'Dron, returning, her training with
the Obelisk of Mai'Kari, and the battle at the Nik'Terek Gate. All
fascinating information that she could use, particularly the
demon-commanding power of the obelisk. Mai'Kari had been one of the
First Ones who had signed the Guardian pact. Unfortunately, the
obelisk was gone and Del'Aru couldn't study it, but that was
probably for the best considering that everyone would want it.

Je'Surana continued talking about Nadia's
stay after the death of Je'Rol and Je'Kaoron's attention to her.
Understandably, the girl seemed a little disappointed with her
father's attention going to the demon hunter, someone who had
killed many half-bloods, but at the same time, this girl seemed
respectful of the woman.

Lord Je'Kaoron was a man with a compassion
for everyone and he seemed to spread that to those who knew him.
More than ever, Del'Aru wanted to meet him. He sounded like a true
Guardian. But she had to reach him before his enemies did.

["He had Nadia training me to defend myself
without losing control, but I wasn't fast enough. I wanted to join
him on this trip but he left while I was healing. I hate whenever
he leaves. I never know if I'll see him again and it kills me
inside."] She wiped her eyes and cleared her throat, fighting the
tears threatening to flow again. ["I wish he would have let me go,
just this once."]

["It could be dangerous for you. This Nadia
might have given up killing half-bloods, but others haven't."]
Del'Aru might be young and naive in her own way, but she had been
outside her clan long enough to understand the harsher realities of
life. She had overheard demon hunters talking about half-bloods in
a way that made her sick. ["If you could tell me where to go, I'll
find him."]

["How would you know him?"]

The girl caught her with that. ["I will."]
Like Lord Rin'Sorel, the demonlord hermit she had found, she would
figure out a way to identify Lord Je'Kaoron. He'd give himself
away. She might have been young and inexperienced with courtly
manners, but she wasn't completely unobservant.

["Take me with you."]

["I can't do that."]

["Why?"]

["One—"]
Del'Aru held up a finger. ["I won't dishonor his wishes. If he
wanted you to stay, you should stay. It is dangerous for half-bloods. I can't protect you,
and I have no intention of raising his ire if I do find him. Two—I
can only carry so much weight. Treak is easy because she's small. I
doubt I could carry anyone bigger."] The second reason wasn't
entirely true, but something about the girl said her first and main
reason would be negated.

["Oh."]

The girl's disappointment reassured her that
Je'Surana wouldn't pursue the matter, but Del'Aru couldn't leave
her like that.

["I will find him, but I need to know where
to look."]

["Then you'll have to ask High Lord
Je'Dron."] Je'Surana stood from the bed, looking distinctly
uncomfortable. ["Thanks for listening, I guess. I'm sorry to bother
you."]

["You didn't. I'm glad to hear all this.
Thanks for telling me, Lady Je'Surana. Your father sounds like an
admirable man."] Exactly what she would have expected, which was
reassuring to hear.

Je'Surana smiled and pulled the door of the
bedchamber open. ["He is."]

Del'Aru watched her close the door with
barely a snick behind her.

"Poor girl," she said to Treak, preferring
the harsher common speech of the humans. "I should find him, if not
for us all, then at least for her, and bring him home. I hope he's
all right."

Treak nodded and signed what she assumed was
meant to be Je'Dron.

"It would be rude to demand to know—him
being the high lord of the Je'Gri and me just, well, me—but…I think
I can get him to talk." She'd better get him to talk.

The crooked grin on the goblin always came
across more frightening than sly, but Del'Aru didn't want to tell
her friend.

"Let's go."

After five days of exploring, she had
learned some of the main passages, and found one that led back to
the throne room, which seemed to be the High Lord's main place to
conduct his business. Her clan had nothing like that, merely elders
who advised and occasionally policed misbehavior. Much simpler, but
they were a far smaller clan, numbering only a few hundred, fewer
than the thousands of tigers who must have called Acropa Je'Gri
home.

She headed towards the throne room, staying
inside and out of the limelight of the tigers. At an intersection
with the grand corridor ending at the throne room, she hesitated at
the echoing clatter of boots on the stone tiles.

["My lord!"] a man's voice reverberated
throughout. At the racing past of four orange guards with a gurney,
she stayed in the shadows, not wanting to interrupt.

The clatter of their steps halted as a
single tempo of steps rose in volume.

["My lord,"] a man said in a quieter voice.
["He barely survived."]

["Why did you bring him here? He should be
in the care of the tigresses."]

["He said to come to you, that it was
urgent,"] one of the men said.

From the gurney came a weak voice: ["Had…to
warn…Th—They took him."]

Del'Aru peered around the corner with Treak
close at her legs. High Lord Je'Dron leaned over a blanketed figure
on the gurney.

["Lord Je'Tiren,"] came the barely audible
voice, ["has…Je'Kaoron."]

Lord Je'Tiren? Another Je'Gri? From the
sound of the man, this hadn't been an amenable situation, and
Je'Tiren had Je'Kaoron. Wherever one was, the other would be. It
was a start, but she would need to know how to find this Lord
Je'Tiren. And he sounded dangerous. It would seem she was too late;
Lord Je'Kaoron's enemies had found him first. She only hoped he
still lived.

The man on the gurney let out a heavy
sigh.

["Take care of him,"] High Lord Je'Dron
ordered.

["Yes, my lord,"] they said almost in unison
and hurried back the way they had come, past her.

Je'Dron's gaze followed but, in the process,
it caught her and froze.

["Lady Del'Aru."]

The scolding tone made her flinch and slide
from her hiding place with her head cowed. She hated being caught
doing something she shouldn't, but mostly she wanted answers from
him.

["In my court, guests are not welcome
sneaking around."]

["Yes, my lord. I'm sorry."]

After what seemed an eternity of scrutiny,
he turned as if to leave without punishing her.

Not yet. She couldn't let him leave, but
shame stayed her feet, until Treak's poke in the thigh prompted her
to jump before him and cut him off from leaving.

He gave her a hard frown. She knew the look
too well from her clan elders and knew that she had only seconds
before a reprimand came.

["But I have to speak to you."] And she had
to speak before he decided she was too much trouble, as her elders
had from her many questions. ["It's about Lord Je'Kaoron. I want to
find him. Tell me where this Lord Je'Tiren is and I'll leave."]

He pressed close, his presence imposing and
threatening, as if he intended to tear her apart.

Del'Aru swallowed, uncertain what to say,
because she'd already said too much. For as hospitable as he had
been, even High Lord Je'Dron could be pushed too far. She had worn
out her welcome.

Before she could excuse herself, he grabbed
her arm and dragged her back to the corridor from which she had
come and almost slammed her against the wall before letting go.

["Your elders should have taught you better
manners, young lady,"] he bit out in a growling voice.

["I know,"] she whimpered.

He straightened with a heavy breath. Light
and shadow played across the pale cheeks.

["You'll go to your death if you seek Lord
Je'Kaoron from Je'Tiren."]

["That is a risk…I'm…willing to take."]
Maybe. Sort of…She didn't want to, but she had to speak to Lord
Je'Kaoron and maybe try to free him. The world needed him, if her
nightmares were more than bad dreams.

Je'Dron's brows pinched slightly. ["Is
finding some rumored library that important?"]

["Yes."]

["Tell me why."]

["I…"] Help me, Treak. She hoped her friend understood her look.

The goblin only shrugged. She didn't know if
the High Lord of the Je'Gri was trustworthy, but from what
Je'Surana had said, Lord Je'Kaoron had deemed him worth serving and
supporting.

["I'm searching for the remaining First
Ones. They signed a pact to guard some sort of power, to prevent it
from…being…released…"] As she spoke, his demeanor changed, backing
off slightly with a hint of recognition revealing itself. ["You
know something."]

Shadows danced with the shifting of his jaw.
He couldn't hide it. She saw it clearly now.

Del'Aru reached out for his sleeve but, at
the warning glare from him, retreated. ["Tell me."]

["No one should seek power for its own sake,
least of all a young dragon who cannot honor her host."]

She winced as if stricken by the harshness
of his tone. He was right and had been more than generous, but she
had to find the Guardians.

She wouldn't be scared from her search, not
even by a tiger, but what she had to say would seem silly, or it
had to the elders when she tried to tell them. Lord Del'Kote had
dismissed her dreams as nightmares about her youthful restlessness,
but Del'Aru felt that wasn't right. There was something amiss,
something wrong. When they wouldn't tell her, she had found a way
to escape her clan to seek the answers for herself.

["I'm not seeking the power, but I believe
others are. I have to find the Guardians. There's something coming.
I—"] She hesitated, uncertain whether her confession would be
believed or dismissed. She'd already gone that far, though. He had
to know she wasn't after any power for herself. ["I had a dream of
the sky going black, of skulls beneath my feet, and…black-cloaked
figures standing around me. I felt myself being torn apart."] The
vivid senses of the dream brought back the pain as real as it had
been and she struggled to breathe.

It stirred up other images just as haunting,
multiple dreams scattered throughout the years, making her feel
helpless until she had been pushed too far and had to leave.

Now, he knew her real reason. Whether he
believed her, trusted her, or could even help her were other
matters.

["It's only happened more since I left home,
and when I touched the sorceress to throw her when I rescued
Treak…"] At the onslaught of memories, she steadied herself against
the wall. Something about the human with her magic twelve years ago
had unleashed a wave of terrible images. ["It…I sought to learn,
but Adepts will not betray their secrets. I searched for answers,
and eventually we found a hidden vault of knowledge, an ancient
place of study that led me to learning about the First Ones and
their pact to guard this world. I'm certain they can tell me what
my dreams mean, but the one I found refused. I was hoping to find
the Library of Torvay to search for answers, but when I heard Lord
Je'Kaoron was alive…"]

She looked up to a hard but yielding
expression on Je'Dron's face. ["You have to help me. I believe this
world is in danger. That's why I've come, the real reason I'm
here."]

Je'Dron
gazed at her—no, through her,
into his thoughts. She might not have been there.

["I need to find him,"] she begged with the
hopes he would come around.

Without a word he stepped away.

["My lord, please."] She followed him to the
throne room, but he made no acknowledgment of her presence. Had she
said too much again? What was he thinking?

Once they set foot on the blue runner, he
turned, but not to her, and growled.

The doors swung closed with a ringing
thud.

Pale blue eyes passed over her, not with
impatience or anger but a hint of fear.

Curious, she followed him to the throne
beneath the scattered light. There, he leaned on the back of the
seat and closed his eyes for several seconds. Magic tingled through
her for a moment and passed.

["No one will hear us now,"] he said and
opened his eyes to her. ["Yes, I know, but the secrets of a friend
are not to be revealed to anyone."]

Understanding what he meant, she nodded and
let out a breath of relief. ["I won't betray him, or you. I'm not
serving any agenda but to make sure my dreams aren't a
prophecy."]

He nodded slowly, his manner calm again.
["This goblin would not have found a way to communicate with you if
she did not trust you."]

What? Del'Aru looked down at Treak, who
blinked large, dark eyes at Je'Dron.

["That is a far bigger compliment than you
realize,"] he added. ["Goblins are not to be underestimated, Lady
Del'Aru. Remember that."]

["I will."]

["Lord Je'Kaoron has matters of his own in
Nakeros and knew that capture was inevitable. I tried to talk him
out of it and sent as many guards as he would allow, guards who
realized they might be sacrificing their lives, but he wanted this,
to get inside the city."]

He
lifted his chin towards the closed double doors of jade and ebony.
["That is what you
risk if you insist on finding him, and he survived because they
wanted him to bring this message. It is all a game, young
one."]

She swallowed, recalling the injured guard
and the reek of blood. Injury or death were not what she sought,
but the nightmares haunting her since her childhood would drive her
mad if she gave up seeking answers. ["I have to know if what I saw
will happen or if it can be stopped."]

["Lord Je'Kaoron is no prophet. He is one
man, one very old demonlord who knows his duty and is more willing
than I to sacrifice his own desires for the sake of this world.
Unfortunately, I cannot retrieve him; the city is impenetrable with
its two massive walls."]

["Two walls?"] That sounded familiar. From
the tap alerting her to Treak, the goblin thought so too.

Treak's signing stopped her heart.

["You can't be serious!"] She shuddered from
the ideas expressed by the goblin.

["My lady?"]

["It's nothing,"] she lied. ["Walls don't
scare me."]

["Then perhaps I can."] He rose over her,
his poise intimidating but for the knowledge that he wouldn't
likely hurt her. ["If you go into that city, I will not be there to
save you. It would take every clan on this continent to break
through, and we are far from rebuilding this domain. If you reveal
your knowledge to anyone, you will be tortured for every
detail—burning, mutilation, and magic bindings are only a start.
Lord Je'Tiren wants power, control. He has no sympathy for anyone
and doesn't care as long as he gains more power. A man with no
conscious, but he is not alone. You cannot just walk in there and
demand he hand over Lord Je'Kaoron if you plan to live long."]

Del'Aru
swallowed the fear creeping up inside her and remained standing
before High Lord Je'Dron. ["I don't plan to walk in."]

["No. I imagine not."] He backed off and
dropped his eyes to Treak. ["Keep her out of trouble."]

That was it? For all his huff and puff, she
thought he'd do far worse to keep her from going.

When he closed his eyes and a tingle of
magic passed through her, she realized he had done something.

["It is not my place to make decisions for
you,"] he said quietly. ["While I cannot hope to rescue my friend,
perhaps an impetuous young dragon who doesn't know the meaning of
intimidation can."]

The sort-of complimentary admonishment made
her wince and back away to the doors one hesitant step at a
time.

By the time she reached them, only a few
words came. ["Thank you for the hospitality, my lord."]

["I wish you luck, Lady Del'Aru…for all our
sakes."]

How she wished he wouldn't have said that.
Her excitement dimmed with the weight of his words. Her quest had
been more about her than the world, but now, she realized it was
something bigger.

Part of her wished she had stayed with her
clan in their small part of the world.
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PART 3 –
ARMOR

 


 


"As the greatest in endurance of the flying
clans, the dragons have agreed to take upon them the duties of
overseeing the domains of the others, not to interfere but to
observe and report. If any of the clans subvert their duties, the
others in this manner will learn and decide what fate is in the
best interests of all who dwell upon this world."

 


– Translation from the letter of Lady
Del'Eris



Chapter 12

 


"At leash they feed ush well." Bits of food
shot from Kaelen's mouth as he spoke. When he finished, he shoved
another bite of bread into his already stuffed face and looked
about. "Shounds like a feshtival."

Nadia rolled her eyes and swallowed before
taking another bite. Honestly, he had worse eating habits than
Je'Rol in the blood rage stuffing raw meat torn from a carcass into
his mouth. And she didn't care if the games were beginning. In
fact, she relished the opportunity to do some damage.

She'd spent too many days locked in that
cell with Kaelen's annoying attempts to speak to her. It was too
awkward. The occasional time out to move their legs had been better
than nothing, but the guards hadn't let them train against anyone
else after Kaelen's apparent abandon on four of the burly human
guards. Their only true opportunity had come against each other,
mostly in the confines of their cell, but it wasn't sufficient
space. The best they could manage was to practice a few moves, not
the full on fight she desired.

All he had done in their time confined was
to complain. She was ready to tear his head off. Had the dagger any
influence over her, she probably would have.

"You shouldn't have come," she said. His
comment had only been another way of saying he was unhappy, that
this was her fault…again. "It's your own fault."

He chewed noisily from his corner of the
cell but said nothing, a welcome change.

Nadia mopped up the juices from the meat on
her plate with pieces of the small loaf.

After some time, she set the empty plate
aside and turned to him, surprised by his silence.

He finished guzzling the water in his mug
and stood. The guards would be by soon for their plates and with
more water. Nadia rose with her own and carried the plate and mug
to the front of the cell, where he joined her.

"I won't argue again. Hate me all you want,"
he said while taking her plate with his and dropping it outside the
bars of their cell with a resounding clang of metal on metal. "I've
talked myself hoarse apologizing and haven't changed your
mind."

"Nope."

"But this is beyond stupid, Nadia. All for
what? A demonlord?"

Not again. She rolled her eyes and pressed
her face against the bars to see where the cart with the water
barrel was—not within sight. But someone familiar headed their
way.

"We
could have been halfway to Temple Katuna du Te'Mea by now. Instead, we're locked in a cage, doomed to
fight to the death for the entertainment of demonlords…I always
thought you were stronger."

In the instant the rage hit, she whirled
with a fist into his jaw that sent him stumbling back. He was lucky
the lady had taken the dagger.

"Don't ever mistake me for weak! You don't
know half of what I've suffered, especially because of you!" Maybe
she should have taken Je'Tiren's offer and chosen Lord Je'Kaoron to
live. At least she wouldn't be feeling like a caged beast ready to
explode in fury. Kaelen had always known exactly how to hit her
emotional pressure points.

With a smile on his face, he rubbed his jaw.
"At least that part of you is still in there."

"There's more where that came from."

"Save it."

At the commanding tone of a woman's voice,
Nadia turned. Upon sight of Lady Vi'Alees, her frustrations with
Kaelen cooled. Rather, other concerns arose to push them aside. "My
lady…How—Have you seen Lord Je'Kaoron?"

"Not recently."

Nadia's hopes faded.

"Demonlord affairs are not your concern,
Huntress," the lady said in an arrogant voice.

"Exactly," Kaelen added.

The woman shot him a glare that could have
frozen him in ice. Nadia couldn't have asked for a better
reprimand, or confirmation that the lady was trying to communicate
without the Je'Gri guards suspecting any duplicity.

"Your only task is to fight. Lord Je'Tiren
has agreed to allow me some control over your fates, but you must
prove yourself worthy to live, should you survive."

Kaelen folded his arms. "If we survive? Some
control? Prove ourselves? Pardon me for not believing in any
benefits you could offer us."

Idiot! Did he want to cut off the slim hope
they had of getting out of there?

"Nevertheless," the lady said coldly. Her
eyes shifted back to Nadia. "You are to be presented before the
others. Lord Je'Tiren has requested that his 'prize', which I am
sponsoring, attend his gathering for the opening of the harvest
festival." She spat the word as if it left a bitter taste on her
tongue and waved the warden near. "You will be presented with the
other chosen fighters as my champion."

When the keys on the ring clanged from the
turning of the one in the lock, Nadia stepped back. The warden
pushed the door open and Kaelen stepped towards it.

"Not you, Hunter."

That's what she was afraid of when the lady
mentioned Lord Je'Tiren's prize, singular.

"Her."

Nadia looked up to the concern in Kaelen's
eyes and swallowed. She hadn't told him the details of Je'Tiren's
proposal, but it wouldn't have taken him much to figure out after
the demonlord's proposals when they first arrived. His questions
had already indicated he suspected. She didn't want to go, but to
refuse could mean the life of one or both of the men in jeopardy.
Although she despised Kaelen's complaints, a part of her still
cared about him. They had shared too much, and the guilt of him
standing by her through this weighed on her conscious. His
apologies had worn thin her resolve to hate him, even if he annoyed
her.

"I can take care of myself," she said with
more conviction than she felt. Lord Je'Tiren was far too strong for
any mortal. Her only comfort came in knowing that he didn't want an
easy resolution but a game. Last time, she had played through his
bluff. Whether he would risk another bluff or cheat were her
concerns now, but she had Lady Vi'Alees on her side.

His lips twitched into an attempt at a wry
smile, his hand rubbing his jaw. "Yeah."

Words jumbled in her head until she stood
outside and the warden locked the door between them. "Be careful."
For all the annoyance of his complaining while they were together,
she didn't want to return to an empty cell and hoped they weren't
being separated for nefarious reasons.

He tipped his head in a nod as the lady
tapped her shoulder.

"This way, Huntress." The harshness of her
tone cracked with a hint of sympathy.

Nadia followed, certain that this demonlord
at least would do what she could to protect her rather than inflict
harm. Nadia wanted to ask about her dagger but bit her tongue in
the open.

Outside the arena, droplets of rain spotted
the stones and dampened the fur of two orange tigers who came up
behind them. Nadia narrowed the gap between her and Lady
Vi'Alees.

When the woman directed her away from the
palace, Nadia frowned. "Where are we going?"

"To the bath house," the woman stated as if
it should be obvious.

"Why?" Caution weighed on Nadia's voice,
inspired by thoughts of what Je'Tiren might have planned for his
'prize'.

"To make you presentable to the others."

Others, then not purely Je'Tiren. Nadia
breathed easier.

The thought of bathing again made her aware
of how grimy she felt not having had the opportunity since her last
night at Acropa Je'Gri. She looked forward to cleansing away the
stench even she could smell and to feeling clean for a while again.
The anticipation kept her with the lady more than the two tiger
guards behind them did. She almost didn't care what would come
after the bath.

The demonlords escorted her to a building on
the far side of the palace, a low structure with high windows
encircling the upper wall beneath the tiled roof. No man could peer
through them at that height without a large step up. A public bath;
better than a stream or river as when she traveled but not the
luxury of her private bath at Acropa Je'Gri. A high wall circled it
so that no one could get close enough to try to peer in, and
reduced any dust that might blow along the linens waving in the
breeze to dry.

From beyond the space between the palace and
other buildings around the main plaza came the commotion of voices
and music as of a celebration, but she could see nothing through
the buildings blocking the sight of the crowds that must have
gathered. They had apparently not been allowed on that side of the
arena or the palace.

Nadia continued with Lady Vi'Alees to the
open main door of the large bath house, where the two tigers with
them took up positions.

Upon stepping inside, the humid warmth
poured over her, gluing her uniform to her skin.

They passed through the small front chamber,
which was scented like flowers, past tall vases and stone benches
and into the main bath area, where elegant women lounged while
human girls carried linens and trays. At the far end, several
servers in the same light wraps worked behind a bar, handing off
full glasses of drinks for empty ones returned. The scents of
perfumed oils hung upon the air heavy with humidity. The women's
bath.

The pool itself was sunken down among the
stone steps that continued from where Nadia stood at the top tier
all the way to the bottom of the clear water, which revealed a
floor of small, uncut stones like one would expect in a mountain
river. The murmur of voices echoed to her with the splashing of
water.

"A natural spring."

So she had assumed. The water invited her to
clean as it did other women wading into its depths. By their varied
colors, although mostly the tan and black and white and black of
the Je'Gri, she realized the majority were demonlords, while the
servers appeared human as she would expect. That demonlords would
dare to bathe among humans surprised her.

Many of them paused in their activities to
watch her, making her aware of her intrusion.

"This way." Under the critical gazes of
others, the lady directed her down the tiers closer to the pool. On
one of several landings checkered throughout the vast chamber, the
lady stopped and motioned to a young girl in the light wrap of a
servant.

Her blonde hair tied back in a tail, the
girl stopped and bowed. "My lady."

"Bring a wrap for this woman."

The girl shyly looked up to Nadia. Her
throat flashed with a swallow and her face drained of color.

"Now!"

"Yes, my lady." The girl nearly stumbled in
her haste to retreat.

"You may undress, Huntress."

Nadia started unfastening the leather
buckles securing the chest piece. In a quiet voice, she asked, "Do
you have my dagger?"

"It is in safekeeping."

Nadia hesitated in unfastening the first
piece of armor to look up. "Where?"

"You will have it when you need it."

Nadia shook her head, frustrated but
understanding that the lady couldn't say it out loud for risk of it
reaching Je'Tiren's ears through the others. The lady was probably
her only ally in that city, or at least Nadia hoped she was
trusting the right demonlord and that this wasn't more of
Je'Tiren's game. "Thank you, my lady, for all you've done."

Lady Vi'Alees's lips twitched into a sad
smile. "You are honorable to the teachings of the demonlords who
gave you this chance and to one in particular," she said in a quiet
voice. "I was not mistaken about you. That is worth
preserving."

Nadia pulled the chestplate away and checked
a small pocket in the leather straps used to secure it and felt the
edge of the paper, Je'Surana's note. To be sure it wouldn't be
lost, she had moved it in the quiet of the night after reading it
again and renewing her promise to the girl.

She breathed easier and pressed it deep into
the pocket before setting the piece aside. She sat on one of the
other tiers while unfastening the shoulder guards. "But you saw
Kaelen fight, not me."

"I did, but as I said, a woman with the
right to that armor is far more capable. These men protect women
too much." Lady Vi'Alees huffed indignantly and adjusted her
posture. In a low voice she said, "That you honor Lord Je'Kaoron
with your loyalty is a far more telling statement of your
qualities."

While removing the first shoulder guard,
Nadia slowed, uncertain how to interpret the last statement. "My
lady?"

"You must not keep them waiting."

"Yes, my lady." Encouraged by the
demonlord's words, Nadia quickly unbuckled and set aside each piece
of armor. In the silence between her and Lady Vi'Alees, the servant
returned with a wrap and stood waiting on her.

Nadia finished unstrapping the last of the
armor and set the pieces next to her boots on the slight bowl
formed of the chestplate. In the black shirt and pants of her basic
uniform, she stood on the platform and hesitated, feeling naked
already without the protection.

"Continue, Huntress," Lady Vi'Alees
said.

Before all women, it would be difficult to
hide the scars of her past. Demonlords healed with few scars, even
from wounds inflicted by their own kind. Although most of hers were
inside, the physical scars she had shown to no one, hidden them
from knowing eyes, except for those who were there over seven years
ago.

"You have nothing we have not seen. Are you
embarrassed?"

"No, my lady."

Nadia studied the slender young girl
attending her, no more than fifteen she would guess, slightly older
than the age she had been when first accused of taking into herself
a demonlord's seed—her accusers hadn't known that Je'Rol was only a
half-blood nor that she and he had never consummated their
feelings. She had been observed for months for signs of
childbearing before being pronounced clean. At that time, she was
recognized as an Adept and taken for training at the temple, but
the others always whispered about the stigma she bore for something
she had not done. Like the girl attending her, Nadia had been a
tender young girl without the curves of a true woman.

Kaelen had changed that.

She couldn't hide the changes forever, and
she had hardened her body in the years since, making it less
conspicuous.

Perhaps she saw the hesitation or something
else. Lady Vi'Alees motioned the girl closer, pulled one end of the
wrap from her hands, and directed the girl to hold it up as a
barrier between Nadia and the eyes of the others.

"Thank you," Nadia said.

While holding one end of the cloth, the lady
tipped her head. "Undress. They will see what they see if you
choose."

Nadia untied the front of her black shirt to
loosen it and pulled it off, leaving only tight cloth around her
chest to secure her breasts. Removing it allowed her to breath
easier. Once unbelted, the pants fell to the ground easily.

Lady Vi'Alees frowned, one hand following
her eyes to the slight pucker of skin at Nadia's belly but not
touching it. Dark eyes met hers with understanding. "You are more
than you claim, Huntress. Does he know?"

The lady was as keen as Nadia expected. She
swallowed the denial in her heart, but the time for lies had
passed. Seeing Kaelen again had brought back more than the anger at
him. She had spent more than seven years hating herself, pretending
it hadn't happened.

"No," she finally answered. No one outside
of a small group of women knew.

Lady Vi'Alees retracted her hand and
motioned the girl to hurry with the large cloth to wrap around
Nadia. Quickly, Nadia overlapped the ends and tucked them above her
breasts, covering herself from that point to her knees and grateful
for the lady's discretion and understanding.

With a
hand on her shoulder, the lady guided Nadia towards the
pool. "You
deserve this, my lady," a voice said in her mind.

Nadia turned to the lift of a brow and a wry
smile. While she stepped to the edge of the pool, the lady remained
behind on a higher step. Nadia stirred the water with her toes,
testing it and being pleasantly surprised by the warmth, not cold
as she had expected from the mountains of Tikeros. The other women
looked but returned to their gossip, likely about her. Many sat
upon the edge of the pool, naked and unabashed, but they were
images of immortal youth in their tell-tale clan coloring.

Nadia stepped down and immersed herself in
the cleansing warmth of the water. Once inside the distorting
effects, she removed the wrap to move freely. Her body gloried in
the washing away of grime, the dirt and oils and filth. While her
hair floated about, she scrubbed it with her hands before combing
her fingers through. Not wanting to leave, she stayed in the water
until Lady Vi'Alees indicated her time was done. Before she stepped
out, the servant girl stood with a dry wrap ready for her at the
edge of the pool.

Wishing she could stay longer but aware of
the contemptuous looks her way from the other women, Nadia stepped
out. Water sloshed against the stones and dribbled off her body as
the young girl wrapped the cloth around her.

"Thank you."

The girl flashed a quick smile and dropped
her eyes, then stepped back as another approached with several
folded cloths in her hands.

"I'm good."

"Robes until your clothes are ready." Lady
Vi'Alees took them from the girl and excused both.

Nadia froze and looked up to where she had
left her armor and uniform. "Where are my clothes? Where's my
uniform? My armor? I thought—"

"The uniform is drying. The armor has been
taken back to your cell. And the clothes waiting in the palace will
gain the advantage we need when you are presented to the others.
They will not see the demon hunter." The sparkle of mischief in the
woman's eyes was enough to quell Nadia's rising fears about not
seeing her uniform again.

Although she wanted to argue, she didn't
need the clothes to be a demon hunter. As her last master had said,
the uniform was only so the world could recognize on the outside
what she now possessed inside. Lady Vi'Alees wanted to disarm the
others, to lull them into believing Nadia was a mere woman. Still,
she had earned the right to wear that uniform more than anyone. "I
will have it returned, though?"

"You will, when the presentation is
finished."

Like Lord Je'Kaoron, Lady Vi'Alees was
proving to be someone she could trust. She wasn't like other
demonlords.

"Is this why you didn't want Kaelen?"

The smile confirmed it. "You're very
perceptive. Let us hope we can convince the others that neither of
you pose a threat to their fighters."



Chapter 13

 


After the servants covered Nadia in a robe
and slippers and squeezed out as much water from her hair as they
could, Lady Vi'Alees pressed her out into the chill of the autumn
air, across a sitting area, past demonlords, and to a side entrance
of the palace. Inside, the lady led her up to the second level and
into a room with a large window looking out over the nearest
buildings around the plaza.

Soon after, someone knocked on the door.

"Enter," Lady Vi'Alees said.

From around the door peeked the face of a
young girl. When her eyes settled on Nadia and her demonlord
benefactor, she entered and closed the door with her free hand.
Keeping her head down, she approached with a stack of clothes and
lifted them before the demonlord. "My lady. You requested
this."

Lady Vi'Alees took the pile from her. "Thank
you."

The girl straightened and hurried out. After
the door snicked closed behind her, Nadia turned to the demonlord.
"Volunteer or slave?"

"Volunteer," the lady said while spreading
the clothes upon the bed. "It is considered an honor to be chosen
to serve."

At the sight of the sheer material, Nadia
frowned. "I can't wear this." She'd rather wear the robe.

"You've a figure many would find appealing.
That is what we need them to see," Vi'Alees said. "It will distract
them from believing you could hurt their chances of success. And
the people will be more likely to ask that you live if the choice
should be offered…And I can use that against Lord Je'Tiren."

"How?"

"To discredit him if he objects."

"Discredit him?" She could only hope.

The lady took a deep breath and let it out
as if explaining was an exhaustive task. Perhaps it was to her, but
that didn't change Nadia's question.

"I'm sorry, my lady. I will do anything to
discredit that arrogant fool, but to help you, I need to
understand."

Lady Vi'Alees finished laying out the
clothes and sat. Over several seconds of quiet, indecision shifted
with the lines of her face. "You would be killed to speak like that
among others." She regarded Nadia with a cool assessment. "You must
trust me that what I have planned is in your best interests. I said
I would help you and your friend survive to leave this city. Demon
hunters don't belong in Nakeros, not under Lord Je'Tiren's
reign."

"But how can you discredit him? He has every
man, woman, and child in this city in his palm. You saw how they
reacted to us in the market."

"Does he?" She stepped aside and indicated
the gown with a sweep of her hand. "Then you will prove that you
are a woman, not a menace. Women are perceived as no threat, and
necessary."

Necessary for making babies. Nadia huffed
her indignation.

Lady Vi'Alees handed her a brush. "If you
wish to live, you will do as I say. I say that today, you will be
presented as a woman, and in that, you will prove more glorious
than any can imagine."

Nadia put the brush to her hair and sat.
While she passed it through the wet strands, she considered the
lady's words. She could do as she said, but she wouldn't leave Lord
Je'Kaoron to suffer. Besides owing him a debt, he was a friend. In
her duty, she traveled often and didn't have many friends, much
less those who valued her as he did. She couldn't bear the thought
of losing him, demonlord or not. Lord Je'Kaoron cared about who she
was, not what she was.

Kaelen hadn't cared, no matter how much he
pretended now. It hurt because she had loved him more deeply than
anyone, and his betrayal had hardened her to not trusting men.

She stared into the past, into her thoughts,
the memories playing before her. She saw herself entering the
Li'Ador training camp, remembered the nights crying into her
pillow, the determination then to prove them wrong for the sake of
proving them wrong and to achieve the skills to finally take down
Je'Rol. They could have thrown her out, but she suspected the
commanders wanted to see how far a woman would go. When she didn't
give up against tasks much harder than any of the men faced, they
sent her to Kaelen, then one of the youngest men to be appointed
the demon hunter title, considered arrogant and cruel. He'd been
harsh at first, but after months of one-on-one training, the
relationship had changed.

She remembered that first kiss and the way
he held her, the explosion of pleasure within her and the
confusion. She'd wanted to be close to him but had fought against
it to pursue her goals. After some time away from him, he'd come to
her. Only a few months later, he said he didn't love her and was
moving on. It had almost broken her.

Almost.

She'd forced herself to continue, only to
find that he'd left something behind.

Nadia paused in her brushing and caught
herself from choking on the emotions. She had given up so much to
prove herself worthy as more than some simple brooder of children.
In many ways, it exhausted her to always fight that perception.
Lord Je'Kaoron had never questioned her hunting Je'Rol, nor judged
her grieving. He had asked her to train his half-blood daughter to
defend herself and keep the blood rage instinct under control,
respecting both of them in every way. He'd never made her feel any
less. And she hadn't been afraid to show the side of her that was
afraid to be alone. He seemed to know what she needed. She couldn't
lose that.

"Nadia?" a gentle voice inquired.

She shook off the emotions and quickly wiped
the moisture building up in her eyes. "It's nothing."

"That sounds like the men talking."

Nadia looked up as the woman sat near her, a
sympathetic smile on her face like a mother might have for a
child.

"It is never 'nothing' to feel," Lady
Vi'Alees said. "I will tell no one if you wish to talk about
it."

Nadia shook her head. She might have come to
trust Lady Vi'Alees with some hesitation, but she didn't trust her
enough to share those intimate details. "It's…too much. I don't
want to think about it anymore. I have to think about
surviving."

The lady let out a deep breath. "As you
wish."

That the lady cared enough to inquire gave
her hope. Like Lord Je'Kaoron, Lady Vi'Alees was special that way.
Nadia would be proud to fight for her.

After setting the brush aside, she reached
for the gown. Only once in recent times had she worn anything but
her uniform, at the bequest of Lord Je'Kaoron as his guest for a
small banquet of the Je'Gri. He had said the demon hunter uniform
might cause difficulties for some who had lost half-blood children,
but she had always suspected he had wished to see her in a
different way. She had obliged for that event, but only that. Only
for him to see the woman she could be, and only because he
respected her as a person.

"My lady—"

That any demonlord would grant her such a
respectful address jolted her from her prepared objections. Only
Lord Je'Kaoron had ever done so. Out of pride, no others would dare
to address anyone but demonlords with such a high title.

"I am far from new to intrigue. Lord
Je'Tiren has been playing long before he gained Nakeros. You must
trust me in this…I am a friend, an old friend to Lord Je'Kaoron. I
would be negligent if I did not protect you." Lady Vi'Alees pursed
her lips, the light in her eyes dimming. "Please. We haven't much
time."

Nadia stared at the gown, not wanting to
wear it but realizing that no man could carry out this deception.
This was unique to her. The survival of her, Kaelen, and Lord
Je'Kaoron depended on this working. She had made the decision to
enter the city and was captured. Until she figured out a way to
free Lord Je'Kaoron and escape, she was at the mercy of the
demonlords.

As she started untying the belt of her robe,
the demonlord rose and walked to one of the windows, granting her
the respect of dressing without being watched.

Nadia pulled on the under layer of the sheer
gown, which would obscure her body beneath the semi-transparent
white layer that would wrap around it.

As Nadia fumbled with the pieces of the
gown, Lady Vi'Alees approached and took over fitting the gown.

"How far will you go to free Lord
Je'Kaoron?" the lady asked.

Nadia paused, her eyes on the lady adjusting
the wrap of cloth that secured on her shoulders. Deft fingers made
it look effortless and Nadia found herself falling into her heart,
which warmed when she thought of him, and ached from the thought of
losing him. "I would rather die than leave him," she whispered.

Lady Vi'Alees finished adjusting the
shoulder clasps that linked together behind her neck and stepped
around to see the front. A brief smile flickered on her face but
was gone as quickly, returned to the worry that haunted her. "He
has that way with people."

"Except those who don't understand."

The light returned to the lady's eyes and
her demeanor lifted once more. Nadia saw the connection between
them clearly. They both wanted Lord Je'Kaoron to live. Any doubts
dissipated in that moment.

"We must be cautious. Your friend does not
approve."

Nadia clamped her jaw on a curse of Kaelen,
until her recent feelings made something clear. "Send him away. He
has no like of demonlords."

"Like most Adepts." The lady sighed stepped
back to inspect Nadia. "You are the epitome of Lady Te'Mea's and
Lord Li'Ador's visions. And now, I know what must be done."

"What is that?"

The lady circled around her, studying her.
"This will do quite nicely."

"My lady, what is your plan?" Besides her
playing a meek woman for the crowds.

"You do your part, Huntress. We will tend to
the rest."

"What rest? Who's 'we'?"

"My clan…what remains. There are far worse
threats Lord Je'Tiren may unleash if he is not stopped, not only
upon humans but all life on Derandria."

Nadia couldn't imagine what could be worse.
"What is he hiding?"

"That is for our concern. Yours is the Dao
Larashi." The lady pressed her towards the door. "Keep your mouth
shut and let them laugh at my choice. It was enough to convince
Lord Je'Tiren to allow me this."

Before she could object, the demonlord
opened the door and pressed her out. Nadia met the contemptuous
glare of a tigress as the lady closed the door behind them,
reminding her of her role. She might not like it, but she was, at
least for the presentation, nothing more than a piece of
property.

At Lady Vi'Alees's poke in her back, Nadia
walked forward.

The demonlord directed her to the opposite
end of the palace, joining a flow of other demonlords and humans.
Curious eyes fell over her and slid off with a sense of
superiority, particularly by the human men. Kaelen had been the one
to prove to the men that he was more than capable. Demonlords
didn't dismiss her so readily and many gave her curious gazes, but
most of them had probably been around long enough to hear rumors
about her.

Within the throne room, Lord Je'Tiren
lounged on his chair, speaking with Lady Je'Diri, who squatted next
to him.

Nadia didn't have the luxury of hiding
within the crowds now filling the brightly lit chamber. Rather, she
had to step towards the city ruler. When his eyes fixed on her, he
lifted a palm to Je'Diri and rose, a self-righteous smirk on his
face.

"Welcome, Lady Vi'Alees." His voice silenced
the room.

The crowds parted before him as he
approached. Nadia stepped closer to the lady.

"Why am I not surprised that you would ask
to sponsor the demon hunters?" Lascivious eyes slid over Nadia,
making her wish she had worn her uniform. "You clean up well."

For a welcome change, he kept his hands to
himself. His eyes, however, crawled over her with the same effect
of millions of natters seeking the ideal place in which to sink
their jaws.

"You disgust me," she spat.

A gasp came from several of the human
servants around them, but Lord Je'Tiren grinned malevolently.
"Fighters are expected to reserve their opinions, or risk their
tongues."

Nadia swallowed. The dark glint in his eyes
drilled the message into her. There would be other ways to express
her hatred of him.

His eyes lifted to Lady Vi'Alees. "You'd
best teach her some manners before I do."

The aura around the lady sent a chill down
Nadia's spine that cooled her temper. To Nadia's relief, Lord
Je'Tiren backed off, the wariness on his face giving her a small
sense of satisfaction.

"I look forward to resolving our agreement,"
he said in a low voice.

"The demon hunters will win."

His eyes slid over Nadia with that
disgusting filth she knew went through his mind. "It would be a
shame if they lost."

"Agreement?" Nadia hissed aside to her after
he stepped away. "What agreement?"

Lady Vi'Alees ignored her, her eyes
unwavering from Je'Tiren and a hard set to her jaw.

A second later, he opened his arms with a
smile as if nothing had happened and turned about in a room of
surprising variety in the clans represented. "Welcome, fellow
Je'Gri and other clan representatives, and the humans who think
they have the skills to survive in the Dao Larashi!"

Several of the men dressed in pants with
only vests for upper warmth, likely so their musculature would be
revealed, puffed up their broad chests while others drained of
color. She pitied the ones who didn't want to be there and wished
she could help them escape, but the reality was much harsher. Kept
in separate cells, they couldn't arrange a coup; and even if they
could, there were too many demonlords to get far. Taking down Lord
Je'Tiren would only mean another demonlord would take his place,
possibly one worse, like Lady Je'Diri.

Nadia turned to Lady Vi'Alees, who stood
with that same chilling look on her face directed at Lord
Je'Tiren.

If she did support Lord Je'Kaoron and, by
extension, Lord Je'Dron, then there was a chance of opening the
city for Je'Dron to take over. It was in his domain, after all. But
they would have to coordinate with the High Lord to have the
warriors ready to lay siege to the massive city. There was the
problem that rushed through her head in the seconds in which Lord
Je'Tiren paused.

"As you have observed, the harvest
festivities have begun in recent days. One of the highlights is the
Dao Larashi. Hardened criminals, men who thrive on blood,
half-bloods, and sometimes women…" At that, his coy grin fell on
Nadia, directing unwanted attention to her from others. "Fight in a
game to the death. Once the entertainment of lords and ladies, now
the thrill of all who seek justice. You have chosen your fighters
from among the many still caged. These the people will see as the
bravest, fiercest, and most cunning of warriors. Treat your
fighters well and they will bless you with a wealth some of you
have had withheld for too long." His voice darkened at the end.

Nadia scowled at the disgusting suggestion
in his words.

"Now, let us introduce the finest of our
fighters to the citizens of Nakeros." Lord Je'Tiren stretched his
arm towards the door and tipped his head.

Nadia twisted around and saw Lady Je'Diri
with two orange and black armored guards minding the door.

Demonlords and their fighters passed through
the door one set at a time. Nadia and Lady Vi'Alees stepped into
the line and joined the flow, which led to the main staircase and
down to the open front doors.

A wedge of tigers parted them before Lord
Je'Tiren, who joined Lady Je'Diri at the main door. The two were
too close, prompting curiosity about the relationship between them.
Female demonlords were often aloof and cold, but Je'Diri was
unusually loyal to the one particular lord. Although Nadia hated
her for how she and her warriors had decimated High Lord Je'Dron's
guards around Lord Je'Kaoron and had taken him to be tortured by
Lord Je'Tiren, she had to wonder what drove that extreme loyalty
from a lady to a lord. In some clans, demonlord females ruled,
while in others, like the Je'Gri, the males tended to vie for
domination. Only when they were willing to risk an heir usurping
them did they choose a mate.

Lady Je'Diri didn't seem the type. She was
too harsh and bloodthirsty as a captain of the guard. If she wanted
power for herself, there might be another piece Nadia could
use.

She'd been around enough demonlords to gain
an idea of their ploys for power and dominance and what it would
mean. Either Lord Je'Tiren or Lady Je'Diri would be bad for the
future of Adepts. In their city, they might not have a use for
demon hunters, sorcerers, or Li'Ador, but the rest of the world
did.

Nadia scanned the myriad faces around them
and counted eleven different clans, including Lady Vi'Alees, the
only Vi'Kan among them.

She glanced aside at her benefactor, the
implications of Lord Je'Tiren's words echoing through her head.
What kind of agreement would the lady have made to convince him to
allow her to sponsor two demon hunters? Something must have been
valuable to him to let Nadia fight rather than taunt her.

But what would Lady Vi'Alees desire?

Her clan?

Lord Je'Kaoron?

Or something else?

One of the possibilities set her heart
racing. She'd have to ask the lady later, when they weren't
standing amid so many ears.

In the silence of the palace, Nadia listened
for what she could grasp of Lord Je'Tiren's speech. He stood at the
top of the stairs before the hushed crowds gathered in the plaza
outside. However, with his back to her and the door and several
armored Je'Gri warriors standing between them, she could make out
nothing.

In what couldn't have been more than a
minute, the warriors stepped aside and motioned the first demonlord
and Dao fighter out. After an announcement, the roar of the crowds
burst out, muffled but still loud to reach her.

Slowly, the line moved, pushing her towards
the door and judgment.

A hand clamped on her arm, forcing her
forward.

"Do not react to anything. You are a woman;
humble, meek, afraid…but only for this."

Nadia gave a slow nod to the lady, who
released her arm. The speaking in her head was useful.

By the time they reached the veranda,
several sets of demonlords and fighters returned past them. Now
that she had a clear view, Nadia gasped in amazement. Banners waved
from poles erected around the plaza, connected by ropes to cordon
off the public from a walkway through which the demonlords and
their fighters passed. From the bottom of the steps up to the
palace and forming an oval around the obelisk pillar, along the
perimeter sat orange tigers, unaffected by the closeness of the
citizens but occasionally snarling at them to keep back from the
barrier.

When her eyes came back to him, Lord
Je'Tiren's lip twitched into something sinister, but he said
nothing to her. Rather, his gaze lingered on Lady Vi'Alees before
turning back to the crowds, which hushed to a reasonable level. The
sting from days ago returned to her cheek.

"Here is one of the founding clan of our
great city, Lady Vi'Alees, and one of the demon hunters who invaded
our city recently."

A few in the crowds clapped, but most did
nothing and the clapping quickly died.

Nadia tried to make herself not care, but
the quiet grated an insult. Upon a nudge at her back, she stepped
down to the plaza with the lady and walked through the aisle around
the central obelisk. Eyes burned through her, some with hatred,
others pity, and others confusion, as if they didn't know what to
think.

Next to her, Lady Vi'Alees was quiet, a calm
confidence on her face that transmitted through her posture.

Nadia avoided looking at anyone, trying to
stay meek and shy as the lady had suggested, as if she didn't
belong among men. Instead, she looked aside at the faces on the
obelisk as she passed. Although she had seen a man surrounded by
animals on the one face, she now saw a monster etched on the
nearest with fire surrounding it. She shuddered to think what that
might mean.

From behind, Lord Je'Tiren's voice carried
with the announcement of the next team of demonlord and fighter and
the crowd erupted in applause.

It didn't last long when a large shadow
passed over the crowds.

Several eyes lifted to the sky, but soon
they all did and the celebration fell quiet.

"By the ancients!" Lady Vi'Alees gasped.

Nadia looked up at a shape that terrified
her. Large leathery wings stretched out from a reptilian body that
started at a tapered head at one end of a neck half the length of
the large body, with a tail snaking along behind the haunches. She
stood as close to the lady as she dared, uncertain what the new
arrival might intend for them.

"It's a dragon," Lady Vi'Alees murmured.

"My lady?"

"A Del'Rayk." Her face darkened. "This is
bad."



Chapter 14

 


So that was Nakeros. It was larger than the
area Del'Aru called home, the limited range that her clan allowed
her to roam from one end of their domain to the other. This city
took up the entire flatland surrounded on three sides by mountains
with the river trailing from the far eastern edge out into
prairie.

The central city was built around one point
of what looked like a six-pointed star with tall pillars at each
point and which was not centered in any way within the city, but
all around what appeared to be a dilapidated lot of buildings in
the middle of the pillars. Light shimmered off of the ruins as if
the sun had hit metal but only for a brief instant and was gone,
but she had seen something. From what she had learned in the books
of the Old Ones, she knew she had found the right place.

Around the pillar near the center of the
city, banners and standards waved over crowds of people.

"It looks like a celebration," she said with
her head aside for Treak to hear over the wind of their flight.

The goblin bumped her neck in response.
She'd heard.

"Where should we land?" She didn't want to
interrupt the activities, but from her keen vision, she saw the
faces turned up to her.

Like a jolt, anxiety raced from her tail to
her neck. She didn't want to attract attention here, not after what
High Lord Je'Dron had warned about the Je'Gri overlord of the city.
At most places she visited, she landed in remote areas and
transformed, but with the high walls around Nakeros, that wasn't
possible. She hadn't considered what would happen after flying over
the walls. She hadn't thought this through. Now, she'd have to live
with her decision.

She tilted her angle to bank around the
city, looking for a clearing. Most of it was clustered with
buildings, too tight for her to land in dragon form, except for a
large, round open structure with high walls. In her human form, she
would never get out without help.

There was the plaza around one of the
obelisks, surrounded by beautiful buildings, but that's where the
people had gathered. It would be a disaster if she hurt anyone. She
was hardly graceful on the ground in her dragon form.

She supposed the rocky area between the
round building and the one cutting off the plaza was
sufficient.

"That looks like the only good spot," she
said back to Treak. "And it's close to the celebration."

The goblin kicked her neck repeatedly, a
sign of disagreement.

"What's wrong?" Del'Aru snaked her head
aside to where she could just see the goblin on the neck joint
before her shoulders. Treak shook her head and pointed away.

"I can't land over there. Besides, they've
seen us already."

The kicking hurt about as much as a finger
tapping on her arm, but it did get annoying when her friend
disagreed so vehemently.

"No. Treak. I'm landing." Despite the
goblin's protestations, Del'Aru glided down to the large area she
had found, a rock garden of sorts, and flapped to a light
landing.

Treak gave one last hard kick before jumping
from Del'Aru's lowered neck.

As she lifted her shoulders, Del'Aru
breathed in the magic of the transformation and shrank into human
form.

Treak backed towards her and ground her heel
into Del'Aru's toes.

"What?!"

Treak pointed.

"Oh." All frustrations with her friend's
behavior vanished in an instant of realization.

Tigers formed a wide circle around them,
most of them orange but a couple of them white. They kept a
cautious distance.

"Um…Hello?"

A couple of tigers snarled to each
other.

Not wanting to antagonize them, Del'Aru
stood still, Treak pressed close. "I'm…" She cleared her throat of
the nervousness lumping in it. "I'm sorry to interrupt
anything."

The tigers made no move towards them, but
stood with ears erect a distance away. A few sat on their haunches
as if unconcerned, but it did nothing to calm her trepidations.

Maybe High Lord Je'Dron was right and she
shouldn't have come. Maybe she should transform and fly out of
there. She could continue her search elsewhere for the First Ones
and answers about her nightmares.

But she had made a promise to a young woman
worried about her father, one of the remaining Guardians. If he was
there, she should find him.

Treak tugged at her jacket sleeve to get her
attention and signed.

"Maybe." She hoped her friend was right and
raised her voice to the tigers. "I'm here as a representative of
the Del'Rayk clan and request an audience with Lord Je'Tiren."

After a few seconds of nothing, she looked
down on her friend and whispered, "It didn't work."

Treak shrugged, her ears drooping
slightly.

From the direction of the most ornate
structure with its many glass doors and windows sparking like fire
in the afternoon sun strode a man in white and black. Behind him, a
swell of faces gathered near the building.

He approached with an air of confidence
bordering on arrogance. One of the tigers on the side of the circle
nearest to him turned its head and let out a growl. He gave a nod
to the tiger and strode past the line into the circle. Several
strides from Del'Aru, he stopped and bowed.

"My lady. Welcome to Nakeros."

Del'Aru straightened, hoping that she
projected at least some confidence. She couldn't look like a scared
child if she wanted others to respect her. She hoped she did this
right. "My lord, I am Lady Del'Aru. I am told that Lord Je'Tiren is
the ruling demonlord of this city. I wish to visit with him."

The man's smile faltered when his eyes
dropped briefly to Treak but returned when he lifted them back to
her, albeit looking somewhat forced. "It is an honor to host a
dragon, my lady."

Del'Aru let out a breath of relief but
forced her posture to remain stiff. "The honor is mine…"

"Lord Je'Tiren." He tipped his head to her,
a sly glint in his eyes.

Her breath stuck, along with the thoughts in
her head. What was the protocol addressing a ruler directly? High
Lord Je'Dron had been more than welcoming, but something about this
Je'Tiren, aside from Je'Dron's warnings, sparked a sense of caution
within her.

She bowed her head, and the breaking of eye
contact freed her tongue. "Lord Je'Tiren. Please accept my
apologies for interrupting your event. I was not aware that this
was a special occasion."

"No need, my lady. It is the harvest
festival, and we were presenting the champions of the upcoming Dao
Larashi."

"Dao Larashi?" She looked at Treak, but the
goblin only shrugged.

"The fighting games, my lady." He gave a
huff of a light laugh and stretched an arm towards something behind
her. She turned to the round structure where she had considered
landing. "I suppose the dragons have spent too much time in
isolation. The arena behind you is where the event will take place.
You are welcome to join us. Although we have presented our
champions, there are other fighters to choose. Half-bloods are
distinctly forbidden, since they have a natural advantage in
strength, speed, and senses and are reserved as challenges."

Half-bloods as challenges? Je'Surana
wouldn't like that any more than she did.

"I don't know," she said hesitantly. She was
looking for Lord Je'Kaoron, not to join in some blood sport, which
repulsed her. The only time she wanted blood was when she hunted,
but that was different, for food and not simply entertainment. But
if it distracted Je'Tiren from her search, then she should
participate.

To the best that she could, she put on a
pleasant face and said, "I'll think about it. I came to see the
city. My clan has lived in isolation too long. I wish to learn what
I can of the world."

"I see." Lord Je'Tiren turned back to the
crowd now gathered around the ornate structure. "Then perhaps you
would enjoy observing festivities with us. You will be our honored
guest, my lady."

Her heart raced from all the faces watching.
How she wished she had learned more etiquette from the Je'Gri High
Lord's court. Being the center of attention was far from what she
sought. But perhaps she could inquire about the status of Lord
Je'Kaoron. Someone there should know about him; she just wasn't
going to ask Lord Je'Tiren. She'd have to be subtle.

This was going to be harder than she had
expected. If only she'd listened to Treak!

Too late.

At Lord Je'Tiren's hand extended in
invitation, she walked with him to the waiting crowd of human and
demonlord faces. Treak stayed close at her side.

As they neared the crowd, she realized that
not all of the demonlords had the tiger stripes. There were other
clans present. In her limited experience, however, she couldn't
identify them in their human forms.

Lord Je'Tiren stopped before them. "Ladies
and gentleman. Dao fighters. I would like to introduce our
unexpected guest. Lady Del'Aru has come a great distance to grace
us with her presence at this special time. Please welcome her to
our beautiful city."

Now, she wanted to hide. At her side, Treak
made no move but stood with a flattening of her ears, her large
dark eyes slightly closed.

The other demonlords bowed to her, as did
some of the humans among them. Feeling awkward and stilted compared
to the fluidity of the others, she reciprocated the show of
respect, nevertheless.

"I'm…" She swallowed and cleared her throat
of nervousness. "Thank you." She was far from graceful.

But they didn't say anything nor make a show
that they judged her.

One of the other demonlords stepped forward,
a woman in a gown ranging with shades of brown, her skin matching
the lightest hues of her clothes with her nearly black hair loose
upon her shoulders and a crest of small horns crowning her head.
Magnificent! Del'Aru must learn how she did that.

"It is my honor to welcome you to our city,
Lady Del'Aru. As one of the last of the Vi'Kan, I, Lady Vi'Alees,
offer myself as hostess."

The buzzing of her anxieties calmed in the
lady's presence. However, when Del'Aru caught a look between
Vi'Alees and Je'Tiren that left the Je'Gri lord seemingly
hard-pressed not to scowl, a chill raced through her at the
invisible conflict. She might have been inexperienced, but she
could sense the tension between them. Too often had she disagreed
with her elders not to know when someone was being pushed past
their tolerance. These two were in a conflict in which she didn't
want to take sides. How to diffuse it would be the challenge.

Unlike Lord Je'Tiren, she liked this woman
without knowing much about her, like High Lord Je'Dron. She had a
sincere presence about her.

"Thank you," she said as if noticing nothing
unusual.

Lord Je'Tiren flashed a quick smile, more of
convenience than true pleasantry. The false welcome was gone.

Del'Aru looked down at Treak, glad that she
wasn't alone.

"I'll be happy to show you and your goblin
around the city," Lady Vi'Alees said with a smile to Treak, who
perked up at the acknowledgment, something Lord Je'Tiren had
neglected.

"Thank you." To keep in Lord Je'Tiren's
better graces, she said, "My lord, I'm overwhelmed by your
hospitality."

An easier smile emerged in response and he
turned back to the crowd and addressed them. "Now, before we have
any other interruptions, I believe it's time for fighters to return
to their cells. The champions have been presented to the public.
You will see who is best beginning tomorrow."

From beyond the group of demonlords and the
humans with them rose the cheering of a multitude she couldn't
imagine, but she was grateful for that.

"Lady Del'Aru. If you'll come this way, I'll
show you where you may stay."

"Oh, yes. Thank you," she said to Lady
Vi'Alees and followed her past the others, where humans and
demonlords separated, but for the orange-armored men and women
forming an aisle from the group to the large circular structure
behind her. A sense of awe rose within her at seeing the variety of
demonlord faces all in one place. In her limited travels, she'd
rarely seen more than two clans intermingling. They'd been
insistent upon maintaining their separate domains. She supposed
this occasion was different, being a harvest celebration, and there
seemed to be only one or two representatives of each of the clans
there.

When Lady Vi'Alees passed a human woman, who
was directed away a moment later by a Je'Gri woman's hand on her
arm, the human twisted back. "My uniform?"

"I will have it sent to you," the lady
replied. She turned from the human, who went more willingly with
the tigress.

Del'Aru bit her tongue on the questions
pressing for release and followed her hostess through double glass
doors and across a large chamber with an ornately carved and
red-padded chair at the back facing the doors to an interior area
of the building.

"What is this place?"

"Palei Vi'Kan…now Lord Je'Tiren's palace."
She said it so plainly, as if there wasn't a contradiction in her
words.

"Lord Je'Tiren? How did the Je'Gri claim a
Vi'Kan landmark?"

Lady Vi'Alees offered a warm smile. "I like
you, Lady Del'Aru. But the dragons always were a noble clan."

Del'Aru half listened to her compliment, her
eyes taking in the breathless beauty of the palace, a ruler's home.
After taking in the intricate design of leaves and vines on the
ceiling of the room—no, snakes with wings curling, twisting,
looping, and arching—she blinked as the statement hit fully.
"You've met other Del'Rayk?" How was it possible when her clan had
isolated itself almost seven hundred years ago?

"Long ago, when the dragons were simple
nomads, they often visited." Vi'Alees led her into a corridor just
as mesmerizing in its flowing decor. "The city was very different
then."

Nomads. If only they had stayed that way.
Her life would have been far from dull and she wouldn't be so
awkward not knowing anything about the other clans and their
cultures.

The elders had said it was too dangerous and
that travel was a distraction from unity with the life essence of
Derandria, the source of magic.

"I would like to know what has become of
them," Lady Vi'Alees said, stepping into a room with a staircase
spiraling up through the ceiling. "Tell me, what have the dragons
been doing for seven hundred years since going into hiding from the
world?"

"Meditating mostly. Boring stuff. It's why I
left." Del'Aru started up the stairs after her hostess, her hand on
the round, undulating wooden rail that snaked—yes, snakes, she
realized as she looked more closely at the curls and twists
supporting the rail.

"Why is everything so…snakey?" Her feet
tapped on each step behind her hostess. Treak was as quiet as a
thief behind her.

"Vi'Kan, my lady." Lady Vi'Alees sounded
amused as she passed through the hole of the ceiling to the next
level. "Palei Vi'Kan features our clan in all its design, just as
the Ur'Asu worked bears into their structures, Je'Gri incorporated
tigers, and other clans their forms." She stepped from the
staircase to the floor as Del'Aru stuck her head through the
stairway hole to another floor and waited. "Do not the
Del'Rayk?"

"No. We don't have anything like this." The
second floor was at least as lovely as the main floor. Del'Aru took
in the grandeur, feeling each step with her feet so her eyes could
explore. In her travels, she had seen large works of art in every
domain, making her limited experience more apparent. But she
supposed the nomadic lifestyle of her clan's old ways would have
negated the need for such permanence.

That Lady Vi'Alees remembered her clan from
that time inspired envy and a deeper respect.

Lady Vi'Alees smiled with a genuine warmth
that eased Del'Aru's trepidations about being there. "Will your
goblin be staying with you or separately?"

"I…Treak?" Del'Aru stepped next to Lady
Vi'Alees and turned, but her friend was already next to her and
signed her answer.

"With me," she said in relief. Treak gave a
nod.

"That is…fascinating. You found a way around
the curse." The lady knelt to Treak's level.

"I guess." Del'Aru hadn't thought about it
since the signing had become commonplace for them.

While on one knee, Lady Vi'Alees bowed her
head as she would in greeting a demonlord. "I am honored that you
would communicate, my friend." When she lifted her eyes to Del'Aru,
her expression darkened. "But beware," she said in a low voice. She
rose and motioned them to follow. "Lord Je'Tiren does not trust
goblins. That is why he has banished all those who once served my
clan."

Del'Aru met her friend's eyes and saw a hint
of anger. "What else should I know?"

At that, Lady Vi'Alees whirled. "Do not
offend him."

Del'Aru froze in shock. "High Lord Je'Dron
said to be careful, but I didn't think—"

"You spoke with High Lord Je'Dron?"

The lady's intensity set her heart racing to
escape. If only she had kept her mouth shut!

"Yes. H—He thought I might find Lord
Je'Kaoron here."

Vi'Alees straightened, a look Del'Aru
couldn't identify on her face. Had she said something wrong? She
held her breath in fear of what the lady might do.

"Come." Vi'Alees said nothing more but led
her out into another corridor and passed several doors to one on
their right, which she opened onto a room cast aglow in sunlight.
"You may use this room for your stay. The nearest bath house is
outside the far end of the palace, or you may request a private
bath from the servants."

Del'Aru might have stood in awe of the
lavish room afforded her, if not for the reaction of her hostess. A
large bed with a sheer canopy tied back at each corner filled the
center of the room with only a few extras like the bench at the
foot of the bed and the small table next to it draped in white
linen, a closet standing tall at the opposite end, and a vanity at
the wall by the door. It was more than a demonlord needed and, as
in other places, far more than the sleeping mats used by her clan.
Although the bed at Acropa Je'Gri had been a luxury, it had taken a
while for her to fall asleep on the plush mattress.

"Thank you," she said. The bed was big
enough for her and Treak to share with plenty of room.

"You are welcome to join the social
downstairs. And later, perhaps you will tell me more about your
reason for visiting." The glint on the woman's eyes taunted
Del'Aru's insatiable curiosity, and yet it worried her. She would
have to tread with caution.

But she would certainly be speaking with
Lady Vi'Alees again.

And she would investigate the ruins at the
center of the pillars. If what she saw was the resting place of one
of the ancient demons she had read about in the history of the Old
Ones, she might find more answers. The drawings of the city with
two walls had matched with the placement of the pillars. In
searching for the Guardians, she had found more than she
expected.



Chapter 15

 


Breathe…two…three…four… Kaelen stood with his eyes closed, his body moving to
follow the currents of life energy while keeping himself grounded
to the world on which he stood. He moved with deliberate slowness,
shifting his stance to maintain perfect balance every second, a
dance of focus, finding the rhythms and patterns of the energy to
which he was sensitive as an Adept. Through it, he sensed the many
disturbances around him in the forms of demons, the monsters and
sentient beings with a higher attunement to the life energy of
their world. In some ways, the Adepts might be considered demons, a
word used in the Book of Kirian to describe those creatures who
were linked through a life energy known as magic. And yet, they
were different.

Only the
sorcerers studied the depths of magic, but most were changed by it
in some ways. Sect du Maistri Te'Mea were secretive about their methods, but occasionally they
taught a demon hunter a spell for an explicit purpose. The four
blades they had created to harness the life essence of demons were
intended to be used to kill demonlords when they reached a
heightened level of power. Now, the demonlords possessed Nadia's,
and she might never get it back. They might never know if it could
kill a demonlord.

It could maim, though. It had the potential
to fulfill its purpose.

They had to find a way to retrieve it. He
wasn't leaving the city without it.

Nadia wasn't leaving without the demonlord
Je'Kaoron.

Kaelen
wobbled and cursed himself for letting emotions interfere with his
focus. He had lost the flow of energy but not the feeling of it.
Picking it up was easy. Like all Adepts, he had trained for two
years with the Adept masters and scholars, the Attiros du
Te'Mea, before joining
the Li'Ador to learn combat techniques and specializing in fighting
vicious demons of all kinds. So had Nadia.

Giving her up eight years ago had been
distracting but he'd managed, in spite of her staying at the back
of his mind. Being with her again was far more challenging than
he'd expected; he had expected her to hate him, but he hadn't
anticipated how much she had changed. Even if he never earned her
trust again, at least he would try to make her see how wrong she
was to trust the demonlords over her own kind.

The burning of anger could have been to his
focus as a torch to a chamber of gas, exploding within him so that
his awareness of the life energy fizzled away. Demon hunters and
sorcerers were not meant to form attachments. Emotions could
interfere with their work. It had taken a long time to push aside
his feelings for her, but throwing himself into challenges had
helped him forget.

Being with her again had brought it all
crashing upon him.

He had told Nadia the truth—he still loved
her. Her rejection of him after what he had done, he could accept.
Her attachment to the demonlord, he could not. It incited his
jealousy and disappointed him.

He'd been stuck in that cell too long.

Nadia had been gone too long. Where was
she?

Lady Vi'Alees seemed like an ally, but she
could be playing a trick. Maybe Nadia was naive.

No. She was smart and resourceful. And this
was the presentation of champions to the public. The demonlords
wouldn't kill any before the games started. The public expected a
show.

He looked to her armor on the bench at the
back of the cell. The guards had brought it some time ago. Seeing
it like that, empty and cold, hammered into him the possibilities
of what could become of her. She was strong, but demonlords were
far stronger.

He needed to refocus, forget his attachment
to Nadia with his concern, and return to his steady breathing and
letting his body flow with the energy. It would keep his mind off
his worries and aid his fighting to come. Adepts never quit
training if they wanted to live.

As he found the current again, the echo of
steps reached his ears, keys jangling in rhythm to one set of
steps. The bright spot that was a demonlord's energy approached,
along with a dimmer point.

Stay focused. He
didn't need to get his hopes up for nothing.

The presences halted very near.

Kaelen opened his eyes.

And straightened, all awareness of the life
energy vanished. Nadia stood in a gown revealing the curves of a
body he hadn't seen in years, her hair loose over her shoulders for
the first time in as many years. Still as beautiful to behold as
any young woman.

The warden's clanging keys cleared his head
of the shock. "Nadia! You're all right."

"You cleaned up," she said with a wry smile.
One positive thing had come out of being with the demonlords—her
mood. Something must have gone right.

He passed a hand over his jaw, glad that she
had noticed. The guards had allowed them out and he'd taken
advantage of the reflective shields and a dagger to do what he
could.

But he couldn't compare to her.

"So did you." He stood back while the warden
pushed the door open with a squeak that grated on his ears. Without
waiting for a shove in the back, she stepped through.

Suspicions arose of why they would want her
looking so feminine, particularly after what Je'Tiren had
proposed.

"What did they do?" He studied her for signs
that she had been mishandled as she walked past him, her eyes on
the armor.

"I marched with our lady in the line of
champions." She sat on the bench and sorted through the separate
pieces of armor, pulling out the chestplate and feeling along the
inside leather lining. "And a dragon arrived." Upon a deep exhale,
she stopped and set the armor aside again.

"A dragon? I thought they had
disappeared."

"Apparently not."

A smile twitched on her lips as he sat down
next to her and she slid away.

"I know you hate me, but—"

"You stink."

He looked down at himself. "I didn't get any
special treatment like you."

"It's part of her plan to win our
freedom."

Lady Vi'Alees. He bit his tongue on his
doubts. Nadia was not going to change, and arguing would only drive
her further away. There had to be a way to prove her trust was
misplaced. He couldn't even bring up Je'Rol to remind her anymore
without the risk of injury.

She turned to him, her brows pressed
together. "What?"

"Nothing." He shook his head, his thoughts
shifting to her original statement. "What is this plan of
yours?"

 


* * *

 


"Just survive," Nadia said, looking every
bit the demon hunter she was. He missed the dress, but he wouldn't
say it again. He'd enjoyed watching her change clothes, but she'd
kept her body hidden beneath the gown while changing back into her
uniform. He respected what little privacy they had locked in a tiny
cell together, but she didn't have to bother. He'd seen that body
many times, and from the glimpse he'd caught, it was just as
alluring as he remembered. However, at his comment about the dress,
she'd taken a swing. He'd dodged it that time, his jaw still aching
from the last punch. Nadia would never want to be seen as a woman.
He should have known better.

The faint buzz of the crowds reached them
through the stone wall. The activity had increased the last few
days—however many might have passed in the interminable time
imprisoned—with cell doors squeaking frequently from nearby and far
away as fighters were taken out. Few returned.

He would be one of those few.

"I will."

A small smile cracked the hard lines of her
face.

The orange and black armored demonlord
guards waited outside the open cell door.

He stepped out ready to fight, and the
warden locked the door behind him.

Nadia tipped her head in a nod, a smirk
climbing to her face. Somewhere inside that tough exterior was
still the gentle woman she had been, the girl who had abandoned her
reservations to love him. She still cared about him, even if she
hated what he had done. He would live up to her expectations, the
teacher who had challenged her to do better.

The Je'Gri warrior guards led him through
the corridor lined by cells. Some were now empty, while in others,
men lay groaning. In some, half-bloods curled up with their chains,
their powers likely diminished by the shackles until they were
meant to fight. Any one of them could have broken the bars and
escaped otherwise. Only a demonlord or magic could contain the
strength inherited from the demonlord parents.

Or the dispirit power of an Adept of
Te'Mea.

They marched him past the cells along the
lower level to a large wooden double door. Two hulking men turned
the vertical wheels to raise the portcullis into a dark
ante-chamber, the chain links clinking as the grate ground to lift
open. As the bottom points reached the level of his head, the
demonlords behind him shoved him forward.

He regained his balance and turned back to
them with a smile that he knew would cause trouble. "You only had
to ask."

One of the men standing aside tossed him a
sword and a round shield, which clanged next to him in the dirt.
Basic weapons, ones with which he was familiar, but he was familiar
with many weapons and improvisation.

The grate slammed down between them. To his
disappointment, the guards in their tiger helmets stood
unresponsive to his quip.

He reached down for the weapons as, behind
him, the door ground open, blinding him with the bright light of
day. He put a hand up to shade his eyes and stepped out, welcoming
the warmth and wondering how much time had actually passed since
the last he had seen the sun. Amid black spots threatening to
temporarily blind him, he made out a full crowd. Their catcalls
echoed from the tiered seating high above the arena floor, safely
out of the way of natters or blood-raging half-bloods.

His eyes quickly adjusted to the brightness
as he studied the faces. About a quarter of the way around the
stadium, a tent peaked over several tiers of seats, shading them
better than the cloths flapping in the breeze around the rim of the
bowl.

The white of the Je'Gri royals stood out in
the shadow, and the browns of Lady Vi'Alees were difficult to make
out, but she was there.

Upon identifying the hosts, he bowed low. A
white shape rose, and guards placed around the upper wall of the
arena waved gold and white standards.

"Lords and ladies," Kaelen said. "How may I
delight you today?"

"Kill him!" someone shouted, followed by
several more.

At a motion from the white figure, they
quieted again.

"Welcome, Demon Hunter," a man said.
Although he couldn't see the face, the arrogance was unmistakable.
"You and your partner have been sponsored by the great Lady
Vi'Alees. I'm told your skills are exceptional, since you killed
one of my guards already."

Several catcalls rose up at that, to which
Je'Tiren lifted a hand. Standards waved from the bearers and the
crowd silenced once more.

Kaelen's eyes went to the lady, who rose
among the others.

"I expect you not to disappoint her. Show us
your best, Demon Hunter, and you may live to fight another day,"
Je'Tiren said.

In mockery, Kaelen bowed again, this time
sweeping his arms out to his side. They would see what the Li'Ador
could do. He might not have the advantage to dispirit his opponent,
but he had the skills of the Li'Ador.

The white figure shrank into a seat.
Although Kaelen couldn't see his face, he imagined a scowl
detesting him. That inspired expectations of what the ruling
demonlord might have planned to challenge him. What men might he
face after taking on four of the guards?

He didn't have to wait long as a large drum
above another large door on the opposite side of the arena sent a
resounding bass in a slow beat three times. Voices silenced as the
last boom faded and the grinding of the doors accompanied their
opening into the arena.

Excitement coursed through him as if on the
hunt for natter nests. The danger and the thrill of expected
success set his heart racing, putting all senses on alert. He
adjusted his hold on the sword hilt and the shield.

From the darkness, a terrible sound
emanated. Not the individual footfalls of a person walking, but the
shuffle of noises he knew too well from his training. Clicking,
growling, scraping, skittering, sliding, barking, yowling…multiple
emanations warned him of what to expect before the first natter
screeched upon slithering into the sunlight and retreating. Voices
yelled and growls rose, chasing a cluster of various horrid
creatures out from the darkness.

Amid the dozen adult natters—it would be
adults they sent at him—were some of the worst. He was surprised
they dared keep the pale acid-spitters and their more ferocious
cousins, the eyeless stingers with their bulbous heads that opened
into four toothy segments and tapered through their body to a tail
that curled up into a poisoned tip. On a good note, they hated
light and would be in pain in the sun. On a bad note, that would
make them more ferocious.

The many-segmented, short-legged,
centipede-like crawlers with their five bottom mouths were the
fastest, but their segments were hard shells. He doubted the sword
he had been given would cut through them. His best advantage would
be to wait until they rose up, exposing the soft underbelly around
the puckered mouths. But that would be one monster of a beast; he'd
bet it would rise to over half his height.

The other natter types were less
extreme—more vulnerable to weapons and not as quick.

They snapped at each other, the stinger
whipping its tail to sink the tip into one of the spider-like
rock-jumpers. Those wouldn't get a purchase on the high, smooth
walls of the arena, keeping the audience safe, but it wasn't after
them. The other jumper cleared half the height of the wall and more
than ten feet horizontally in a single jump towards him.

Kaelen adjusted his grip on the weapon and
focused on the power within him.

 

He could
do this. He had to do this,
for himself but mostly for Nadia. She wouldn't leave the city
unless he dragged her out, and he would get her safely away from there, which meant he had to
survive.

With his focus on the dispirit power, he let
them approach. The natters didn't need any encouragement. They
sensed the threat of his presence. Individually, they would have
run, but in a group, they swarmed Adepts, killing many children
before the sects reached them for training. As a girl, Nadia had
been swarmed when Je'Rol saved her.

The thought sent fire through his heart. How
could she forgive Je'Rol but not him? Je'Rol had been a
half-blood.

The natters hissed and shrieked, hurrying
towards him.

Focus. He calmed
his mind, forcing emotions out. They would distract him. Instead,
he gained control again.

The natters slowed their approach. Unlike
humans, they clustered together for security. Humans would have
spread out to corral their opponent. But natters were stupid demons
who didn't think and, therefore, didn't coordinate attacks. There
was his other advantage.

But they were all vicious hunters and they
sensed in him a threat to all of them, which made them more
dangerous.

The leaders closed the distance to ten feet.
He held the sword before him, his eyes on the cluster of monsters
and his mind reaching out to exert his will over theirs.

Fear and hunger pushed back, their only
instincts directed at him.

Unlike the swarm beyond the valley of Acropa
Je'Gri, he didn't have demonlords to finish the job while he held
them back. Nor did he have Li'Ador to accompany him as they often
did. He would tire in short order, so this attack would have to be
quick, especially among so many.

But there might be a way. The stinger had
taken out one of the other natters, which had fallen halfway to
meeting him. One less to worry about; only…too many left.

Kaelen waited for the first to step close.
In his mind, he continued to fight against their desire to attack
him and sent a suggestion to direct their attack at the remaining
rock-jumper. He didn't need to be pounced on to have those venomous
pincers sunk into his neck.

In a flash, the stinger pierced the body of
the rock-jumper, which moved too slowly to avoid it scraping along
its side. It hissed and snapped at the stinger, which turned to
face it.

In that second, Kaelen jumped forward to
take on the others. Although the blade was dull, so too were the
senses of the natters by his will. He swung with enough force to
slice at the bodies of the natters, driving them away. Two fell
from deep stabs, the foul aroma of their entrails surrounding
him.

The five mouths rose up next to him,
emerging beaks oozing with saliva. Before it could attach and
thanking his luck that it hadn't crawled up, Kaelen thrust the
point of the sword into one of the mouths and jerked up to slice
along its length, spraying out vile red and green liquids with the
force. The natter fell back writhing, its internal parts sprawling
into the dirt.

He didn't have time to revel in the kill.
The stinger turned on him, its four mouthparts opening and
poison-tipped stinger curled up over its body.

Kaelen regained his focus on the rest and,
with fewer instinctual minds to direct, froze them for the few
seconds it took to slice through several of the lesser beasts.

His control wavered with the waning of his
strength. He could only focus for so long. Maintaining his control
while splitting his attention to kill the demons was challenging,
but that's what Je'Tiren wanted—a battle that gave the crowd hope
that he might succeed with the likelihood that he wouldn't. But
Je'Tiren had underestimated him.

Only four remained, including the vicious
stinger, the worst of the worst and the last of the worst. Two of
the others gnawed on the acid-spitter's remains.

With his attention on the stinger creeping
towards him, Kaelen backed towards two of the feasting natters. He
whirled and swung through the soft body of one and turned back in
time to deflect the blinding thrust of the stinger's tail. The
little monster curled back its toothy mouth parts. Saliva dripped
with anticipation.

Not him. He still had plenty of
strength.

Something hissed behind him and he spun with
honed reflexes to stab exactly where his senses told him. The sword
clanged against a hard, lumpy green shell. Mandibles snapped out at
his leg and he jumped back and whirled, remembering in that instant
where he had left the stinger.

They closed in from opposite sides.

He focused on their minds, the hunger and
the pain scorching in their intensity, and exerted his will. The
shelled skitter froze with the others. Kaelen stabbed the knife
through the soft flesh around the mandibles and yanked it out to
whirl on the stinger.

The black point of poison flashed before
him. He swung the sword as a hard force hit the armor of his shin
and sent him stumbling back to keep his balance. Making matters
worse, the body of one of the natters he'd already killed tripped
him and he fell backwards.

The stinger came after him, missing the end
of its tail and gaping its four sections of saw-toothed mouth at
him to produce a hissing of air.

In an instant, Kaelen brought the blade up
into its path, piercing the beast through its mouth. The natter's
teeth stopped at his fingers, and the sword tip poked from the end
of its stingerless body, which twitched and fell limp.

Kaelen sighed and fell back, until something
chittered near his head.

Slowly, he turned to see several curved
teeth around a mouth littered with entrails. He was not going to
survive a stinger attack to be taken out by such a weak natter.

He swung his shield at the creature's head,
knocking it back so it wobbled for several seconds. In that time,
he pulled himself up and freed the sword from the stinger's
gullet.

Breathing hard and ready to be done, he
gathered his legs to stand.

And noticed the tip of the stinger's tail
implanted in his shin armor. If that went through—

A snarl warned him and he reacted on
instinct, jumping and whirled to stab the sword into the oncoming
natter.

It snapped its jaws and writhed for several
seconds before falling still.

Breathing hard and dripping with sweat, he
released the sword and shield. His attention immediately went to
the stinger tip still in his armor with the poison sac hanging from
it. If it scraped him in the faintest, he might as well tell Nadia
farewell. The poison would work within an hour.

Silence surrounded him, but for the grinding
of the doors.

He turned in the direction of the sound, too
exhausted to fight any more. Even if he could, the risk of
poisoning himself lingered until that tip was out.

Several orange and black armored guards
circled him.

"You will live, Demon Hunter," a smug voice
announced from above, "for another day."

The crowds were silent, only the flapping of
fabric sounding over the arena.

Strong arms pulled him to his feet, but he
held the leg with the poisoned tip off the ground. He couldn't risk
finding out the hard way that it had penetrated the armor.

As if he weighed nothing, the two guards
supported him, allowing him to hop on one leg back to his cell. It
was slow going, but they didn't push him faster than he could hop.
Rather, the demonlords in their silence seemed content to make sure
he reached the cell without falling or risking further injury.

By the time they stopped outside the cell,
his good leg wobbled with weakness. He couldn't wait to lie down
and rest, his muscles drained of the tension that had been building
from too much time in the cell.

"Kaelen!" Nadia rushed to the bars as one of
the guards turned the key.

When the door swung open, he used the bars
for balance and hopped in. Nadia came to his side to help him.

"You care," he teased. Her armor had
cracked.

"Shut up." She helped him to the bench.

Natter guts added their shine to his
uniform. Or maybe some of it was his own blood. He wasn't sure of
anything except that he ached.

The bench greeted him with its solid
coldness, and Nadia lifted his legs so he could lie back.

"Did it go through?" She pulled the armor
away to hold his leg up while she reached around his shin for the
ends of the leather straps holding it in place.

"I don't think so." Kaelen grunted to sit
up. "Let me—"

He winced to bend his knee, but while she
held the armor plate away, he used both hands to untie the top
strap.

While his fingers worked on the leather
straps, his shoulder aching from the blow and the bite, he tried
not to look at her. She didn't want to show it, but there was still
something of the woman in her. She cared about him in some way, and
that gave him hope.

As soon as he finished, Nadia pulled the top
of the armor plate away to reveal a black point barely poking
through. She said nothing, then proceeded to untie the ankle strap.
With the piece free, she set it carefully on the ground, pulled off
his boot, and lifted his pant leg. Her eyes peered intensely as her
fingers pulled at his skin. After a while searching, she pulled the
fabric down.

"You got lucky." She let out a sigh and
turned her attention to the armor plate. Pale green dripped from
the flesh attached to the tail tip. "We could use this. The poison
sac's still attached."

"Maybe."

A second later, keys jangled in the lock of
their cell. Two armored Je'Gri stood outside.

"Hand me the armor, Huntress," the man
said.

Nadia glared but rose with the piece. The
guard stepped in and took it from her with care not to send the
ooze splattering. He turned the hard tip back and forth until it
pulled loose, then handed the armor plate back to her and stepped
out with the prize.

After the cell was locked and the guards
disappeared, she backed to the bench again and sat.

"It was worth a try," Kaelen said.

Nadia huffed and threw the shin guard at
him. He blocked his face with his arms and the piece bounced off
his bracers to thump into the dirt.

"I don't know how we would have pulled it
out without spilling poison on ourselves anyway," he said.

She glared as if he was the enemy.

If that's how she wanted it, he wouldn't
argue. He was too tired. The fight had been more rigorous than he
would have expected, but taking on about a dozen adult natters at
once by himself was more than he had ever had to do. The strain of
focusing on so many minds while trying to cut them down before they
could do the same to him had exhausted him fully. He only wanted to
rest, content to have released some of the pent-up frustration of
their captivity.

In the peace of their cell, his anxiety
burned out by the fight, he breathed deeply and closed his eyes.
His mind blurred into the zone between consciousness and sleep,
distorting voices into dreams until he roused at the sound of Nadia
speaking.

"…Until the end?" she was saying.

Kaelen listened.

"This is what he said to the others after
the hunter's battle. I don't believe he expected your friend to
live."

Nadia huffed, her voice clearer when she
spoke, as if she turned to face him: "After Lord Je'Tiren's threat,
I'm surprised he was allowed to live." She sounded sad or
disappointed. Without opening his eyes to see her face, he couldn't
be sure. He didn't want to know.

"It's about the show. Your hunter friend put
on a spectacle that pleased the crowd."

It did? They hadn't exactly cheered. Then
again, they hadn't called for his head either. Rather, they'd been
quiet.

"And it pleased me to witness the talents of
Li'Ador's finest."

His finest. Kaelen could live with that.

He waited, listening for more, but they said
nothing.

"Don't look so smug, Kaelen," Nadia
said.

So much for pretending to still be asleep.
He opened his eyes to both women watching him.

"You did well, Hunter," Lady Vi'Alees said
with a note of approval. "Lord Li'Ador would be pleased. You have
honored his name today."

Hearing her speak of the long-gone demonlord
who had trained the first human guards to protect against natters
sent his pride into a conflict with his spite of demonlords. Still,
he supposed he should be honored by her compliment and show her
some respect in return. He made the effort to sit up, wincing at a
few aches that arose, and dropped his feet to the ground. "Thank
you, my lady."

She turned her eyes to Nadia. "You, he will
likely seek to punish, for the hunter's success and a perceived
insult."

"Rejecting his sexual advances," Nadia
muttered.

A smile played at the corner of the lady's
lips, her dark eyes sparkling with a hint of amusement. She nodded,
an air of approval about her. "I can say with certainty that Lord
Je'Kaoron would not wish you to give up your dignity for his
sake."

Nadia's body went rigid, a look of horror
passing over her face and disappearing a moment later.

For his sake? "What?" Kaelen pushed himself
from the bench and knew from the various aches that he would be
feeling the strain of the fight tomorrow.

"Nothing," Nadia said.

"No. Not nothing. What does she mean Lord
Je'Kaoron wouldn't want you to give up your dignity for his
sake?"

"Forget it, Kaelen." Nadia turned her back
to him, her face to the demonlord beyond the bars.

Determined to get an answer, he joined her
at the front of the cell. "Did Je'Tiren threaten to kill Je'Kaoron
if you didn't sleep with him?"

Nadia's lips pressed together and her eyes
stared at the lady.

"Nadia?"

After a period of silence, the lady shifted.
"I will see you again."

"I want to see Lord Je'Kaoron."

The lady's face went cold. "Such demands
would jeopardize both of your safety. I've warned you before to
forget the concerns of demonlords."

"Then at least return my blade and get me
close to Je'Tiren."

The lady said nothing but, bearing herself
with pride, walked away.

When they were again alone, Kaelen asked,
"Can you do it? Can you kill him?"

Nadia turned to him. "With pleasure."

 


*



PART 4 –
GUARDIAN

 


 


"Upon fulfilling the requirements described
herewith of the skills expected of those adept at dispiriting
demons, they shall swear unwavering loyalty to their own, forsaking
all allegiance to those masters of Derandria known as demonlords by
the following oath…"

 


From the Book of Kirian



Chapter 16

 


In her human form, Del'Aru stood on a stone
street at the center of the six pillars. The empty frames of
tenements stared at her. Dilapidated buildings bore holes where
windows should have been, like the sockets in skulls.

She shuddered in the deathly quiet and
watched a small zephyr raise eddies of dust to dance past her and
die a few feet away. Several of the structures clustered before her
were cracked, stones crumbled from their walls.

The books had said the center of the six
points was where the Guardians had entombed an evil, but she saw
nothing. She might not see anything, but she felt a hopelessness
there that sank through her. Eerie could hardly describe the way
she expected danger to jump out at her. If it was there, she would
rest better knowing it would stay entombed and not be part of her
nightmares.

In a door frame, a shadow moved.

Treak pressed close to her legs, her tiny
body trembling despite the guarded stance she took.

Del'Aru searched around her, expecting
trouble, but that area of the city was a ghost town. Most of the
city was empty, the citizens gathered at the central plaza area
celebrating the harvest. This area should be no different.

But it was.

Something wasn't right.

She looked up, the sun more to her left than
overhead, and shaded her eyes with her hand. Beyond the
three-stories of the ruined buildings, the sky shimmered for a
moment with an edge of light. She had seen something similar when
they arrived in their flight over the city.

She recognized that. The study where they
had found the scroll of the guardian's pact had been disguised with
magic, for good reason—to hide the secrets of the Old Ones and the
First Ones. She didn't want to think of what would happen if their
knowledge was made widely available after what she had seen of the
world. A similar shimmer had revealed itself in the weakening of
the ancient spell hiding that location.

"Treak. Something's here. Can you see
it?"

Treak stared, her ears drooped as she did
when afraid. The goblin's tiny arm wrapped around Del'Aru's thigh,
her other stretched to point into the buildings.

Although she peered closely at the shadows,
Del'Aru could see nothing unusual. "What is it?"

She tried to see past the magic. The goblin
must have been able to see it, as she had with the hidden study.
Whatever she saw scared her. Although Del'Aru trusted her, she had
to know what kind of evil was hiding there and if Lord Je'Tiren was
misusing the knowledge of the Old Ones.

Treak tugged at her pants.

"I'm not leaving yet." Something had been
leading her to this and she wasn't going to let words in a book or
a sense of boding frighten her away. High Lord Je'Dron had been
right about her, but she didn't give up.

Against her friend's insistence, she stepped
towards the ruined buildings. While standing before what she knew
was the illusion, she breathed deeply and focused on the energy
fields buzzing about her. The power was there, as it was everywhere
in the world. She just needed to learn to use it with the
effortlessness that other demonlords did.

Now, she wished she hadn't neglected her
studies in using magic to manipulate the world around her. The
teachings were still there, however.

She knew enough basics. Meditation would
open doors of the mind, one of her elders had said. Others had said
that seeing into oneself was the first step of understanding the
energy fields of the world to manipulate them for their uses. For
Treak, seeing through magic seemed to come easily. Whatever
frightened the goblin, Del'Aru wanted to know, especially since
Treak hadn't outright run from it.

Del'Aru calmed her mind, forcing aside
awareness of Treak's strong presence to gather the power within
herself and direct it to showing her what her eyes could not see.
She felt the stirrings of magic, but the shimmer of reality through
the illusion couldn't be breached. The spell was powerful.

Amid her deep breathing and looking into
herself to see outside, something disturbed the energy around her.
She thought something touched her shoulder but it faded and she
continued her concentrated meditation.

"My lady."

The voice broke through her efforts.

"Lady Del'Aru."

Del'Aru blinked and turned to the
brown-skinned woman with the crown of small horns around her head
of dark hair. The delicate features of Lady Vi'Alees were cold this
time, not the welcome warmth she had worn since Del'Aru's
arrival.

"Why are you not at the festival with the
others?"

Del'Aru might have asked the same, but
suspected the answer. "Have you been above the city?"

Lady Vi'Alees clasped her hands before her,
her face neutral. "What have you seen?"

"You know." The lady's expression gave it
away, and the Vi'Kan were the founding clan of the city. She
couldn't live there and not know. "What is it, here, hiding in this
place?"

"You should not be here, Lady Del'Aru."

"Why?" The lady had been so eager when she
first arrived, but if she was afraid of revealing secrets, then
maybe Del'Aru could make it easier. She stepped close and lowered
her voice. "I saw the six pillars. They crossed at this landmark. I
know this city is one of the guarded sites of the Old Ones. They've
hidden something important here."

"You're far too impertinent for a member of
a much respected clan."

The way she said that put Del'Aru on edge,
her senses alert for danger.

"I suppose you will return to Lord Je'Tiren
and tell him what you've seen," Lady Vi'Alees continued.

"No. I—"

A hand suddenly clamped around her neck and
squeezed. "Step inside," the woman hissed, shoving her forward.

In the corner of Del'Aru's eyes, Treak
snarled, her pointed teeth bared and ears folded down.

A hand raised by Lady Vi'Alees erased the
threat.

"Treak! No!" The goblin succumbed to the
lady's control. Del'Aru tried to wiggle free, but the fingers
turned into claws at her throat. She might be demonlord, but she
could be killed by another and fell into submission at the threat.
"What do you want? I'm sorry."

Del'Aru mentally flogged herself for being
too naive, once again, and getting them into trouble.

With Treak moving before them, Lady Vi'Alees
pressed her through the dark doorway of one of the ruined
buildings.

She crossed the line of shadow and
gasped.

"Do not speak. Do not run," the lady
said.

Del'Aru nodded what little movement she
could manage and the claw released.

"Lord Je'Tiren and his followers must never
learn of this."

Del'Aru rubbed the pinch marks on her
throat, her eyes on the towering black crystal before her within a
clear barrier surrounded by six monolithic stone pillars supporting
a cap stone. The crystal formed the shape of some hideous creature
with two sets of wings, horns projecting from the side of its head
around and towards an elongated jaw lined with points of teeth.
Spikes stuck out from behind its head and ran down the middle of
its back to taper at the tail, which ended in several spikes
surrounded by black flames frozen like the beast. It stood on two
powerful legs supporting a muscular body with a broad chest. Its
front claws were held up as if in the process of protecting its
face, black fire frozen around them.

She shuddered at the living nightmare and
lowered her eyes to the guards around it, which resembled the
designs of the palace. Snakes with heads crested in two rows of
horns and wings folded flat upon their backs curled at the bases of
each pillar, seeming asleep with their heads resting upon their
coils of body as thick as a human and their eyes closed to
slits.

"I'm sorry. We were being watched."

"By whom?"

Lady Vi'Alees shook her head. "I only saw a
shadow move. We can speak freely here, where only those with the
key can pass through the spell."

"What is this?" Del'Aru asked, indicating
the monster frozen in its tomb.

"The Black Fire, trapped by the Guardians
long ago. It is the power Lord Je'Tiren seeks, a demon created by
the ancients in their pursuit of knowledge, one of their mistakes…"
Lady Vi'Alees's head tilted, the look on her face sending a wave of
shame through Del'Aru. "But you know this."

Del'Aru nodded, both trusting Lady Vi'Alees
and uncomfortable blatantly lying to an ally of the Guardians. She
hadn't known what demon, only that the passage she had read
described an evil that could steal the life of their world, but she
had seen it before. "I seek the Guardians for answers. This one and
others haunted my dreams, before I knew what they were. As I told
High Lord Je'Dron, I wish to know that my nightmares are not
prophecy, but…I recognize this one." She shuddered to think that
the others from her nightmares might exist elsewhere.

Lady Vi'Alees stepped around between her and
the trapped demon, partially cutting off her view of it. "And you
will keep this secret from everyone? Lord Je'Tiren is nothing of a
fool, my lady. He will see through any lies. Your face reveals too
much. You must leave this to those of us who know his evil. Leave
this city before he sees that you know."

"I can't. Someone is going to set them free,
these ancient demons." Del'Aru stared past the woman at the
towering demon in its might, seeing it roaring and spreading those
black wings alight in black fire, consuming life in its path of
destruction. Humans and demonlords running, screaming...

"Del'Aru!"

She blinked and looked up to Lady Vi'Alees
peering over her while holding her head up from where she now lay
on the cold, hard ground. Concern lined her face and Treak's face
peering over her from the other side.

"What happened?"

"I was talking but you didn't respond, and
then you fell back. I was able to catch you."

"I—I had another vision. They've never
happened while I was awake." It seemed so vivid, not like other
visions.

Lady Vi'Alees twisted around to the trapped
demon behind her. "What vision?"

"The nightmares, but this time, I saw that—"
She pointed towards the block of crystallized demon and shuddered.
"That demon brought death."

Lady Vi'Alees shook her head as if not
approving of some thought occupying it. "We must speak to Lord
Je'Kaoron. He will know what it means."

"Yes." Encouraged by mention of the name and
reassured that Lady Vi'Alees's threat had been an act, Del'Aru
pushed to stand. "The Guardians need to know."

"What do you know of the Guardians?" The
lady's accusing tone slowed Del'Aru in rising.

No one must know the identity of the
Guardians, Treak had
warned her in their sign language before leaving the study. Del'Aru
had agreed, but now she had revealed one of them.

Oh, windshear! Lady Vi'Alees was right to
tell her to leave; she couldn't keep her mouth shut. Je'Tiren would
have her spilling everything without any effort.

But she was too close to one of the
Guardians to leave the city. She might as well answer the question,
especially since the lady seemed to understand everything
already.

"They were of the First Ones of something,
sworn to protect our world from the mistakes of the Old Ones."

Several of the serpents turned their heads
to her. Lady Vi'Alees lifted a hand, her head slightly turned to
them, and they settled back into their guard positions.

"And you believe Lord Je'Kaoron is one of
them," Lady Vi'Alees stated.

"No." Del'Aru's heart pounded in her
chest.

The lady's lip twitched into a smile.
"You're a terrible liar. My point is made. You could not keep this
secret from Je'Tiren."

"You're right, but I can help protect
this."

"My clan has always kept the demon entombed
and we will continue our vigil, Lady Del'Aru."

"But my visions…" She left the statement
unfinished upon realizing that the lady was right. She had nothing
to contribute. Her arguments were weak.

The shoulders of the lady sank. "Are a
matter for Lord Je'Kaoron," she conceded with a sigh. "At all
costs, you must avoid contact with Je'Tiren."

"I
will." A shiver of anticipation raced through her. Lord
Je'Kaoron was there.

 


* * *

 


Returning to the palace wasn't as easy as
leaving had been, but Del'Aru had flown out as a dragon to better
find the center of the star. That would have made it easy for
anyone to see where she had gone, which was likely how Lady
Vi'Alees had found her. She realized her mistake and returned by
walking.

Lady Vi'Alees had insisted on walking back
together, a sign of distrust or a way to keep her from making a
scene. Del'Aru couldn't help feeling like she was home under the
watchful eyes of the elders. She could have returned alone but
didn't want to argue with Vi'Alees, her key to reaching Lord
Je'Kaoron. Del'Aru shivered in anticipation of meeting him.

However, the lady's silence tempered the
excitement, feeling like a reprimand that made her cower. By the
time they reached the increasing crowds of people near the center
of the city, Del'Aru looked forward to the noise.

People crowded through the plaza amid tents,
dancers, acrobats, and overhead chains of flowers and flags
radiating out from the pillar.

Of particular interest was the arena. It had
been since her arrival.

Del'Aru was glad the palace and
administrative structures mostly hid its awful sight. And now, the
people did too.

At her side, Lady Vi'Alees walked with a
somber air that dampened the noisy merriment of the crowds of
people laughing, cheering, and dancing to the music playing from
the group on the stage at the base of the pillar.

["Remember to stay away from Je'Tiren,"]
Lady Vi'Alees said over the commotion in the plaza.

["I will."] With Treak holding onto her,
Del'Aru walked amongst the people, who stepped aside once they
realized what they were. ["Why aren't they afraid?"] Humans in
other places she had visited had run from her or stared warily from
a distance.

A child Treak's height stared wide-eyed at
the goblin.

"No, Tira!" a woman said, snatching the
child into her arms. "Goblins are bad." The woman clutched the
child to her, her eyes scolding on Treak. "They take children
away."

Anger surged through Del'Aru, burning in her
throat with the rise of dragon fire. Treak would never harm a
child. At a hand on her arm, she turned to the concern on Lady
Vi'Alees's face and calmed. When she turned back, the woman had
disappeared. Never had she felt such anger. She almost couldn't
restrain herself. Treak was a threat to no one and deserved their
admiration, not scorn.

["Je'Tiren has tainted the minds of the
humans with a false sense of security continued by his lies from
the peace of my clan."] Lady Vi'Alees released her arm and
continued as if nothing had happened. No one else seemed to care
about their presence among them, although as demonlords, they stood
taller than most humans, even the men, easy to see over the many
heads. ["He has eliminated crime, so they will believe anything he
says, including lies about goblins,"] she said with a heavy dose of
venom in her voice.

["What happened to your clan?"]

["Those you saw are most of what remains.
Je'Tiren has had the others executed quietly, one-by-one. I count
each day I see the sun as a blessing."]

["Why don't you leave?"] It seemed such an
easy answer. Del'Aru pitied the woman but for the choice she and
her clan had, since they weren't fighting to get Je'Tiren and his
followers out of the city.

["You know why. You saw the reason the
Vi'Kan stay. And one of us must keep watch of Je'Tiren. I know the
risks."] She paused, gazing upon the palace half the plaza away
with mobs of people flowing in currents like water through the
exhibits and booths of this, the concentration of the celebration.
Lady Vi'Alees's throat flashed with a swallow and she dropped her
head. ["I promised my clan and Lord Je'Kaoron long ago that I would
do what was necessary to protect this world from the secret hidden
in this city. Thanks to the huntress, I might have the means."]

["Huntress?"]

Lady Vi'Alees continued forward. ["A female
demon hunter. There's something about her. Even Lord Je'Kaoron must
have felt it. That must be why he…He has a way with people."] The
way her voice softened hinted of longing. ["He inspires us to be
the best we can, to serve the greater good at any cost, even when
that means sacrificing himself."]

The last words choked out. Only by the
sensitive hearing of her dragon side could Del'Aru pick out the
lady's words from the crowd.

["I first met him when I was younger than
you, hundreds of years before Je'Tiren set foot in this city. I was
probably not much bigger than your goblin friend and he was radiant
and glowing, and I remember thinking he was the most beautiful man
I had ever seen. Even the sun seemed to shine brighter upon him.
And when he smiled, I felt as if a thousand suns burst in my chest.
He has a…light within him that projects outward. I have met other
Guardians, but none like him.]

["My parents were part of the council that
governed this city then, cooperating with the Je'Gri under the rule
of High Lord Je'Hiruk, Je'Dron's sire. Lord Je'Kaoron served him,
traveling as an emissary to other clans. It was a different age,
over a thousand years ago. Most demonlords protected humans, at
least until the humans were ready for slaughter; but our clan and a
few others and the Je'Gri, under the guidance of Lord Je'Kaoron and
the other Guardians, had never engaged in the consumption of
humans. We, the Vi'Kan, holed up in our city and stayed out of the
clan wars."]

Del'Aru wished the lady hadn't told her
about eating humans. The thought sickened her. ["How can any
demonlord consider humans as food? It's..."]

["Cannibalism."] Lady Vi'Alees turned her
head to the building hardly visible behind the crowds and
palace.

Not quite the word Del'Aru was looking for
but it fit just as well.

["But
not all see it that way. Je'Tiren hopes to reinstate the slaughter
of humans for dining and has succeeded in proliferating it in the
terms of the Dao Larashi, as it was originally purposed
against
the advice of the
Guardians."]

Del'Aru shuddered in disgust. Now she
understood why her clan had gone into hiding from the world. The
clans had turned barbaric.

["Lord Je'Kaoron has never approved. It was
not the place of humans to be food for demonlords. They are
something else, to be respected. But some justify that we are
hunters and therefore any prey that can be caught can be eaten. And
with the power we are borne unto, so comes corruption. Je'Tiren
seeks to release the demon, likely to make himself more powerful so
he can rule this world and eliminate the threats to his beliefs;
there can be no other reason."]

At the sight of the orange and black armored
guards at the top steps of the palace, Del'Aru realized they spoke
in the open and looked around. ["Are you not worried that someone
will hear you?"] They might consider her words blasphemy or
treason.

["Yes and no. No tigers are near, and few
humans understand our Lexic."] A faint smile touched the lady's
lips. ["We are safer to speak among many voices than alone in
quiet."]

Del'Aru supposed the lady was right in
thinking the noise would drown their voices, but hearing all this
in the open made her wish for a quiet room.

Something orange and black passed between
legs, too short for an adult human but too long for a child.

["And I am glad to share the burden, Lady
Del'Aru. I apologize for my behavior earlier, but you were being
watched,"] Lady Vi'Alees said.

["I understand. It was an act for their
benefit."]

["Yes. There may be times I have to
act…disgracefully ruthless. It is only to appease Je'Tiren's spies.
In truth, I have grown lonely for allies in a nest of enemies. I'm
sure you can appreciate that in your friend. A goblin's loyalty is
not beaten into them, contrary to what many demonlords believe and
why Je'Tiren does not trust them. Your loyalty to her speaks even
more highly of your character. That is why I trust you. But for
your safety and this world, you must avoid Je'Tiren."]

["I understand, but I wish to see Lord
Je'Kaoron. I've searched too long to leave without speaking to
him."]

Lady Vi'Alees nodded and stepped around a
man juggling several daggers in the air, their polished blades
glinting in the sunlight, and she paused to watch. ["I don't know
that he can answer your questions, but he is the most likely to
have an explanation."]

Each accurate catch of a dagger spinning
within inches of the man's face awed Del'Aru.

["'They are all worth saving',"] the lady
muttered, her eyes on the daggers. ["That is what he said…I wish he
would realize how much we need him."]

Del'Aru blinked from her amazement, the
lady's words sending a chill through her despite the warm sun and
the press of bodies all around. ["What do you mean? Has something
happened?"]

The lady stared, her lips twitching and
shadows playing on her dark-complexioned face and draining
Del'Aru's hopes. ["Je'Tiren,"] she said and tore her glazing eyes
from the juggler to continue to the palace.

Del'Aru shuddered, imagining something
terrible from all that Lady Vi'Alees had told her. What had
Je'Tiren done to Lord Je'Kaoron?

Lady Vi'Alees led her past the guards at the
doors of the palace and through the corridors full of servants
hurrying to and fro, many carrying trays of food or piles of cloths
as if preparing for a great banquet. The lady took her aside from
the activity into a dark, quiet staircase and down into a cellar
strong with the scent of mold and blood. In the faint light of a
glowing scepter, a guard in white and black armor looked up at them
from beneath a tiger-head helmet but said nothing.

Beyond the guard lay a sight that broke her
heart.

Del'Aru looked aside at Lady Vi'Alees for
confirmation.

["Je'Tiren's punishment,"] the lady said
coldly. ["He betrayed High Lord Je'Rekun, Lord Je'Tiren's
ally."]

Del'Aru stared, her voice caught in her
throat at the bitterness of the lady's voice, an act as she had to
remind herself. The man described as the most beautiful that Lady
Vi'Alees had seen was filthy and crusted with scabs.

He shifted, the clinking of chains ringing
in the chamber, and rolled over to look at them. His eyes were red
and sunken like a hungry and sick beggar on the street. This should
not have been possible. He was a demonlord, immortal and quick to
heal.

She turned to Lady Vi'Alees in question and
caught the slight turn of the lady's head side to side. The guard
watched them as if expecting trouble. Del'Aru set aside her
questions for later.

["I've seen enough."] Del'Aru tried to sound
haughty and caught the guard's tip of the head. It sent a spear of
anger through her and she turned to leave before it got the best of
her. As the lady turned with her to ascend the stairway, Lady
Vi'Alees's lip twitched into a hint of an approving grin.

By the time they reached the top, Del'Aru
trembled in her anger and fear. She thought the human woman's words
about Treak had been insulting, but to see the man her hostess had
described as so splendid reduced to the creature in that wretched
chamber fed the fire of rebellion in her that had driven her to
forsake the advice of her elders and leave her home.

She couldn't erase the image from her mind
and hardly noticed anything around her except to keep moving with
the shape that was Lady Vi'Alees, until they reached the bedchamber
that she had been using. The door snicked behind her.

["You did well. The guard will report
this,"] the lady said.

Well? She didn't want to have to play any
role or pretend to disdain anyone. Maybe Vi'Alees could do it, but
Del'Aru respected the man too much and couldn't shake the disgust
of what she had done. She shook her head. ["That can't be Lord
Je'Kaoron. It shouldn't be. He's a Guardian and deserves far
better, anything but this. This is unforgivable!"] Never had she
felt so helpless. ["We have to do something."]

["We will, when the time is right."]

["He doesn't have time!"] Did the lady see
the same man? He looked on the verge of death. ["We have to do
something now. He won't last much longer."] How many years had
passed while she waited to learn about her nightmares until the
time was right? And nothing had changed. She had to make something
happen, before they became reality. The lady had sat by while this
happened and while her clan had been slowly eliminated. When would
the time be right to act?

["There are too many who support Je'Tiren.
We must be careful, or we will be killed."]

["We can't let him die down there. Maybe
you're afraid because of what happened to your clan, but I haven't
come all this way to see another Guardian die."]

["You haven't suffered enough, child!"]
Vi'Alees scorned her with a glare.

Del'Aru winced but stood her ground,
confident with Treak at her side and the pat of agreement from
her.

The lady's eyes dropped to the goblin in her
rigid stance and lifted back to Del'Aru. ["You are rash…but perhaps
you're right. I've been scared too long. Only Lord Je'Kaoron can
answer your questions."]

Del'Aru breathed easier. ["But the
guards—"]

["Will be excused."] The corner of the
lady's mouth curved up. ["I will arrange for you to speak to him in
private. It will take some time, however. I'll return when he's
ready."]

["What can I do?"]

["Explore the celebration outside and stay
out of trouble."]

She couldn't celebrate, not with all the
corruption and torture happening around her. Pretending she didn't
care or that she enjoyed the festivities would be difficult. She
wasn't good at lying. Lady Vi'Alees had pointed that out to her. It
went against everything she had been taught.

After
the door closed behind the lady, Treak stepped before
Del'Aru. Trust her, the
goblin signed.

"I do." Del'Aru dropped her face into her
hands to close out the world but couldn't remove the scene of
suffering, just as she had spent the last few days hardly sleeping
after witnessing the gruesome cold-blooded killing of the Dao
Larashi fighting. And the people reveled in it!

"This is a nightmare…I think I understand
why my clan doesn't travel anymore."

A touch on her arm gently pried a hand away
from her eyes. The goblin gazed at her with drooped ears and a
sagged expression. A small green hand reached up to her cheek in
comfort.

"Thanks, Treak. I'm glad I have you."

The goblin smiled without showing her teeth
and signed again.

"Why not? I don't feel like doing anything
else, but I can't leave yet, not until Lord Je'Kaoron is safe. I
can only wait until Lady Vi'Alees returns." Del'Aru slid to the
floor and put her back to the bed for support. Treak sat with her,
both of them folding their legs.

"I don't want another vision, though." She
couldn't take another like the one she had upon sight of the demon
trapped in that city. They had never come when she was awake, and
she wondered if the presence of the demon had triggered it.
Something was trying to warn her; she felt it course through her on
the tides of magic. She had hoped to speak to Lord Je'Kaoron about
the visions, but that wouldn't be possible yet.

Maybe her visions could show her how to save
the world instead of how it would be destroyed. She could only
try.



Chapter 17

 


How the demon huntress had wielded the
weapon without losing her mind, Vi'Alees couldn't fathom. The human
had to be stronger mentally than the shell of a body housing such
inner strength.

Vi'Alees latched the box that sealed the
dagger's power. Swirls of gold and silver decorated the alabaster
through which the faint shadow of the dagger and its sheath could
be seen. Demonlord magic inhabited the box, a gift from her
ancestors, but could barely seal the power emanating from the
weapon.

At least in this, the others could not sense
it, nor could she, but she didn't want to. Taking it from the
huntress had been enough exposure. She'd sensed it from the woman
but had not known that it was the source of the power until her
hand touched the sheath, changing her intentions from keeping it
for the huntress to keeping the weapon out of the wrong hands.

The blade might even save her clan and their
world from extinction, if she gained the courage to use it against
Je'Tiren.

She would need Lord Je'Kaoron's advice and
perhaps the cooperation of the demon hunters, or at least the
huntress.

Vi'Alees set the box behind a small
horizontal panel and closed it. The seam of the wall disappeared to
blend in to the decorative stone.

The dagger was still safe, protected from
acute demonlord senses detecting it. When the time came, she would
return it to the huntress, but not until she was certain of the
right time. Once it was made known to Je'Tiren, he would seize it
for himself. They would have to be decisive in using it.

She slid the tall closet before the panel,
hiding it completely. Satisfied that no one would find it, she left
the room and made her way through the corridor to the nearest
staircase. Corner moldings of serpents with outstretched wings
supported the ceiling at the edge of the staircase or at least
guarded it, their unblinking eyes judging those who passed.

She reached a hand up to the closed jaws of
one of the heads with a fan of bony horns, a pang of longing in her
chest. Too many years had passed since the Vi'Kan ruled Nakeros.
They should never have welcomed Lord Je'Tiren, but back then, he
had been an emissary of High Lord Je'Dron, supported even by Lord
Je'Kaoron. Her clan hadn't expected him to move his supporters into
the city, cut them off from the outside, and take power.

Her only consolation was that in over three
hundred years since arriving in the city, Je'Tiren hadn't learned
the secret of unleashing the Black Fire demon. He'd been too
concerned with gaining favor among the humans, who didn't know they
were being culled for his dining, or they didn't care.

In the still of the spiral, enclosed
staircase, she paused. Je'Tiren had culled the aggressiveness from
the humans, leaving only docile sheep who saw him as something like
a god.

Part of it was her fault for not speaking
up. She should have done something sooner, but every time one of
her clan had spoken against Je'Tiren, they disappeared. She and the
others remaining lived in fear of the Je'Gri under Je'Tiren's
leadership.

Her heart heavy in her chest, Vi'Alees
continued down to the main level. Only one Je'Gri was worthy of
leadership, and he was the last who would ever desire it.

At the descent to the cellar, she paused to
listen and smell. Only the slow breathing of weakness reached her
from below, but if Je'Tiren wasn't there, he had been. His scent
faintly tainted the dank and filthy odor, along with something else
that haunted the air, a familiar but unidentified scent she had
caught around the palace. Someone or something else had accompanied
Je'Tiren.

The guard was gone, at least temporarily.
She would have to be quick.

Cautiously, she made her way down, willing
her steps to be silent on each stone but succeeding only in
minimizing the sounds.

At the bottom, she touched the scepter in
its holder and lit the crystal with a small effort of power.

In the center of the room, his chains
secured to a ring in the floor, Lord Je'Kaoron lay with his eyes
closed as if sleeping. The cut on his face had mostly healed but
was still visible. Dirt marred his once immaculate coat. The
huntress's efforts to wash him had been negated by the filth of the
pit in the days and nights since.

Vi'Alees crept quietly to his side and knelt
over him to whisper in his ear, ["Lord Je'Kaoron. It's me, Lady
Vi'Alees."]

The only response came in the same steady
rise and fall of his side.

Careful not to stir his wrists to make the
chains rattle, she nudged his shoulder. ["Lord Je'Kaoron,"] she
whispered into his ear.

At that, he inhaled more deeply.

["My lord."]

Pale blue eyes opened and looked about. A
couple seconds later, they finally focused on her. ["Lady
Vi'Alees?"] His voice was coarse and he licked his dry lips.

["Yes."]

["You should not be here."]

["I had to see you."] Relieved that he had
awakened, she reached for the pail. Je'Tiren always kept a pale of
water nearby for various purposes, one of them almost cruel, as it
was out of the reach of his captive, who must have nearly died of
thirst and craved to reach it beyond the length of his chains,
until they allowed him to drink to keep him alive.

She helped him to sit up, wincing at the
noisy clinking of the chains, and held him and the pail as he
drank. After some time, he pushed it away. She set it aside and
helped him to lay down.

["Thank you, my lady."]

["No. I am weak. I should have come sooner.
The human is far braver."]

He let out a heavy sigh. ["How is she?"]

["Strong."]

The smile that hinted on his lips worried
her, for the sake of this man and the humans. Any affection between
them should not be revealed. Bad enough the huntress had exposed
her feelings. ["Je'Tiren knows her heart, but she refused."]

At that, his smile evaporated and he closed
his eyes. ["She should not have come."] After a deep breath, he
looked up at her. ["What of her dagger?"]

["Safe."] She assumed he meant the demon
hunter's dagger. If he had spent any time with the human, he must
have sensed the dagger's power.

["Then—"]

Certain of what he would ask, she cut him
off: ["Hidden."]

He relaxed again. ["Thank you…for
everything."]

["I only wish I had done more."] Seeing him
weakened like that strangled her heart in helplessness. She wanted
to do much more, anything to free him of the manacles and
Je'Tiren's infliction of suffering, but to touch the enchantment
would weaken her.

Offering water wasn't enough to break the
guilt of knowing that, while she walked free—although in an aura of
fear of what might befall her if Je'Tiren decided she wasn't
useful—the most noble of their kind suffered.

After a few seconds, Lord Je'Kaoron opened
his eyes. ["He knows. This is why he lets you live. He wants the
demon. The others refused to reveal it. You…he uses. I heard…"] He
took a deep breath and groaned softly. ["He spoke to another of the
Black Fire. Be careful, my lady."]

["Then I have already failed."]

["No. He fooled us."] He closed his eyes.
["That is why I allowed this."]

She blinked. He allowed himself to be
captured and tortured?

["It was
the only way the sakul m'rath might reveal itself."]

That explained the familiar smell that she
couldn't match to a face.

And the implications brought a smile to her
lips. Who was manipulating whom? She should have expected more than
she had from one of the oldest of their kind. Lord Je'Kaoron was
too clever than to allow himself to be captured without purpose,
just as Je'Tiren was apparently far more clever than she had given
him credit.

["My old friend,"] she whispered and patted
his shoulder. ["I will do what I must to defend this world, as I
promised long ago."]

A smile twitched at the corners of his lips,
but he said nothing.

["And you must fight to live. If not for
this world, then for those of us who love you."]

His swallow broke the stillness of the room.
She waited a few seconds, but he said nothing.

["And those who need you…There is someone
who wishes to speak to you. She says she has visions of the
demon."]

His eyes opened slightly and his body filled
with a deep breath.

["The Del'Rayk I brought to see you. We
could not speak with the guard here, but I wish to know as well if
her vision is prophecy."] If there was a chance her clan could
fail, they would need to better prepare to succeed in their
efforts.

["Bring her…"] His whisper filled the
silence. ["And her goblin."]

["The goblin?"]

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes,
his body relaxing. ["Yes. I saw…a goblin."]

Seeing that he was too tired to explain, she
swallowed her questions.

["I will bring both,"] she whispered and
rose from his side, careful not to disturb him. Her only
consolation in his suffering came as a relief that Je'Tiren was too
occupied with other activities to continue his torture, but it
would resume once the festival was finished. She would have to
bring Del'Aru as soon as possible.

She couldn't count on Je'Tiren to honor his
word in their agreement, and she fully expected the demon hunters
to succeed despite the challenges Je'Tiren threw at them—dull
blades and the most vicious natters he had raised for this event.
She didn't want to consider what he might use to punish the
refusals of the huntress. But with a dragon on their side, maybe
there was a way to free Lord Je'Kaoron against the more than two
hundred Je'Gri who supported him.

He must have known something. But why the
goblin?

She would find out soon enough, when she
could bring the two visitors to him.

In passing the holder, she extinguished the
glow of the scepter and set it in its place.

The stairs at that late hour were
particularly quiet as she ascended, but she focused on his
revelation. He should not have had to sacrifice himself to learn
the truth of Je'Tiren's reign. She should have done better.

Now, she had to step up to her duties as a
Vi'Kan.

But her clan couldn't fight the Je'Gri who
supported Je'Tiren in that city. They were few against many. The
numbers overwhelmed her clan. The only way she could defend the
ancient power was to refuse Je'Tiren. But she was no Lord
Je'Kaoron.

They needed all the allies she could get,
and those allies were now at least one demon hunter, a dragon, and
a goblin.

And
a shevoru.



Chapter 18

 


Where was she? Lady Vi'Alees had said she
would speak to Lord Je'Kaoron, but that had been two days ago.

Del'Aru huffed out a breath. If the others
wouldn't act, then she would go to Lord Je'Kaoron herself and
attempt to free him.

For that matter, he should have been able to
free himself.

Enchanted manacles. Je'Dron had warned her
of such devices.

Del'Aru halted in the corridor, stopped by
the realization that she could do nothing for him.

A woman in the white blouse and blue pants
and blue jacket of the palace servants passed without a glance.
Je'Tiren's servants were quiet and busy, always going about some
business and speaking only when necessary and never making eye
contact. It made her wonder what cruelty Lord Je'Tiren had imposed
to make them so fearful, or what secrets they were passing on.

She shook the thought away. The place was
making her suspicious of everyone. There had to be someone she
could trust.

She had been lucky to avoid Lord Je'Tiren.
Or maybe not. Maybe it had been her purposeful doing. He spent his
days at the arena overseeing the bloody Dao Larashi and other
events to entertain the people in their festival celebrating the
end of a bountiful harvest. Observing as a guest at the killing
sport for one day had been too much for her.

Except for the rain outside. She would think
the games would be postponed, but she had seen no one upon
venturing through the palace, except for servants who seemed too
busy about their business to be bothered. Besides, she didn't want
to make it known that she sought Lady Vi'Alees.

"I don't know what to do, Treak," she
whispered, her eyes on the servant's receding back. "Maybe I should
leave like the lady suggested."

Her
friend signed, Your visions.

"I know. I could find another Guardian."

Lord Je'Kaoron.

Her friend would remind her of that, but it
also meant Treak felt the same about rescuing him from the
torture.

Which meant they couldn't leave. Her
conscience wouldn't have allowed it anyway.

"Then we keep looking for her."

Treak gave a nod and put her ear to a
door.

"I hate feeling like a…like some sort
of…sneak." Del'Aru glanced aside both ways, wary of someone
thinking she was doing something wrong.

But she was and hated the feeling. High Lord
Je'Dron had slammed that point into her.

High Lord Je'Dron. Lady Je'Surana.

Her heart sank. She had promised Je'Surana.
The girl had been heartbroken. Del'Aru couldn't go back without
Lord Je'Kaoron.

But she couldn't be caught and questioned by
Je'Tiren. She could slip up about the demon.

Where was Lady Vi'Alees?

Del'Aru walked the corridor, her ears alert
for the voice of her hostess. Keen dragon senses were on alert,
catching the lady's scent everywhere. Lady Vi'Alees had definitely
spent much of her time there. Del'Aru could go to Lord Je'Kaoron
herself, but if a guard was there, she would have no excuse. Or if
Je'Tiren was there torturing him…

She shuddered. No. She couldn't bear to see
the man tortured, nor could she face Je'Tiren and fool him after
what she had learned. She was better relying on Lady Vi'Alees as
her guide.

But she couldn't wait around forever.

At the approach of a pair of white tigers,
she stepped aside with her friend. As they passed, their ears
flattened and lips curled at Treak, who pressed close to her.

She'd probably gain more respect as a
dragon, but she wouldn't fit through the halls of the palace. Lady
Vi'Alees could easily slither through, her serpent width being
about that of her human form, based on what Del'Aru had seen of the
Vi'Kan guards around the demon.

She had to stop thinking about it. Having it
haunt her dreams the last two nights had been torment. And if she
ran into Je'Tiren…

A low
growl expelled her frustration. Stop thinking about it!

"We need to find Lady Vi'Alees quickly," she
whispered to Treak.

Anxious to relieve the weight on her mind,
she stepped a little faster through the corridors with their
elegant details. This time through, she noticed more of the
reminders of which clan had founded that palace. The Vi'Kan were
everywhere in the design, along with the addition of tigers.

How Lady Vi'Alees had endured losing control
to Je'Tiren's followers without retaliating amazed her. The lady
had great patience. Del'Aru would be enraged if someone stole her
home.

She halted at the front stairway overlooking
the entry foyer, the scent of rain permeating the air with the
steady patter on the etched and multi-colored glass skylight on the
ceiling high above. The drizzle of rain stole some of the
magnificence of the palace with its dreary gray, draining her mood
with the thought of losing her home as the Vi'Kan had largely lost
theirs. Part of her missed her clan. If the demon was released,
they would also die. She had to do this for them as much as to
quiet her mind.

She hadn't expected to feel homesick, but
amid the conspiracies there, she longed for the simple and open
ways of her clan. No ulterior motives or deceptions. No selfishness
or agendas. She was out of place there, overwhelmed by the darkness
hovering over that city, a darkness fed by lies and fear.

"How do they do it?" she wondered aloud. How
could anyone live like that without going mad?

She had to rescue Lord Je'Kaoron and then
get out of there. The city was as dreary as the rain, despite the
celebrations.

"Come," she said to her friend. "She must be
here somewhere."

They climbed to the next level up the
rounded staircase overlooking the foyer, her hand tracing the
smooth bannister supported by writhing serpents shaped from bronze
and steel intertwining. Although only three floors, the palace was
large. She had only searched the first two levels but had spent
most of the morning doing so. They must have passed over sixty
doors already, including the throne room at the far end of the main
floor, where the windows took advantage of the winter and morning
sunlight. No one had been present, but she had followed Lady
Vi'Alees's advice to avoid Je'Tiren, and the throne room was where
he should be, if not at the arena.

At the top floor, she followed Treak, while
listening for the voice of Lady Vi'Alees.

Some ways down the hall, which was much
quieter than the ground floor, she lightened her steps. She guessed
only bedrooms filled that level, not ballrooms, closets, banquet
hall, or social chambers. Two of the social areas she had passed
had been occupied with over a dozen demonlords, mostly Je'Gri but
also some of the visiting dignitaries. In quick scans of the open
rooms, she had seen no signs of Lady Vi'Alees, but if her hostess
had decided to lie down to rest, she would have no way to know. At
least by wandering, she had a chance to run into the lady. She
could have stayed in her room and waited, but she had waited long
enough with no return of the lady.

Frustration threatened to bubble up, until a
sound caught her ears. Voices muffled by double doors to her left
inspired her hopes of finding her hostess.

After a quick check of the quiet hall, she
slid close to the wall with Treak and put her ear to the door.

"The huntress fights tomorrow," Je'Tiren
said in the common speech.

Del'Aru froze, her heart nearly stopping in
her chest.

"But she will not die tomorrow," a coy,
feminine voice said. Not Lady Vi'Alees, who had mentioned a
huntress.

Je'Tiren's chuckle ended with the smack of
lips and the ring of metal as if setting something down after a
drink. "You wish her to live?"

"A while longer. She may still be of use
with Je'Kaoron. She seems to care for him."

"But we gain the secret to release the demon
if the hunters die."

"Not yet." The woman's voice was sly, as if
plotting something. "There may be another way. I don't believe that
will help us, but the huntress might."

If it involved Lord Je'Kaoron, Del'Aru
wanted to know. And she wanted to meet this huntress that everyone
mentioned.

"Then she will be…wounded but not
harmed."

"And you believe Je'Kaoron will give up his
secrets to protect her?" The woman scoffed. "You tried that once.
They will likely die together before revealing what we need…Leave
her to me."

"No." The harshness of Je'Tiren's tone
startled Del'Aru. She swallowed and met Treak's eyes, but the
goblin leaned close to listen. "How do I know you won't betray me,
siding with Adepts?"

"You don't, but I have no loyalty to
them."

He huffed indignantly. "I'm supposed to
believe the sects are not loyal to one another?"

"I am neither." The voice was alluring but
cold in its depth.

Movement from the corner of her eye made
Del'Aru look up.

And into a disapproving frown on the face of
Lady Vi'Alees, who motioned her away without a word.

Del'Aru looked back at the door, wanting to
hear more of Je'Tiren's wretched plans. It would prepare her for
what was to come.

A vise grip on her arm tugged her away.
Treak followed at her heels.

She said nothing, nor did Lady Vi'Alees,
until they descended the nearest staircase. There, the lady
released her arm, but continued in cold silence through the
second-floor corridor.

A woman in white and black strode
purposefully past them, her hair tied in a tail from the top of her
head. Del'Aru recognized her but could not place the name—they
hadn't been formally introduced but the woman was often seen in the
company of Lord Je'Tiren.

Lady Vi'Alees stiffened as the woman passed
and hurried Del'Aru through the corridor to a door, which she
opened and shoved Del'Aru through.

["That was the most foolish thing you could
do!"] The lady fairly slammed the door behind her.

Del'Aru flinched as if stricken.

["What were you thinking lingering outside
Je'Tiren's quarters? Do you want him to torture you?"]

The lady could have been one of her elders
scolding her. Del'Aru shrank and dropped her eyes with the burden
of shame, uncertain what to say in the face of the reality before
her and afraid of seeing the disappointment and anger on the lady's
face. She liked Lady Vi'Alees, who was right—Je'Tiren was a threat
to her life. She was naive.

["I was looking for you,"] she finally said
and dared to lift her face to the softening of the woman's
features. ["You…haven't come in two days. I was waiting. I'm
sorry."]

Lady Vi'Alees let out a heavy sigh. ["I
forget the impatience of youth,"] she muttered ["I could not get
the guards away from Lord Je'Kaoron until this morning. We have
limited time in which to see him without interruption. Come."]

Del'Aru perked up with the hope that the
Je'Gri Guardian had been able to rest.

["This day has allowed me to order food and
drink for him, but the manacles keep him weak and the humans do not
wish to upset their lord master. I dare not excuse the guards too
often, nor do I dare touch the manacles—they drain a demonlord's
power."]

Je'Dron had been right. ["Is there something
I can do?"]

["No. You must not. Je'Tiren would not be as
forgiving. He already considers me weak. You can still be
protected."]

Del'Aru winced at the admonishment but
couldn't help noticing the relief in the lady's expression. How
lonely and scared she must have been as her clan members
disappeared one by one.

["Please forgive me, my lady."] She followed
her hostess through the corridor, passing many rooms and servants,
back the way she had traveled to an enclosed stairway lit only by
the doorways where it opened on the floors below them. The
mustiness of the cellar and the stench of bodily wastes rose up
from below just as she remembered from the brief visit a few days
earlier.

Like the woman ahead of her in the descent,
Del'Aru took care to keep her steps light. The quietest whisper
echoed back from the stone of the spiral.

She followed the lady down past another
floor, down into the darker abyss of the cellar beneath the palace,
where she again saw the Guardian. This time, he sat up, his arms
resting on his knees and his head bowed. Blood-stained and soiled
white and black hair fell around his face, partially hiding it.

["My lord,"] Lady Vi'Alees whispered from
the bottom of the stairs. Del'Aru halted a step above her, holding
her breath and looking back in fear that someone would pounce on
them. ["Lord Je'Kaoron."]

His face lifted, blue eyes rising higher
than his face, as sunken and red as she remembered from her earlier
glimpse. The fingers of one hand curled.

Lady Vi'Alees stepped carefully, her feet
barely making a sound. At a signal from her, Del'Aru followed with
Treak.

["My lord,"] Vi'Alees whispered near his
ear, ["Lady Del'Aru has come to ask your advice about her
visions."]

Del'Aru halted before him and squatted to
bow her head at his level. ["It is an honor, my lord, to meet
someone so distinguished."]

His lips twitched into an almost smile,
until his shoulders sank with a heavy breath. ["What did you see in
your visions?"]

["That depends what vision. I've been having
them for many years, actually as long as I can remember, and two
days ago had one while awake at…"] She quieted her voice and leaned
close. ["At the demon's tomb."]

At that, his eyes focused into a sharp
intensity that penetrated to her core. ["What did your elders make
of them?"]

A
Guardian would ask that.
No one believed her. And the Guardian would likely take the same
disparaging tone as her clan elders, but a Guardian would know
better what they meant and if she should be worried. Del'Aru
steeled herself for the inevitable and said, ["They dismissed them
as nightmares, as the conflict between my desire to explore and
their advice to settle."]

He gave a soft snort. ["Almost seven hundred
years,"] he said and took a deep breath, ["and the Del'Rayk have
truly isolated themselves. They have forsaken their origins. In all
their meditations and seeking deeper unity with the spirit of this
world by grounding themselves, they have failed to realize the
voice of that essence in a child."]

Del'Aru blinked.

The smile playing on his face erased some of
the pain and suffering. ["The living sentience of our world speaks
to you. It is a rare gift. Few have ever made contact with the life
force of our Derandria, but when it reaches out to those receptive,
the voice is unmistakable."]

["Derandria is sentient?"] How could a world
be aware of itself, with all the life living upon it, much of it
simply growing and reproducing, hunting on instincts, a world of
rocks and rivers and plants and animals? Her elders had explained
the life force of the world as the source of magic, something
intangible which they could bend to their will, something to be
sought but not with its own awareness.

["As pure as a newborn child but as wise as
one who has lived millions of years, she is the source of
life."]

Del'Aru looked around, imagining the world
in all directions beyond the palace—land, sea, and sky—and suddenly
felt small, like an insect must feel. They were nothing but
insects, but insects to be left alone or squashed as pests?

["All life is an extension of her."] He
opened his hand and slowly stretched it towards her, the chains
making little sound.

At the invitation, she reached her hand
forward and set it within his cold palm.

He studied the back of her hand. ["We are
all made of the elements of this world, a part of it as it is in
us. She has gifted us with our own awareness to try to understand
herself by seeing herself from the outside…and some bear an
awareness of their origins in her. Those are the ones who hear
her."]

She looked up into the kind eyes of the
Guardian and saw within them the wizened old man hiding behind a
young face. She could have lost herself in the immense wisdom and
life overflowing there but for the incredible realization of his
words. Her elders had misunderstood. Never had she imagined such a
scope to the world on which she lived.

Del'Aru nodded, but with the understanding
came more questions. ["Why me? What is she trying to say?"]

["Only she can answer. But if you are seeing
visions while visiting the trapped demon, she feels a threat. If it
is released, the demon will destroy all life, thus destroying the
world, destroying her."] His eyes went unfocused for a second
before he closed them and breathed deeply, like an old man too
feeble to remain alive whose every breath was a struggle. It nearly
broke her heart to see a noble demonlord—more than that, one of
their world's Guardians—so broken. ["Our task is to protect the
life essence of our world."]

["How?"] She was one person, young and
inexperienced.

["That is for us to resolve. You must
listen…free your mind and let her speak."]

["But…why me? I'm only a young Del'Rayk. My
elders—"]

["Are the fools. Listen to me."] His fingers
tightened around hers and she stared into his eyes, which cleared
to reveal traces of the inner glow Lady Vi'Alees had mentioned.
With her help, he sat up again. ["Derandria needs our help. We must
be ready to defend our world. You will understand much more if you
listen."]

["How?"]

["Humility. Quiet. Patience. In that, you
will find her. You must ask her purpose for you. Give yourself to
her. Trust her guidance."]

["You speak as if you…You have!"]

A spark of renewed life shone in his eyes
and he tipped his head. ["I was a different man when I found her
heart. She changed me…all of us."] His shoulders sagged like the
expression on his face, a sadness falling over him like a shadow.
["Demonlords were made to protect this world, not enslave it…You
are here for a reason. Open yourself to her and you will learn what
that is."]

A new sense of respect humbled her before
him. ["Teach me, my lord."]

["I cannot. Only you can decide to listen."]
His eyes shifted to Treak briefly. ["Your friend will
understand."]

["Treak?"]

["Do not underestimate goblins."]

Again? What did they know that Treak wasn't
telling her? Although frustrated, Del'Aru bowed her head. ["I will
listen."]

["Then you will find the answers."]

He
twisted to Lady Vi'Alees standing near his shoulder. In a bare
whisper, he said, ["The sakul m'rath accompanies Je'Tiren. It demands to know how to release the
demon. This is the only reason…your people live. I believe we can
destroy it before it gains the power."] His eyes shifted from her
to Del'Aru, but he sagged in weakness, caught by Lady
Vi'Alees.

["My lord—"]

He
grunted and sat up again with their help. ["I understand
now…Derandria is aware, guided us all here. Nadia will do what must
be done…the shevoru is
strong, but I must speak to her first. I know you will find a
way."]

Lady Vi'Alees looked prepared to object but
let it out in a sigh. ["Yes, my lord."]

["And we must send a message to High Lord
Je'Dron. Tell him the time has come. He will understand."]

["I will arrange it."]

["Thank you."]

["What about you? How can we help you?"] He
hadn't said anything about himself, choosing instead to guide them
in this task that had to be done to save their world. As selfless
as she would expect of a Guardian. Her eyes burned with unshed
tears for him and she hardly knew him.

His smile looked forced to her. ["Worry not
for me. If I die, I will be in unity with our world. I am very old,
my lady, and not afraid of death."]

["But there's so much I can learn from
you…and Je'Surana."] Her heart weighed within her chest from the
promise she had made to the girl. ["I told Je'Surana I would bring
you back."]

His smile faltered. ["She understands."]

["No. She doesn't. She worries about never
seeing her father again."]

His eyes dropped and his throat flashed with
a swallow. ["I've done all I can to prepare her. She must grow on
her own…Go now. Bring Nadia to me."] He dropped her hand and
avoided eye contact, his chains clinking softly as he retreated
with the help of Lady Vi'Alees to the floor.

["My lady,"] Lady Vi'Alees pressed her to
stand and led her and Treak up the stairs, her steps barely making
a sound. Del'Aru took as much care, moving more slowly than she
would like but staying silent.

Into an empty corridor through which music
drifted from somewhere nearby, Lady Vi'Alees led her. They hurried
to the front doors, where the lady excused herself past the two
human sentries to open them herself.

Rain splattered over stone beyond the
extended eaves over the portico. Outside, she closed the door,
cutting them off from all but the cold drizzle of the autumn rain.
Lady Vi'Alees shivered and, a second later, shimmered as her Vi'Kan
hide changed to heavier clothes with a scale-like hood over her
head deflecting the water.

The cold didn't bother Del'Aru so much.
Although she was in human form, she retained some of her dragon
traits. The most skilled demonlords could direct their powers into
partial transformations. She was glad at the moment for the warmth
she could feed within her of the dragon's fire but imitated the
lady's hood with one of her own.

Alone with Lady Vi'Alees outside the door,
she found her conviction to say, "He doesn't even care about
himself."

"No. That is for us. If he can be saved, I
will make it happen, but he's right. We must focus on stopping
Je'Tiren and the demon." Lady Vi'Alees started down the stairs to
the empty plaza. "I must speak with the others."

"What can I do?"

"Stay with me, if you wish. It might be
better than to risk encountering Je'Tiren."

Del'Aru grimaced in shame. She had a lot to
learn. The lady had been right to scold her for listening outside
his door, which he could have opened at any time. She might have
told him anything.

When they reached the bottom of the stairs,
she looked up at the large statues around them and studied the
dragon. Her clan had been a part of that city in the past.

When she looked back up the ascent to the
palace, a shadow slithered aside. She blinked but nothing seemed
out of place.

"Are any of your clan nearby?"

"No. None dare reside in the palace."
Vi'Alees turned and looked back with a sad expression, water
dripping down her face to give an impression that she was
crying.

Del'Aru was sorry she had asked, and shook
off the notion that she had seen anything.

"Come," Lady Vi'Alees said somberly and
resumed her march across the plaza.

Del'Aru kept pace with her, Treak jogging
next to her.

In the miserable cold, the overheard
conversation replayed in her head. "Does Je'Tiren keep the company
of a woman?"

"Lady Je'Diri usually." The cold in the
lady's voice sent a shiver through Del'Aru but couldn't repress her
curiosity.

"He was talking to someone in his chambers.
It sounds like he questioned her loyalty, but he thought she sided
with Adepts."

Lady Vi'Alees faltered in her step. It could
have been the dull gray of the day or it could have been that the
lady's face paled. Del'Aru wasn't certain and decided not to
inquire.

"The sakul m'rath,"
Vi'Alees muttered. "Could it be…"

"What?"

Lady Vi'Alees blinked and shook off whatever
thoughts had drawn her attention from their conversation. "Not
here. I'll explain when we reach my clan."

Del'Aru looked down at Treak, who only
shrugged. From the corner of her eye, something seemed to move. She
turned but saw nothing.

She was only being jumpy from the grave
images of her visions and the situation. Still, she felt like they
were being watched and stayed close to Lady Vi'Alees for
security.



Chapter 19

 


From the upper floor window overlooking the
plaza, Je'Tiren watched, various outcomes playing in his mind. He
hadn't worked over three hundred twenty years to fail when he was
on the verge of success.

["You're certain they intend to send a
message to Je'Dron?"] It could ruin his plans but it could also end
the scourge of rebellious ideals the high lord sought to instate
across all domains through his allies.

["Yes, my lord,"] Lady Je'Diri said from
behind.

["Good. We will soon send the message that
this world belongs to us. Those who oppose us will be
destroyed."]

["I still feel you're taking a big
risk."]

He huffed his amusement. ["It is your job to
question me, my lady."] He turned to his captain of the guard, the
woman he had entrusted to the capture of Lord Je'Kaoron. Her spies
among the high lord's court had performed admirably. Whether the
one intended to take back his message survived or not was another
matter, but he had reached his target.

Although they hadn't anticipated the
dragon's arrival, it was a sign that the message had been
delivered. He'd finally mastered the techniques to manipulate the
nuances of magic to serve his purposes, and it had brought the
final piece to him. The dragon was almost refreshingly easy to
manipulate. Lady Vi'Alees had grown more difficult but more
careless.

["But have faith. I've planned this too
long."]

["But you didn't anticipate the demon
hunters or the goblin."]

["Again, you lack faith. They are
meaningless, pests easily squashed. We are demonlords. We are
superior."]

["Do not let arrogance color your
judgment,"] she admonished. ["You should dispose of them
immediately, especially the huntress."]

["The huntress is the key to Lord Je'Kaoron.
I need her…"]

Je'Diri snorted and crossed her arms. ["Yes,
you need her. You find her attractive."]

He shrugged indifferently. ["As it may be.
Sexual sport is all I have until we defeat Je'Dron and his allies.
Perhaps you're jealous that I don't pursue you."]

Raw fury erupted from her into a hard glare
that chilled the room. ["Find another. She needs to be
killed."]

Her reaction amused him. As much fun as it
was to taunt the huntress, his captain of the guard inspired him
all the same to keep her close, lest she plot against him. ["We'll
let the people decide. You know how they feel about Adepts. The
sport will feed their blood lust and further their loyalty to us.
If she dies, she dies. If not…she'll be weakened."]

["Not good enough. There's something about
her I don't like."]

["Of course there is. Lord Je'Kaoron fancies
her. They both oppose what we're trying to do."]

["No, my lord. She's…I sensed a power in her
presence."]

["She's Adept. Of course you sensed her
power."] He had sensed it too.

["It's
different than the man…almost like the sakul m'rath."]

Ah! There was the crux of the matter. She
had never hidden her disdain but had never supported his choice.
["This isn't about the demon hunters. You've always opposed my work
with the dark rider. Rest assured she will be terminated when I no
longer have use for her."]

["She'll be merged with the other demon and
have control, as she desires."]

["We are demonlords and we have the stones.
She will still be under our control. Until then—"] He turned back
to the empty plaza. The women had passed beyond the gate and merged
into the gray, a shadow trailing some distance behind. ["We will
gain what we need to ensure success, and Je'Kaoron will suffer for
his betrayal."]

 


* * *

 


Del'Aru followed the lady in silence,
splashing through cold puddles in the streets when she couldn't
avoid them. Treak jogged along at her side to Lady Vi'Alees's
hurried pace

With her scales forming a hood that blocked
part of her vision, she didn't see much of the city around them.
For the winding path they took through the city, Del'Aru might have
become lost. However, she soon recognized a few landmarks and the
ruins that were the illusion hiding the demon's prison. They
continued around and past it to a nearby two-story building with
several glass windows along its length darkened by curtains hanging
inside.

Lady Vi'Alees reached the street-level door
and pushed it open. "In," she commanded in a hushed voice while
holding the door and scanning the streets around them.

Del'Aru hurried inside, anxious to get out
of the rain.

She flipped her hood back and shook off the
water. Lady Vi'Alees closed the door and squeezed past her in the
foyer, where they had a choice of a stairway going up or a hall
ahead of them separated by light, sliding panels.

["Lord Vi'Sorus,"] she called. ["Lord
Vi'Noku. Lady Vi'Kasya. We need to speak."]

Two panels slid aside and demonlords colored
much like Lady Vi'Alees in her shades of brown stepped out.

The man leading glanced back at three others
behind him as he joined them, his eyes settling uncomfortably on
Del'Aru. Treak pressed close to her.

["You should not be here,"] the man
hissed.

["I have news. I've spoken with Lord
Je'Kaoron."]

["And who is this?"] the man said in a note
of suspicion while studying Del'Aru. ["Can you trust them?"]

Another man pressed towards them past the
others. ["Je'Tiren does not trust goblins, Vi'Sin. Lady Vi'Alees
would not bring trouble."]

To Del'Aru's relief, the second man pushed
the first aside, his smile and bow warming away the chill of the
day and the harsh greeting of the first man. ["Welcome, young
dragon."]

["Lord Vi'Sorus."] This time it was
Vi'Alees's turn to bow. ["This is Lady Del'Aru and her companion,
Treak. We've news from the palace."]

["Of course, you do. You brought them to the
demon's prison. Come, Lady…Ladies,"] he corrected himself with a
look to Del'Aru and Treak. ["Have a seat."]

Del'Aru followed, wary of the glower from
the first man as she passed him through the doorway of one of the
open panels. They stepped into a sparse room with only a small
table at the wall opposite a crackling fire in the fireplace. It
inspired a feeling of home and the pang of missing the familiar
faces she hadn't seen in over twelve years.

She followed Vi'Alees's lead and took a seat
on one of the cushions on the floor next to her hostess. Treak
stood behind her.

["It's not the luxury of the palace,"] Lord
Vi'Sorus said while taking a place opposite them, ["but we have
each other. Not all can be here, but when you were seen
approaching, those who could be reached quickly were called."]

The suspicious Lord Vi'Sin took a seat
several feet away while others filled in the spaces between. The
room soon filled with Vi'Kan in their many shades of brown with
some variation on the depth of reds.

["I saw this one at the hidden tomb,"] a
stately woman said as she took a place next to Lord Vi'Sorus. She
bore an aura of trust and confidence like him but in a way that
seemed to hush the others in respect. ["I trust she has said
nothing to Je'Tiren."]

["No, my lady,"] Vi'Alees said with a note
of reverence. ["But he knows. Je'Tiren is aware of the demon. I've
come from Lord Je'Kaoron with a request."]

The collective tension in the room could
have strangled Del'Aru if not for Treak's reassuring touch on her
shoulder.

["We will listen to the Guardian's wishes,"]
Lord Vi'Sorus said.

["He wishes a message sent to High Lord
Je'Dron."]

["Then he has reclaimed his throne,"] one of
the others said.

["Yes. Lord Je'Kaoron has brought that fair
news, but he suffers at the hands and claws of Je'Tiren."]

The woman who had spoken straightened.
["That should not be allowed."]

["We are few, Lady Vi'Kasya,"] another
said.

["But so are the Guardians,"] she said in a
stern tone.

["I
would agree, my lady,"] Vi'Alees said, ["but he has sacrificed
himself for us, to confirm that a sakul m'rath walks among us, even conspires with
Je'Tiren."]

The men and women around them fell silent.
Del'Aru tried not to break the stifling quiet and attract unwanted
attention. She already felt out of place.

["We should have risen against Je'Tiren and
his supporters long ago, before they began to take us,"] Lord
Vi'Sorus said in a somber tone. ["We were fools to be quiet and
adhere to peace. And the dark rider we should have noticed."]

["We followed the teachings of the lord and
lady of our clan, our own Guardians,"] Lady Vi'Kasya said. ["It is
not our way to invite conflict or to kill, except for the beasts
this world has provided as nourishment. We may be predators, but
that is only for survival to be strong to serve our purpose."]

They reminded Del'Aru of her own clan,
solidifying a sense of admiration within her for the Vi'Kan.

["What do we do?"] one of the other men
asked.

["Destroy the demon,"] Vi'Sin said. ["We are
demonlords. It is our duty to rid this world of the
abomination."]

["Yes, it is,"] Lady Vi'Kasya said with an
air of confidence that sent a warning through Del'Aru that she was
losing her patience with Vi'Sin. ["But it is our duty to protect
the innocent. Whoever this dark rider inhabits is an innocent
victim."]

["But the soul is consumed. What is left is
but a shell."]

["I must
agree with Lord Vi'Sin,"] Vi'Sorus said. The object of his comment
crossed his arms with a smug look. ["If the sakul m'rath is encountered, it must be destroyed. The
life it took is already gone. The only harm is to the
demon."]

["My lady,"] Vi'Alees said. ["Lord Vi'Sorus.
Lord Je'Kaoron has indicated that he knew the creature was here,
perhaps seeking the Black Fire. His words were that High Lord
Je'Dron would know what to do once he received a message from
us."]

["What message?"] Lord Vi'Sorus asked.

Lady Vi'Alees shook her head and shrugged.
["He didn't specify."]

A wry smile crept up the demonlord's face.
The elder understood something, of that Del'Aru was certain.

["Will High Lord Je'Dron finally bring
aid?"] a woman asked.

["He could have done that a hundred years
ago,"] Lord Vi'Sorus said. ["It is not the Je'Gri's place to fight
for us. We welcomed this traitor—"]

["At Je'Dron's word,"] one of the men lashed
out angrily.

["We could have sent them away any time.
Even High Lord Je'Dron was betrayed,"] Lady Vi'Kasya corrected with
a scalding glare to the speaker. ["We sat by passively while our
brethren were reduced by them. It is no one's fault but ours."]

["We have other matters now,"] Lord Vi'Sorus
said and turned his gaze to Lady Vi'Alees. ["We will send a
messenger to High Lord Je'Dron as requested. You may assure Lord
Je'Kaoron."]

["I will."] Lady Vi'Alees bowed her
head.

["And what of the dragon? Why is she
here?"]

Lord Vi'Sin's lashing words stung with
accusations. Not even Treak's presence could lift Del'Aru from the
low spot. He'd hated her since her entrance, and he might have been
right. Part of her wished she hadn't come.

["She is here because she was called. Turn
your mind to greater concerns, my lord,"] Lady Vi'Alees said with
such venom that Del'Aru looked up to see the lord wince as if
stricken, in spite of his stoicism. ["By visions she was warned of
the demon. Lord Je'Kaoron believes they are Derandria's attempts to
communicate her fears. We know not why, only that it is. Something
is soon to happen and we must be ready to face the demon, as the
Guardians once did. But this time, we cannot rely on the Guardians
to save us. We must save ourselves."]

Vi'Sin's lip twitched as if he sought to
object, but he pressed his lips together in a scowl.

Del'Aru's heart pounded to escape from her
chest but she dared not breathe. Her swallow sounded too loud in
the silence of the room. She glanced aside but only Lord Vi'Sorus
caught her gaze. The corners of his lips twitched into an almost
smile, and a light glimmered in his eyes that held her with
curiosity.

She had never wanted to be the center of
attention. It made her feel out of place among the Vi'Kan, which
disappointed her after her first impression of them being so
similar to the Del'Rayk.

Lord Vi'Sin's accusing eyes burned through
her. ["A dragon was the final clan."] His murmur could have
shattered glass for the effect it had on the room. Everything fell
still as if time froze. ["He has them all here for the
festival—Je'Gri, Vi'Kan, Siv'Lor, Val'Tiro, Cas'Lu, and now
Del'Rayk."]

Tiny claws pressed into her shoulders,
Treak's anxiety infecting Del'Aru with a revival of memories from
the description of the pillars. She might not have recognized all
the statues, but the recognized the clan names from the book.
Del'Aru leaned close to Lady Vi'Alees, whose brown face paled.
["What…does he mean?"] She forced out the question, afraid of the
answer but needing to know if she was right.

Vi'Alees took a deep breath before turning
to her. ["Je'Tiren has the clans he needs to unlock the
demon."]

["The Black Fire?"]

["Yes."]

["How? I would never help to release that
thing."] She shuddered and recalled the most recent vision of the
demon's swath of destruction and death.

["Six clans,"] Lady Vi'Alees said in a quiet
voice. ["It took only one of the Guardians bearing the weapons of
the Old Ones to trap it, but six different clans have locked it,
sealed it for eternity so that no one individual can release it.
Only those six clans together can release the demon. Yours is one
of them."] Her face darkened as she lifted her eyes to Vi'Sin. ["As
is mine."]

["Then she should leave,"] Vi’Sin said in
challenge.

["No."] Del'Aru hastened to add, ["I mean,
not yet. I see why you're upset, but I won't leave until Lord
Je'Kaoron is safe."] Not only for herself, but for the vow she had
made to Lady Je'Surana. The grief in the girl's eyes haunted her.
If she could bring her father back to her, Del'Aru would.

Lady Vi'Kasya's eyes took in the others
before fixing on Del'Aru. ["If Derandria has guided her here, then
this is where she can do the most good. Our duty now is to honor
the wishes of Lord Je'Kaoron. Someone must fly out to contact
Je'Dron."]

Vi'Sin crossed his arms but said nothing
more.

Still, his words continued to sting. Del'Aru
felt the push of being unwelcome.

After a deep breath, the tension in Lady
Vi'Alees eased and she regained her poise. ["My ladies and lords, I
leave this in your hands. We will return to the palace and continue
our vigil where I can serve the Guardian and our clan best."]

["Go,"] Lady Vi'Kasya said with a gentle
smile softening her expression. ["Thank you for bringing this to
us. And…"] She tipped her head to Del'Aru. ["It is an honor, Lady
Del'Aru and Treak, that you would return to this city that your
ancestors helped build. I must apologize that our clan has been
reduced to suspicions and mistrust. Please forgive them."] Her dark
eyes passed over Lord Vi'Sin, who refused to look up.

At a light tap on her arm, Del'Aru turned to
Lady Vi'Alees and obeyed her motion to stand with her in the tight
space. The Vi'Kan had crowded into that room in greater numbers
than she had expected, but they squeezed out through them.

When they reached the hall to the door,
Del'Aru breathed easier.

Lady Vi'Alees said nothing, but when she
pulled her hood over her head and looked back, Del'Aru followed her
lead and pulled up her own hood. They stepped out into the cold
rain once more, Treak at her side and Vi'Alees closing the door
behind them before Del'Aru dared to speak.

["We should never have come."] Del'Aru
pulled her coat tightly around her to keep out the cold wetness of
the rain, but realized that wasn't what bothered her. ["Lord Vi'Sin
was right."]

The press of the lady's lips was enough to
confirm her thoughts. ["Vi'Sin is nothing. Lord Je'Kaoron believes
in you."]

Her heart sank to think of the misery he
suffered when she was free to go but for her promise. She looked
down to Treak, who gave a nod. ["We'll find a way to free
him."]

Lady Vi'Alees turned with a gentle smile.
["Yes, we will."]



Chapter 20

 


The bead of blood slowly tickled down her
chin, but Nadia ignored the distraction and whirled.

The sword clanged against her bracers, metal
scraping against metal in a ring that would have pierced sensitive
ears any time except in the heat of a battle.

This last man was no match for her, or he
had held back, reserving his strength. The other two had been
aggressive and somewhat skilled, but she'd quickly disposed of
them, despite being denied even the simplest weapon. Her only
weapon was herself, and she had proven that she was not to be
underestimated.

Let the crowd hiss and holler. They meant
nothing. She would survive to free Lord Je'Kaoron and, if she was
lucky, to defeat Je'Tiren.

The man left fighting was clumsy and slow. A
swift kick in the side broke at least one rib. He stumbled and fell
back into the slippery, packed clay wet from the rain that had
fallen the day before.

"No. Please," he begged, wincing from the
pain in his side as she kicked the sword away. She didn't need
it.

He tried swinging his fist, but she easily
avoided the clumsy effort.

Nadia stood over him, wondering why such a
weak man had been dragged into the fight. The others had been
vicious brutes, having been field or forge workers and young, now
lying dead a dozen feet away. But this man…middle-aged and slow,
like a bookkeeper or shop owner. He only attacked because he had to
do something after she had disposed of the others. He must have
known he didn't have a chance.

"What did you do?" she said in a low
voice.

The buzz of the audience around them would
keep their conversation unnoticed. The lack of challenge had lost
their interest.

"N—N—Nothing," he stammered. "I—"

"Be done with him, Huntress." The echoing
silken voice silenced the crowd and sent a surge of defiance
through her that curled her fingers into fists.

"I am not your executioner!" she called back
without turning. The killing was only giving him exactly what he
wanted, but she could defy him and save a life. "This man is no
threat!"

"He cheated many citizens of their money. He
deserves to die. He may not be a threat to you, but he is a
criminal. The people want justice!" He shouted the last statement
and several voices around the arena picked up in shouting
"Justice!"

Justice? Murdering a murderer was justice.
This was cold blood. She wasn't a murderer. She only killed to
defend the innocent.

Nadia's eyes never wavered from the man on
his back, his eyes pleading for his life. His expression only
faltered with the twitch of pain from his side. He hissed through
his teeth in taking a breath. She had caused him enough pain.

"It's true," he said. "But I tried to keep
my promises. Things kept going wrong. I couldn't…the tigers
sabotaged it."

Nadia studied him, her anger crashing
through her. She didn't hate this man, had never wanted to kill him
or the others. He had every reason to lie, but from what she had
learned about Je'Tiren…

"I believe you," she said under the repeated
chant from above of "Jus—tice!"

Je'Tiren was the one whose neck she wanted
to break.

"Kill him, Huntress. The people demand it."
The smug voice rose over the chanting, which died down.

"No!" She stepped away from the man and
turned to face the demonlord whose bright white stood out
distinctly from the clan representatives in their various colors.
"You set him up to fail, to give your games one more fighter…or one
more tray for your banquet. He's no fighter. I won't kill this man.
Look at him."

She turned to the man still lying on the
dirt, wincing from a broken rib. Yes, it was painful, but not like
that. The man was too soft. He was certainly no fighter and should
not have been there.

"Look at him!" She bellowed the command.

The audience's murmuring grew louder.

Je'Tiren made a motion with his arm and the
nearest doors swung open. Tigers and armored guards flooded in
around her and the man. Two women in orange and black armor yanked
the man to his feet, eliciting a cry of pain.

"He has wronged a dozen people. They will
never reclaim their property," Je'Tiren announced. "If you will not
give them the justice they demand…"

Nadia whirled in time to see blood spurt
from the man's throat over the armor of the woman on his right,
whose claws protruded out the back of his neck. He gurgled
momentarily and slumped from the released holds of the guards,
sliding from the claws in his throat.

The guard retracted her claws, a cold,
emotionless expression on her face, and stepped aside.

Abhorred by the brutality with which the
demonlords dispensed their so-called "justice", Nadia looked
away.

"Take her away!" The order came from above,
followed by questions and a few occasional catcalls.

The nearest guards shoved her in the back
with their usual roughness. She stumbled but continued towards the
gate, relieved to live but disappointed that the man had to
die.

"This, good citizens of Nakeros," Je'Tiren
announced, "is proof of the lies of Adepts. They would rather
support their fellow outlaws than abide by the law. They claim to
protect humanity but would rather seek to enslave it."

As she stepped into the dim underground
prison, the voices of the audience rose with disapproval of
her.

The doors ground shut behind her as the
guards led her back to her cell.

Damn Je'Tiren! More than ever, she wanted
her dagger. What happened to Lady Vi'Alees arranging that? Nadia
would be talking to their benefactor about that next time they saw
her. The last time she had visited had been after Kaelen's match
with the natters. Hopefully the lady would show up soon, since
Nadia had now fought.

She
wanted justice in the form of Je'Tiren's life. He proved exactly
what the Kodre du Noctir Te'Mea and Kodre du Imperi Li'Ador preached about demonlords. Those like him would start a war
between Adepts and demonlords that would only hurt both sides. They
didn't need that. The two could cooperate, but neither side would
see it as long as one spread lies and deceptions. She used to hate
all demonlords, until High Lord Je'Dron and Lord Je'Kaoron and the
other Je'Gri proved her wrong.

That's what she needed—to see Lord Je'Kaoron
again, to do something to help him. He was a good man, a father,
and a true friend. The thought of him suffering twisted her anger
into sorrow. She and Kaelen had it easy in their cell compared to
the man she had seen chained in the chamber. The manacles must have
been enchanted like those in the holding chamber of Acropa Je'Gri,
where then High Lord Je'Rekun had ordered her to torture the guard
who had assisted Je'Rol's escape.

How could they be so cruel to their own
kind? It was no wonder that humans could be even more abusive when
their masters demonstrated such behaviors.

There
had to be a way to stop the madness, but the only way she knew
would be to free Lord Je'Kaoron to spread his philosophies, to change others as he must have
changed Je'Dron.

She had to get out of that prison and free
him, but with demonlords on either side of her, she'd be dead in a
second. Trained by the Li'Ador, she could move quickly, but
demonlords had senses and strength far superior to her or any
human. They moved in a blur before a human could think of
reacting.

She needed her dagger. It might be dark in
its power, but it had the power to kill a demonlord. She was sure
of it.

The guards stopped at her cell, where Kaelen
waited with a look of concern on his face, and they unlocked the
cell door. She walked through without prompting.

Kaelen joined her but said nothing until the
guards locked the door behind her and disappeared in a clatter of
feet down the corridor. Close to her, he whispered, "What
happened?"

"Je'Tiren." Her anger returned to push aside
the feelings tangling inside her. She lifted her arm to dab at the
blood at her hairline and probed with her fingers to find only a
small cut where she had barely ducked the swing of a spear. "He
wanted me to kill an innocent man who couldn't fight. When I
wouldn't, he ordered his guards to finish it. He set the man up to
cheat others." Her rage fired up anew. "They want human death so
badly they sabotage good people to take desperate measures,
labeling them as crooks and swindlers and locking them away for
this…their slaughterhouse. It's obscene! And the people take his
word."

Kaelen huffed. "Exactly what the convocation
discussed. This is why the demonlords must be brought down."

Idiot!

Nadia shoved him against the wall. "You're
going to get us both killed talking like that in here!" she hissed
and gave him an extra shove. "You think Je'Tiren intended you to
survive those natters? Take another look at the shin guard if you
need a reminder."

"I didn't know you cared."

She released him and backed away in
frustration. "We need to get out of this, not die here." Before he
could speak, she spun on him. "And not all demonlords are cruel.
Some actually care, Kaelen."

"Like your pet, Je'Kaoron?"

"Don't
even…Lord Je'Kaoron,"
she said with emphasis on the proper title, "is more of a man than
you ever were."

"Is he?" Kaelen peeled himself from the
wall, his jaw setting like steel. "So you've experienced that
yourself?"

The unspoken accusation snapped her already
hair-thin patience. She threw the first punch, releasing the
frustrations of being there, stuck with him, and fighting to
survive while worrying for others and hating those who had put her
in that situation, where she had to wait and rely on others who
might or might not return for her. Kaelen's company was the worst,
pricking at the pain of her past, a constant unspoken accusation of
what she had done. She would have preferred the Kodre members,
Je'Tiren, or Commander Rovan, anyone she would love to dispose of;
but Kaelen was just as guilty as any of them for inflicting
suffering, even more since he had been the direct cause. It had to
end.

Kaelen defended himself, but she found the
vulnerable spots bruised by the natters a few days before. He
flinched but came back at her in the tight space of their shared
cell.

In spite of his wounds, he pinned her to the
ground, both of them breathing hard. She shouldn't have taken her,
but she had been tired from her fight and him rested and mostly
recovered from his match two days earlier.

Nadia tried to wiggle away, kicking and
growling at him hovering over her with her arms and legs pressed
into the dirt beneath his hands and legs. She didn't want to fight,
but she refused to give up. There had to be a way, but time was
running out and she worried about Lord Je'Kaoron. She shouldn't
care about him, but she did. And she hated Kaelen for forcing her
to see it and for staying with her when she wanted to continue to
hate him for leaving her and to forget that part of their past. And
she hated herself for keeping everything from him and for reminding
her of how much she hated what she had done because of him. She
couldn't keep in it any more.

Tears choked in her throat, squeezed out by
the tangle of emotions inside her. Overcome, she ceased her
struggles. He was right about her, and a part of her still cared
about him, increasing the weight of her guilt for what she had done
all those years ago.

"Nadia. Sssh…" He relaxed his hands and laid
his head near her shoulder, his body still hovering over her. "Ssh.
Ssh. Ssh…I don't want to fight. I'm sorry."

A sob escaped in spite of her efforts to
hide the emotions. "I hate you," she whimpered. It sounded puerile
and weak, but it wasn't him she hated.

He had stayed with her through the journey
from Acropa Je'Gri and their imprisonment in Nakeros, almost
striving to prove that he cared for her. Maybe he had left for good
reasons.

"I needed you and you left me."

"I know." His hair tickled her cheek,
evoking memories of the past, when he had held her in the embrace
of a lover. "I'm sorry."

She sniffed and choked down another sob,
staring up at the stone ceiling blurred in her vision by the tears
filling her eyes and overflowing to slide coldly down her face and
wash away the wall she had built up in denial for over seven
years.

"I never wanted to hurt you," he said.

"But you did," she said more calmly and took
a deep breath, the wall gone to reveal the secret she hadn't wanted
to confront but could no longer deny.

He said nothing but relaxed his grip on her
arms.

She slid them around his shoulders and held
him close in reassurance as guilt pushed the words to her lips.
"And I was so mad I…" Tears threatened to choke her again and she
tightened her hold around him as if it would make things better.
Kaelen laid down next to her, as he had many nights in that short
time in her past when she had been happy, which was why his leaving
had cut so deep. She wanted him to understand the depths of her
pain. "I…I left him like you left me."



Chapter 21

 


Kaelen lay partially on her, her arms around
him a welcome change from the distance she had imposed, but her
words sparked confusion. He lifted his head and wished he hadn't.
Tears welled in her eyes, her lips twitching in her struggle to
contain them. In training, she'd been determined to prove she could
make it as a demon hunter and ignored or hid her emotions to do
what needed to be done. Seeing her like this was like ripping out
his heart. He could only imagine what she must have suffered when
he left. Lord Je'Kaoron had softened her.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

"For what?" He was the one who had wronged
her.

Nadia let her breath out in a gust and
breathed again only to sniff. "I wouldn't let anything hold me
back. They had to tie me down for him to suckle. I would have
killed him. I hated you!" Tears streamed from her eyes, but it
wasn't the ferocity of her emotions that stabbed him.

Her words pierced like a hundred arrows.
Kaelen stared in disbelief and blinked, still baffled that he was
interpreting her correctly and wanting to be certain. "I…have a
son?"

"Somewhere." Nadia almost smiled but sniffed
again, her face hardening. "I felt so betrayed! You left me only
months before he was born." Her lips twitched with the welling of
moisture in her eyes. "He was so tiny…like all of them. I imagined
breaking his neck, as we had been taught to deal with half-blood
infants. I imagined him like them, like Je'Rol would have been,
nothing but a monster; I was so mad at you. I despised him for
holding me back from becoming a demon hunter. I wanted to kill him,
to kill you! I made it clear, and the midwives called in a
sorceress. I hated you even more after that…but I hated myself just
as much. And seeing you again…it all came back after I'd finally
put it behind me. I can't live with the secret anymore."

Kaelen rolled back from her and sat up,
stricken by her news. He had a son.

He probably had others, but none by women he
knew—the rewards for demon hunting were more than material and only
temporary pleasures. This was different. This was Nadia, the only
woman he had ever really loved.

He had a
son…She had a son.
It didn't seem real.

"You
left me, left us," she said.
"What do you know of what it means to be a man? Lord Je'Kaoron
stayed with his half-blood daughter but taught her to be strong. He
doesn't use people or abandon them."

Kaelen blinked and looked down at her still
lying next to him.

"Unlike you and the other men trying to hold
me back. I felt betrayed in the worst way. I thought this was on
purpose, to prove I was good for nothing else, just a woman."

"You were never 'just a woman'. Not to me. I
never wanted to leave you. I loved you, Nadia. That's why I came
when I was asked to find you. The elders knew of our history. I
think…" This wasn't easy, but she had to hear the truth. "I think
they thought that you'd listen to me before anyone else."

She sat up and scoffed. "Of course they did!
They used us both to get what they wanted. They probably expected
you to tame me and bring me back into line like some good little
broodmare. Our venerated leaders—" She spat the words like acid
from her tongue. "They've instituted programs to advance their
objectives faster…the Spirit Blades, the control stones—all part of
a plan to overthrow the demonlords. And did you ever consider that
they wanted to breed for stronger Adepts—another weapon against
demonlords. They used us both. They don't care who gets hurt in the
process—we're all expendable, merely tools, a means to their
ends."

"You don't believe that." How could she make
up such wild stories?

"I've had eight years to think about it."
She swiped away loose strands of hair from her tear-streaked face
and sniffed the last of her tears away with the return of her
spite. "Until I met Lord Je'Kaoron and saw his love for his own
half-blood daughter and saw Je'Rol back away in the worst blood
rage of any half-blood I've seen…I didn't know any other way. I
believed the lies until I saw the truth for myself."

Next to him, Nadia looked up, much calmer
than she had been but still afire with her convictions. "I'm not
someone's tool! And you can tell the council that I'm not going
back. They're not getting the dagger either."

Given what he knew, he understood her
feelings, but she was wrong about demonlords. Je'Tiren made the
point too well that the Adepts had to conquer demonlords to save
humans.

"I volunteered to come for the chance to
apologize for the past. I never quit loving you. I…hoped we could
start over."

She stared ahead, breathing deeply as if to
calm herself, never a good sign. After sitting quietly for a while,
she dropped her eyes. "Playing right into their hands."

"And now you tell me I have a son."

"Yes, you have a son. I hope you're happy."
She let out a huff and said in a quiet voice, "The sorcerers took
him away."

"We have a son raised by someone else."

"Yes. Our child. A child who probably
doesn't know about us."

"But we can change that."

"No. You can. I want
nothing to do with that part of my life."

"Do you hate me that much?"

She lifted her eyes to him, the fire still
burning. "I don't know anymore. But I gave up the right to be a
mother, and I don't want to go back. I can't change the past and I
won't be a part of anyone's games."

"But you can change the future," a gentle
voice said.

Kaelen twisted to see Lady Vi'Alees standing
outside their cell. "How long have you been there?"

"The better question is how long have I been
listening. The answer is that I've heard enough."

Kaelen rose to his feet with Nadia beside
him.

"Someone wishes to see you, Huntress."

Kaelen bristled. "Someone? Like
Je'Tiren?"

The lady's eyes flashed with anger for a
moment that passed. "No."

Nadia's face brightened, and he realized
what she expected, much to his disappointment.

"I have made arrangements to bring you to
the palace, a 'reward' for winning your match. Like last time, you
will be watched."

"I don't care. I must see him." Nadia's
expression lifted with hope.

The bitterness of bile rose into Kaelen's
throat to hear her say that and to have to bite his tongue in the
presence of the demonlord who could get them out of there. Nadia
would have to learn for herself.

The lady signaled to the warden, who brought
the keys to their cell and unlocked it. Nadia stepped out without
hesitation and the door was locked between them, but she paused and
stared at Kaelen for a few seconds.

In her eyes, he saw a peace that hadn't been
there before and a sadness untwined from the rage that had expended
itself. He had caused her more pain than he could ever hope to
assuage. As jealous as he was of Lord Je'Kaoron, as much as her
affinity for the demonlord tormented him, he understood why she
might turn to a demonlord when she had been betrayed by her own
kind.

Kaelen might yet be able to lure her from
her misguided notions, and she was cracking. The confession and the
subsequent peace that it brought to her had chipped away at her
hatred. He might have a chance to convince her that his intentions
for her were honorable, but he still had a long ways to turn her
from her loyalty to the demonlords.

He wasn't giving up without a fight,
however, especially now that he knew he had a son.



Chapter 22

 


"Now you know." Nadia spoke in a low voice
in the tunnel of mostly-empty cells.

"We all bear the burdens of our
decisions."

Nadia caught the hint of sadness in the
lady's voice and said nothing more, not wanting to imagine what
burdens the lady bore.

The sunlight glared once more upon her
stepping from the darkness of the detention area beneath the arena.
Nadia's eyes quickly adjusted as she hurried with Lady Vi'Alees
across the flat expanse at that otherwise quiet section of the
arena for the comings and goings of carriages meant for prisoner
transfers. Up the stairs and across the stone gardens between the
arena and palace, she didn't restrain herself, drawn by her need to
see Lord Je'Kaoron.

After that confession to Kaelen, she needed
to see the demonlord more than ever to settle the confusion in her
heart.

"How is he?" she dared to ask when the
palace still seemed a day's trek away. Lady Vi'Alees would
understand, even if the tigers lounging about wouldn't.

"That is hard to say."

Cold speared her chest from the possible
meanings behind that statement, and her feet faltered a second
before picking up the pace. The lady stayed by her without effort
in her long strides.

"You need not fret, Huntress. He requested
to see you."

"He did?" She slowed her steps, uncertain
whether to take this as a sign that Lord Je'Kaoron was well or that
he was near death.

Lady Vi'Alees turned to the many tigers and
a few other demonlords lounging on boulders and ledges in the
warmth of the sun around the rock garden. Although only a handful
in number while most attended the games at the arena, they were
still suspect of being the extended senses for Je'Tiren. The lady
took her arm and pressed her forward without a word.

"We haven't much time. He'll explain when
you see him."

Explain what—that she should leave while she
could? That she should leave him to die there? She was not going to
let him become a martyr for her.

Nadia said nothing but stretched her legs to
keep up with Lady Vi'Alees to the palace, through its corridors,
and down the spiral stairs into the cellar where Lord Je'Kaoron lay
on the cold floor.

"You must be quick," Lady Vi'Alees said in a
low voice that barely cracked the echoing silence. "Je'Tiren will
return from the arena soon. Your match was one of the last
scheduled for the day."

Nadia gave a nod and left the lady on the
stairs to reach the man in white and black who lifted his head from
the floor.

"Nadia."

That voice should have been rich with
confidence and patience, not weak and scratchy. Sympathy tore her
emotions. She dropped to her knees at his side and helped him sit
up. "My lord."

When he sat facing her, her heart sank to
see him gaunt and weak. Small comfort that the original sores and
cuts seemed to have healed, when new ones had been inflicted. She
reached up to crusted blood trailing from his ear and gasped as the
lobe pulled away from his cheek.

He winced but remained at her touch.

"What has he done to you?" Emotions choked
her voice, dangerous emotions burning away the grief and shame she
had spilled to Kaelen.

"I'm not important."

"How can you say that?" She gently traced
the bruise on his forehead with her fingers and examined the other
side. "What has he done?" She ground the words through teeth
clenched in anger. Je'Tiren deserved no mercy for this.

"He's not the one to worry about." Lord
Je'Kaoron's voice croaked with weakness.

"Where's the water?" Nadia looked around,
but not until Lady Vi'Alees stepped aside did she see that the
bucket was empty.

"I will do what I can," the woman said.

"Listen to me…Nadia." Lord Je'Kaoron reached
for her face. His hand trembled and she leaned into it to help him,
to reach for him. His touch released the tears that had been
welling up anew.

She didn't care anymore who saw her tears.
That day had brought the catalyst to release the pain building up
inside.

"I…must ask your forgiveness."

"What? Why? This isn't your fault." Lady
Je'Diri and Lord Je'Tiren had killed their guards and captured
them. Lord Je'Kaoron was the one who suffered. If anything, it was
her fault for letting this happen. She was failing in her promise
to Je'Surana and herself.

"It is." His fingers traced along her cheek,
drawing her eyes to him. "I knew I couldn't do this alone. I knew I
could rely on you if I fell. I almost gave up; the torture was more
than I anticipated, but it revealed secrets."

After a deep breath, he said, "I put you at
risk when I knew Je'Rekun's allies would be after me."

"So did I; I knew you risked your life. It's
the other reason I had to come. Je'Surana didn't need to write her
note. I made my own choice to be here."

He forced a smile but his eyes pleaded
forgiveness. "But I expected this and put you at risk in my
selfishness, because…I knew I was weak. Now, I must ask you to take
up my burden, because I know you have the strength."

She hiccupped on the lump in her throat. He
had always believed in her. She would give anything for him, but
this was wrong. The implications of his words scared her. "You
can't give up," she bit out, angry that he would even consider
it.

"You are my strength. I have none left."

As his hand fell from her face, she caught
it and held it. "Then I will not let you die."

"That may not be an option."

"My lord—" Lady Vi'Alees gasped.

His eyes remained on Nadia, his fingers
loose through hers. "I have lived a long time. Do not weep for
me."

"But I haven't lived long." Nadia sniffed as
a new anger rose within her. "You would leave me so soon?" Like
Je'Rol. Like Kaelen. How could he of all people do this to her? "I
thought you were my friend. I thought…" She choked on the
words.

Pale blue eyes focused on her with a clarity
that hadn't been there since before his capture. "I would never
leave you."

"Then live. Live to fulfill this mission
yourself." She bit out the words, touching the dispirit power
inside her. Unlike her attempt months ago in the conflict over
Je'Rol, Lord Je'Kaoron didn't push her aside. Her will became his.
Either he was too weak to resist or needed her so badly that he
couldn't go on alone. Whatever the case, she would will him to
fight on.

"For me.
For Je'Surana. For Lady Vi'Alees. And for this world…You
will
do what it takes to survive
this." She tightened her fingers around his and held him in her
gaze.

A weak smile emerged on his face and he gave
a nod. "Thank you…for reminding me why this is important." He
breathed deeply and said, "But I do need your help. I am here to
investigate a threat to this world which must be restrained. All
life is in peril if we don't stop the demon."

What demon could threaten all life, assuming
he didn't mean demonlords? She searched his eyes for a hint that he
was wrong and recognized the cool, knowing glimmer of purpose and
the inner peace that was his usual presence.

"Will you help us?"

She squeezed his hands and looked up at Lady
Vi'Alees, expecting her to be the other part of the 'us' he
mentioned. The lady tipped her head.

Returning her attention to him, Nadia asked,
"What can I do?" She was only a human.

"Be strong," he said. "You will face your
greatest challenge, and I believe you can overcome it. You possess
a strength you haven't realized."

She wanted to ask what he meant but dared
not speak her questions aloud.

"I will," she said instead. "If you stay
strong and live."

"I will fight."

That was what she wanted. Nadia let go of
his hand hold him, bending over to bury the slow trickle of tears
in his shoulder.

"We should go," Lady Vi'Alees said.

Reluctant to leave him to the mercy of
Je'Tiren, Nadia hesitated.

"Lord Je'Tiren will return from the arena
soon. You don't want to encounter him."

Anger exploded within her at the thought of
meeting the monster who had caused the suffering of the gentle man
before her. "Yes, I do."

"Be careful," Lord Je'Kaoron said in that
weak, scratchy voice. "I promise we will meet again."

Nadia lifted her head to stare at him and
use the dispirit to force him to fight to live.

In the midst of her concentration, Lady
Vi'Alees forced her to her feet and dragged her toward the stairway
with a firm hand on her arm. At the stairs, Nadia climbed while
looking back until he disappeared from sight.

At the top, the lady put up a hand and
halted.

Nadia waited, holding her breath and
listening. The demonlord's senses would be far more acute than her
human senses.

When the lady crept out at the landing,
Nadia followed to the main level of the palace.

"You could use another bath, Huntress. Your
scent is almost overwhelming."

Considering she had just come out of a match
of the Dao Larashi after a few days of stewing in the cell, she
wasn't surprised. "I'd welcome the opportunity."

The corner of the lady's lips curved up
slightly but fell a stride later upon the appearance of a
particular Je'Gri surrounded by several others at the far end of
the corridor. They had stepped from the back veranda overlooking
the rock garden.

Nadia's blood ran cold. If only she had her
dagger.

Lady Vi'Alees hesitated, but picked up her
stride and led Nadia towards him. It had to be part of the ruse of
pretending to use hers and Lord Je'Kaoron's time together. The lady
knew how deeply Nadia despised Je'Tiren.

In the demonlord Lexic, the group spoke,
their words reaching her more clearly with each step, their fawning
over his brilliant fighters nauseating, until Je'Tiren put a hand
up several strides away and halted them.

"Demon Hunter Nadia," he said. "Your
presence is always a pleasure. Your skills need work, however."

Fury rose up, for the men and women who had
died in the games, particularly the innocent, and especially for
the suffering he had inflicted on a man she cared about. She had
nothing to lose and took the opening, twisting and whirling to get
at least two good jabs in before he caught her arm. One more elbow
hit his middle before he caught her other arm and pulled both
behind her.

"As I said," he hissed in her ear, "your
skills need work."

"You deranged bastard!" She tried to pull
away, but his grip didn't budge.

"Don't be so hasty to judge."

"You set up innocent people to be executed.
How many will be on the menu tonight?"

A soft snort blew across her cheek, the
faint brush of his hair following. "I could add one more."

Nadia caught the tense look on Lady Vi'Alees
and ceased her struggles.

"Did you care for him like you did with your
demon hunter?" he said in a soft, sultry voice.

A moment of panic rushed through her. "Don't
change the subject, Je'Tiren."

He
twisted her arms and her shoulders felt as if he tore them out.
"Lord
Je'Tiren. Perhaps the fight
didn't take enough defiance out of you."

He pulled tighter, sending pain throughout
her shoulders.

"Seeing what you did…ah!…to…Lord Je'Kaoron…"
She grunted in pain.

"My lord…please. It would unfair to injure
fighters outside the arena." Vi'Alees's gaze swept over him and
beyond to the three other demonlords watching. "I am the demon
hunters' sponsor and must protest any harm incurred to my
fighters."

If not for the feeling of her arms being
torn out, Nadia would have laughed. He wasn't alone to do as he
pleased. His company included individuals of at least two outside
clans, one of them the silvery Lor'Vas who claimed the largest
freshwater lakes of Tikeros as their domains. He needed them more
than they needed him if he hoped to topple Je'Dron.

He must have realized the same thing; his
hold relaxed. Although her arms still ached slightly, the feeling
of having them ripped off eased.

"Only by my agreement, Lady," he said with a
sneer in his voice.

"Yes, an agreement, bound by the rules of
the Dao Larashi. If you harm my fighters, I am permitted to inflict
the same on yours."

She walked a slippery slope. They were all
his fighters, but he didn't object. Rather, he sent Nadia into the
lady, who caught her.

"Take her back to her cell." A hint of a
tiger's growl rumbled in his voice. "She stinks."

"Yes, my lord," Lady Vi'Alees said.

"I'll teach her friend what it means to
cross me."

Ice speared Nadia's heart, stopping it
cold—Lord Je'Kaoron! An iron grip stopped her from attacking him
again. "No!" She tried to shake off the lady, but Lady Vi'Alees
didn't budge.

The malevolent smile on his face confirmed
her fears. He led the others past without a word.

"He's taunting you only." Lady Vi'Alees's
hands held firm to her wrists, leaving her to do no more than watch
the group pass.

Nadia wanted to rip out his throat, and it
wasn't an effect of the dagger's darkness. He deserved to die.

"There's nothing you can do to stop him" the
lady said.

"When do I get it back?" She watched the
demonlords' receding backs.

"When you promise to restrain yourself."

After a few seconds of debate within
herself, Nadia relaxed. For Lord Je'Kaoron, she would do as the
lady said.

"This way." Lady Vi'Alees released her
grip.

Nadia glanced back the way Je'Tiren and his
guests had gone, uncertain whether Je'Tiren was bluffing again or
not and whether to risk finding out the hard way. "What will he do
to Lord Je'Kaoron?"

The lady's eyes went unfocused, her
expression sinking. "I'm not sure, but Je'Tiren will need him
alive."

Small relief. Despite wanting to protect
him, Nadia would honor his request, whatever that was exactly.

Lady Vi'Alees led her to the main stairs,
which she took up rather than heading outside to return to the
arena cell.

"Where are we going?"

"You will see. Keep quiet now."

Curious what the lady intended, Nadia freely
followed her up the stairs and through another corridor, her heart
with Lord Je'Kaoron and dreading what Je'Tiren would inflict next
while hoping the time had come for her to regain the dagger.

Lady Vi'Alees led her to a single door,
which she held open. Nadia stepped into an elegantly simple room
with a large bed that appeared more like a low table with a large
sleeping mat spread upon it, small pillows at the head and blankets
folded at the foot. Not like the plush beds of Acropa Je'Gri but
more like a raised version of what passed for a bed for most
people, except travelers like herself who slept on the cold, hard
ground. The room was sparse, having few other amenities but for the
white and gray marble overlay from the floor to hip height along
the walls. Two large windows stood on the wall opposite them with a
tall closet in the corner.

The snick of the door closing broke her exam
of the room. No place to hide.

"Why did you bring me here?"

Lady Vi'Alees crossed the room to the closet
but, instead of opening the top doors, she pushed it aside and felt
along the wall until the stone parted to rotate open, revealing a
hidden horizontal panel. From the hidden recess, she pulled out a
decorated box of about the length of her forearm through which a
hint of a shadow could be seen. Upon opening the lid and tilting it
to her, Nadia beheld the familiar sheath still bearing the
dagger.

"I felt it upon you as I do now," Lady
Vi'Alees said.

Nadia took the weapon from the box. As her
hand set upon it, the familiar power coursed through her. The
turmoil of the spirits trapped within it reached her more clearly
than she had noticed before, when it had spread its shadow upon her
spirit without her realizing, before she knew what it was and even
before she had faced the worst of her past.

"Few can bear such a weapon without being
affected."

Nadia held its familiar weight and closed
her fingers with reluctance, the darkness whispering to give in and
strike down those who opposed her, to spill blood. Je'Tiren's
blood.

"I've borne it many years, my lady," she
said. "I've learned to live with it."

"No." The lady shook her head. "You must
never accept it. Like the darkness inside that such a weapon seeks
to exploit, you must always be aware of how you use it or it will
take over you. Do not lose yourself in anger. Lord Je'Kaoron
understands the risks, but he must feel that you are strong."

"Or that it's the only way," Nadia said. The
power flowed through her, revitalizing her with the confidence to
take on Je'Tiren.

"Killing is never the only way." The
reproach in the lady's voice shook Nadia from visions of inflicting
harm on the city lord.

Lord Je'Kaoron would only kill as a last
resort. Although not above using physical injury as a means to an
ends when the situation required, he would not take a life unless
necessary to save another.

Taking Je'Tiren's life might not save
anyone. She would have to eliminate all his supporters to guarantee
their freedom.

The dagger thrummed with power at the
thought of spilling so much blood.

Repulsed by the essence of the blade and the
fact that it could sway her so easily, she held it away, but she
couldn't escape it while her hand was upon it.

"Already its vile influence affects you,"
Lady Vi'Alees said with a hint of disgust. "I can only hope Lord
Je'Kaoron is right."

Nadia lowered her hand with the dagger and
sheath, the lady's words hitting her. "Right about what?"

"That you will need the dagger."

"It will help us defeat Je'Tiren."

Lady Vi'Alees snorted. "There are worse
evils than him to fear. Lord Je'Kaoron relies on us to stop
them."

"What 'evils'?"

The
lady's hand shot to her arm and clasped it. "I did not wish to involve you,
but we are few and need all the allies we can find. Lord Je'Kaoron
favors you; he trusts you. There are things of which we cannot
openly speak and I surmise it is his wish that you understand. That
dagger can serve another purpose. Je'Tiren seeks a demon to gain
greater power, but to unleash the beast would destroy this
world."

"What kind of monster could make demonlords
quiver?"

"We did not grant ourselves the title by
hubris. It was recognized by our ancestors, the First Ones, as
their purpose."

"This is more than goblins and natters."

The lady
straightened with a breath. "Far worse creatures came into being."

Nadia blinked and was jolted by a recent
incident that shot to the forefront. "The goblin's warning."

"What goblin?" Lady Vi'Alees asked in a note
of caution.

"On the way here, we encountered a goblin.
Once our escort and Lord Je'Kaoron were far enough, he spoke about
seeking the Guardians with a warning. They feared something."

The lady's eyes widened. "He knows of
this?"

"Of course."

Lady Vi'Alees dropped her eyes, which stared
as if seeing something dreadful.

Nadia waited, but the lady didn't respond.
"My lady?"

She looked up, her hand still clasped on
Nadia's arm.

"What does it mean?"

"One of the ancient demons is trapped within this city. It
is this beast that we fear Je'Tiren seeks to release from its
prison with the expectation that he can dominate its power. But it
took a Guardian bearing enchanted weapons of the Old Ones to subdue
it long ago, and it requires six clans to break the wards
imprisoning it. No one demonlord can hope to command its power or
destroy it. We thought this was the only threat. But a lesser demon
walks among us, and now you tell me the goblins seek the
Guardians…" Lady
Vi'Alees looked down to the dagger and its sheath.
"We will need all
more than we have expected."

Nadia waited for her to explain.

After
several seconds, Lady Vi'Alees continued, "There are other demons around this
world, trapped and hidden like the Black Fire in this city. Ancient
beasts spawned by the carelessness of the Old Ones, the ones you
humans call the Master Race. Only the demonlords were successful in
saving the world, and barely. But they could not destroy the
monsters. They could only trap them for eternity and hope one day
to learn how to undo the magic of their forebears."

Demons who could destroy everything?
Monsters of the Master Race? That didn't sound like the benevolent
ancient beings referenced in the Book of Kirian, the book studied
by all Adepts. It sounded like blasphemy. What monsters could the
long-gone Master Race have created? Could they have fallen to
monsters of their own creation?

Nadia shuddered at the thought of the most
powerful race in the history of their world falling where the
demonlords had barely succeeded.

"I thought Je'Tiren sought the power for
himself, but if the goblins seek the Guardians, then perhaps this
goes beyond his small domain. I fear your sorcerers may be
partially responsible, delving into magic they should not possess
in an attempt to usurp demonlords without understanding what we
truly are."

"Why?" Demonlords weren't as ignorant as
other Adepts liked to believe. That might have bothered her several
months ago, but much had changed. One thing had stayed the same—she
had always been wary of sorcerers and their secrets, even more so
upon learning the true nature of the dagger entrusted to her. But
now, she felt that Lady Vi'Alees was on to something and had
another reason to fear them.

"I don't
know," Lady Vi'Alees admitted. "But I believe I can trust you with the
knowledge that Lord Je'Kaoron is no mere demonlord. You must tell
no one or they would seek his secrets, as Lord Je'Tiren does. He is
one of the last of the Guardians. He has his reasons for what he
does, noble reasons." Her eyes fell to the dagger and sheath in Nadia's
hand. "His
trust is a gem, my lady."

Nadia gazed at the dagger, feeling its
weight fully impacting her mind with the lady's words.

He was a Guardian, one of those the goblin
had sought with its warning. The knowledge hit with the weight of
denial, yet it didn't surprise her. As Lord Je'Kaoron himself had
warned her, the Guardians had been tortured for their knowledge in
the past. It explained why he had asked her not to question him
about it, and it disappointed her that he hadn't trusted her with
that knowledge. She understood his reasons, however; he was aware
of the consequences to other Guardians. He was a caring man who was
willing to sacrifice himself…

She couldn't let that happen. This was far
bigger than her rescuing him, than them destroying the dagger at
the Nik'Terek Gate. "What do we do?"

Still
holding her wrist, Lady Vi'Alees said in her mind,
"Lord Je'Kaoron has
requested a messenger sent to High Lord Je'Dron, which we, the last
of my clan, hope means that he is ready to take control of Nakeros
from Je'Tiren and his followers.

"But he may be too late. I fear Je'Tiren has
used this festival to lure the clans he needs to this city to
release the demon from its prison…He needed only a dragon. All six
clans are here. They can release the Black Fire, the demon
entombed, if Je'Tiren can force cooperation."

Nadia gazed in stunned silence at the lady,
who released her arm. Her thoughts raced into a melee of
conflicting possibilities. She lowered her eyes to the weapon.
"What can I do?" She was no demonlord, merely a warrior with the
ability to control demons and not even demonlords. If they couldn't
control this ancient monster, she had no hope. Even the dagger
would be insufficient against something so powerful.

"Lord Je'Kaoron would never ask anyone to
kill for him, but he knows what must be done."

Nadia's fingers tightened around the sheath,
the dark suggestions of the blade flowing through her with the
pleasure of satisfying her desires lingering since the first
encounter with Je'Tiren.

"Keep it hidden until the opportune time.
Others will sense it. That is why I have kept it in this box."

"Thank you, my lady."

"Do not thank me." Lady Vi'Alees replaced
the empty box in the hidden panel, which she closed and hid once
more. "Such a weapon is dangerous to the user. Remember who you
are, always…the woman he needs."

Her words could have been a spear to her
heart. Nadia swallowed the clog of emotions that rose and, at the
snap of an idea where to hide the dagger, pulled it from its sheath
to stuff it inside her shin guard. She could figure out how to
secure it back in her cell, but until then, the dagger would be
hidden in a place where it would do no physical harm; the spell was
needed to take a soul. Its dark influence was another matter.

"I will do what I must to save Lord
Je'Kaoron," she said.

"And I believe you have the means. Lord
Je'Naku, the warrior from the market, has not healed as a demonlord
should."

The blade pulsed in its glory next to her
leg, as if it understood its own strength and reveled in it. She
had the means to bring down Je'Tiren. His lewd suggestions would
end. His threat to Kaelen and his torment of Lord Je'Kaoron would
be over, as would his deception of the people. But there was still
the matter of his supporters.

"I can't do it alone," Nadia said.

"You won't have to, if High Lord Je'Dron
comes through. But you must have patience."

"While Lord Je'Kaoron suffers?"

"He understands the risks. He accepted them
when he planned to be caught."

The lady could have slapped her. Nadia
blinked, taken aback by her words. "Planned to be caught?"

"It was
the only way to get into the city without suspicions by Je'Tiren or
the sakul
m'rath."

A feeling of betrayal threatened her concern
for him. "Why didn't he tell me?" She would have helped him.

Lady Vi'Alees shrugged. "He understands the
intrigues and suspicions of the clans, and he's not the kind to
risk those he cares about. He would not have wanted you in the
city. He knew the sorceress, the last Adept to visit Nakeros,
disappeared and he would not wish that upon you. And he could not
risk his purpose being known. Je'Tiren has revealed his secrets to
him, as he expected."

She had always known that Lord Je'Kaoron
kept much to himself, a private man, and she understood now why.
However, learning all this from someone else stung.

"This was the task he had to do," she
realized out loud. He had told her in his own way. She only wished
he had told her the risks, but she might not have let him
leave.

Nadia sighed. She wouldn't have let him
leave, and neither would Je'Surana. The girl would have done
everything to keep him safe, even risking her life.

Nadia would have done the same. Now, saving
him was up to her.

"Take me back to him and I'll end this."
They had already wasted too much time talking. Je'Tiren had
threatened to unleash his anger on Lord Je'Kaoron for her defiance
in the arena.

"We must wait for High Lord Je'Dron."

Anger flared in Nadia that the lady was
willing to force further suffering on Lord Je'Kaoron. She reached
for the door handle. "No." She now had the means to do what she
should have done days ago, before she knew that she could.

Without waiting for the inevitable
objection, Nadia pulled the door open and burst out. The dagger
stayed secure in her armor piece, its closeness reassuring and
feeding her with its strength. She raced through the corridor to
the stairway and flew down, the rapid patter of feet close
behind.



Chapter 23

 


Nadia tromped down the stairs in her haste
to the cellar and halted abruptly upon sight of Je'Kaoron lying
alone.

Lady Vi'Alees bumped her from behind but
caught Nadia's shoulders to stop her from falling the last few
steps.

"He's not here," Nadia murmured, her eyes
searching every shadow. No sign of any tiger or human form
demonlord. That couldn't be right.

Je'Kaoron slowly turned to look at her.
Nadia rushed to him and knelt, the dagger pressing against her leg
but not cutting. "My lord. I was afraid…Je'Tiren threatened…"

Realization struck her with the relief that
Je'Kaoron was no worse than she had left him. Je'Tiren hadn't
threatened Je'Kaoron specifically. He had only said "friend".

"Kaelen," she finished her statement.

Je'Kaoron looked up at her. "Go…Nadia," he
said in a hoarse voice.

She could hardly leave him, but a part of
her feared for Kaelen. She cared, even if she didn't want to. That
Je'Kaoron would sacrifice himself for her concerns brushed aside
any anger inspired by the dagger, moving her to bend down and kiss
his cheek. "We'll talk again."

"Huntress."

She looked up at Lady Vi'Alees. The figure
descending behind the lady wore a smirk that sparked her fury.
Nadia jumped to her feet, her emotions fed by the dagger.
"You!"

Lady Je'Diri stood with the calm that came
from confidence, like the smirk on her face.

Nadia rushed at her, feeling invincible,
like she could crush the windpipe of the demonlord or snap her
neck.

Lady Vi'Alees caught her, halting her from
attacking the tigress. Nadia struggled, but the demonlord was too
strong. "You will return to your cell, Huntress." She fixed Nadia
with a stare that said she had other plans.

Reluctantly, Nadia ceased her struggles, but
she glared at the tigress.

"Your friend will need you," Lady Je'Diri
taunted.

"Kaelen."

"You should keep control of your animal."
With a warning look to Lady Vi'Alees, the tigress marched back up
the stairs and disappeared.

Still holding Nadia's arm, Lady Vi'Alees led
her up the stairs. Nadia looked back over her shoulder and caught
the shift of Lord Je'Kaoron's head in a nod. She didn't want to
leave him to Je'Tiren's punishment, but she had to see Kaelen. He
would need her also.

At the top of the stairs, they stepped out
on the main floor. Lady Je'Diri stopped with Je'Tiren near the
front entrance. Only the grip of Lady Vi'Alees's hand on her arm
restrained her. The two Je'Gri turned away with confidence.

"Restrain yourself, Huntress, or you will
sacrifice everything."

Nadia wanted the dagger in her hands but
fought the desire, clenching her fingers in a fist around the
imaginary hilt. "Take me to my cell."

Without argument, Lady Vi'Alees hurried her
back to the arena through the rain. Through the half-empty
detention area, they barely paused to find the warden for the keys
to the cell.

Outside the bars, Nadia gasped from the
sight of what lay on the floor. "Kaelen!"

The demonlord couldn't get the door unlocked
fast enough. As soon as it was open, Nadia rushed to him where he
lay curled up on his side.

"What happened?" She brushed black hair
aside from four bloody gouges along his cheek. Claw marks and
fresh; blood oozed from them down his cheek and neck.

Kaelen turned his head slowly to look up at
her, exposing a cut on his lip and a partially swollen eye. "N—Now
you're con—" He spat blood from his mouth, his body twitching in
pain spasms. "Concerned?"

"I didn't know. When did this happen?"

He grunted and relaxed his head to lie down
again. "Not long ago."

A shadow descended opposite her. Standing on
his other side, Lady Vi'Alees frowned. "He has negated our
agreement. You can't fight like this."

Kaelen winced upon breathing and twitched.
Sympathy moved Nadia to reach for him, but Kaelen scowled.

"I'm sorry," Nadia said. "It's my fault. I
threatened his control. I refused to kill an innocent man." And she
had delayed returning to reclaim the dagger.

"You…should have listened to…to me.
We…should have left." He almost laughed but his face contorted in
pain. "You only worried about…Lord Je'Kaoron."

"You only worried about the dagger," she
countered in a low voice. "I didn't ask you to come."

"That dagger can…save us."

"It may, but it is a threat," Lady Vi'Alees
said.

He laughed but quickly winced and spat more
blood into the dirt. "To you."

"To any who bear it."

Nadia caught the lady's eyes in
acknowledgment of what she was trying to say but doubted that
Kaelen would listen, especially to a demonlord.

"We should not speak of this here," Lady
Vi'Alees said in a low voice, hunching down to examine him.

He was quiet, the only response coming as
occasional trembling and wincing. Lady Vi'Alees gently pressed on
his shoulder to roll him to his back. Kaelen complied but didn't
look happy about it, nor did he like the lady stretching his legs
out. When she pulled his hand from his side, he winced. Her probing
with her fingers along his side that had been turned up elicited a
cry of pain that tugged at Nadia's sympathy. She winced when he
hissed through his teeth.

Lady Vi'Alees sat back with a look of
disapproval. "At least one broken rib." She probed along his side
nearest to her and, upon touching one spot, he flinched. Next to
it, he flinched again. "Bruised at least two on this side."

"I could have…told you that," he said.
"They…They weren't con—Ah!—concerned with the…end result."

"I imagine not," Nadia muttered in guilt.
She brushed away the sweat-sticky waves of short black from the
cuts on his face and pulled her cloak around to dab at the oozing
blood. This was her fault for forsaking him.

No. This was Je'Tiren's fault. He did this
to punish her. She had rejected his choice of which man to kill,
being willing to give up her life for them. But that hadn't been
what Je'Tiren had wanted, so he nearly killed both of them.

More and more, the dagger called to her.

"He'll need to heal before he can fight."
Lady Vi'Alees let out a heavy sigh. "Je'Tiren has no fighters of
equal strength. Our agreement means nothing."

"What agreement?"

The lady hesitated before answering, "If you
win, he sets Lord Je'Kaoron free. But if you lose…" Her brow
furrowed in regret, Lady Vi'Alees shook her head. "I have doomed
this world."

Nadia straightened as pieces fit together
from their conversation. "You didn't."

Lady Vi'Alees met her eyes. "I did. If you
lose, I've sworn to reveal what he seeks."

"Then I can't lose," Nadia said, the dagger
feeding her anger with its blood craving.

The lady nodded. "Indeed. We must keep you
strong."

"What of him?"

Lady Vi'Alees gazed at Kaelen in
contemplative silence. Through one good eye, he looked from her to
Nadia and back, the side of his face with the four gashes still
oozing blood. "He needs time to recover, far too much for what
these games would allow."

"We can't let him fight."

"Not like this."

"What…does he want?" Kaelen groaned.

"We can't discuss it here," Nadia said.

He lay quiet, his eyes falling closed and
his breathing uneven.

Amid the distant clinks of chains on
half-bloods and the echo of voices some distance down the arched
walkway between cell rows, Lady Vi'Alees's silence was
deafening.

Nadia continued to press her cloak to the
blood on Kaelen's face, but it wouldn't be enough to stop it. He
was probably already too weak from blood loss to do much. The
broken and bruised ribs insured that he wouldn't recover any time
soon.

"He needs rest. I dare not move him," the
lady said. "I will do what I can to treat his wounds, and I must
confront Je'Tiren about this. The people would not find
satisfaction in watching your friend fight like this. Perhaps I can
convince Je'Tiren to remove him from the fight, for the sake of his
pride, Je'Tiren's pride."

"That would be…" Kaelen winced. "Be
good."

Nadia put a hand to his chestplate and
watched her fingertips moving over the raised design like the one
on her own armor. She worried about him, the father of her only
child. She might have hated him for years, but things had changed
in their short time reunited; or maybe she had changed. A part of
her remembered the way she used to feel about him, the way her
pulse raced with anticipation and all the world seemed right when
he touched her. She didn't want to see him like this; she couldn't
despise him. A shadow of those feelings from the past still haunted
her.

He lifted his hand and covered hers.
Although he made no more attempt to speak, the look in his eyes
revealed the thoughts in his head.

"He'll never win," she assured him. "I was
willing to give up my life to save both of you."

"Beat him…Nadia," he said through clenched
teeth. "Do what y—you have to."

He didn't have to tell her. But what would
become of him?

"Then you have to live." A sense of déjà vu
haunted her. She had said the same to Lord Je'Kaoron not long
ago.

She cared about both in different but
similar ways but couldn't choose one over the other to live or
die.

"It takes…more than this…to stop me."

"Good." Someone had a will to live. Now, if
only Je'Kaoron would gain some of that.

"I'll bring water to clean the wounds," Lady
Vi'Alees said while rising to her feet.

Nadia forced a smile in gratitude, returning
her attention to Kaelen while the lady departed.

"What…What did you do when…Je'Tiren told
you?"

She stared at him, feeling that his question
had more than a simple purpose. He deserved the dignity of the
truth; she wouldn't hide it from him. "I ran to Lord Je'Kaoron,
expecting to find him worse than this."

Kaelen gave a soft snort but winced, his
hand pressing down on hers. "You care more for h—him than your own
kind."

Her sympathies hardened in her chest. "Don't
do this again. You should be glad I came when I did, that Lady
Vi'Alees decided to sponsor us, that I still care about you."

He laughed and shoved her hand from him, his
lip curled in a snarl.

Taken aback, she stared at him in silence,
but he turned his head aside and closed his good eye, the other
nearly swollen shut.

Lady Vi'Alees soon returned with a bucket of
water and set it next to her. "I've ordered the guards to bring
another. You'll need it. Try to get him to drink. I'll do what I
can with Je'Tiren."

After a pause to give Kaelen a chance to
speak—but he stubbornly clamped shut—Nadia said, "Thank you."

Vi'Alees tipped her head and departed once
more, the keys clinking in the lock.

After she left, Nadia hissed, "You could
show a little gratitude."

"It hurts," he said, his eyes still closed
and head turned away so the cuts were up, likely his way to say she
had done this to him.

She should have left him alone and let him
care for himself, but even with the dagger nagging her, she
couldn't hate him. The confession of their child had been like a
dam released on her emotions, letting the anger pour away while
guilt settled to the bottom.

It hurts, he'd
said.
Had he meant the physical
wounds or her? Maybe now he finally understood what he had done to
her.

He flinched at the water she wrung out over
the bleeding gashes crusting at the edges, but he didn't move. When
the blood rinsed over his mouth, he blew it away.

"If he's
so…worth your attention, ask him…Ask him what a sakul m'rath is."

She halted with her cape before dipping it
back in the bucket. How did Kaelen know? "A what?" She tried to
sound confused.

"I heard
him talking to Je'Dron the night before…before we left." He inhaled
with a groan. "Je'Kaoron said…he was going to
investigate…the sakul m'rath."

"Why were you listening to them?" She
suspected the answer but wanted to hear it from him.

"To—Ah!" He hissed air in through his teeth.
"Watch…your knees."

She slid away so she wasn't touching his
side, the side with the broken rib, and continued to clean the
wound on his cheek.

"I wanted to question Je'Kaoron," he said
quickly, before bloody water flowed into his mouth.

"About me." In frustration, she wrung out
the water from her cloak over his eyes with a splash.

Kaelen brooded in silence.

She should leave him to his own. He'd caused
her enough trouble. She would have been better off without him
there.

But he was there and couldn't take care of
himself. Guilt wormed its way through her heart that she had given
more attention to Lord Je'Kaoron while the real target had been
Kaelen.

Angry at herself as much as him, she dipped
her cloak back into the bucket and continued to clean his face.

"Ask him," he said in a low voice.

Nadia clamped her teeth. While she wasn't
happy that Lord Je'Kaoron kept his secrets from her, she understood
why. She couldn't trust Kaelen with those same secrets. For all she
knew, he would take them back to the sects, endangering a man she
cared about—cared deeply about, she realized by the ache in her
heart from even the consideration that she could lose him. Not only
could she lose him, but also the world. She couldn't reveal the
Guardians, least of all to a man as loyal as Kaelen was to the
Adepts and Li'Ador. He wouldn't understand.

"You know I'm…right."

She said nothing but finished cleaning the
wound until it stopped bleeding and finally scabbed shut after some
time.

Kaelen lay still on his back on the floor of
their cell. She retrieved his cloak from the corner and spread it
over him. She had done what she could. Whether he lived through
this or not was up his body's ability to heal and Lord Je'Tiren's
mercy.

Nadia lay down on the bench, her eyes on the
quiet figure surrounded by a puddle on the floor. He didn't even
know she had the dagger back, nor would he know. He was merely an
accidental interference in something larger than both of them. For
all she knew, he was a part of the Adepts' plot to revive old
monsters in an effort to overthrow the demonlords. She took some
small comfort in knowing he couldn't force the dagger from her in
his current condition. Although the only good side to this, it was
better than stewing in her hatred of Je'Tiren.

"Get some rest," she said.

He didn't respond.

And pray Lady Vi'Alees can convince Je'Tiren not to force
you to fight. The end of
the games couldn't come fast enough, except that if the lady was
right, it would mean the end of everything they knew.

Nadia couldn't let that happen. Neither
would the dagger.

 


*



PART 5 –
DEMONLORDS

 


 


"It has been observed that a deeper
connection to the life essence of this world we call Derandria can
only be obtained through the shedding of the corporeal needs and
desires. All is selfish to serve the body. However, to fully
partake of the purity of that essence, one must join with it, a
process that requires complete discipline; for it is not easy to
abandon the body to wither without fear that one will cease to
exist. To do so, one must trust irrefutably that the essence of the
individual will become one with the world to live on in true
immortality."

 


— Translation from the Enthys nu Tomak, from the time of the Old Ones



Chapter 24

 


In the warmth of the sun at the base of the
pillar, Del'Aru knelt for Treak to climb off her shoulders. Besides
saving the short-legged goblin's strength, giving her friend a ride
on her shoulders on the long walk seemed the least she could do for
insisting they cross the city on foot. She had learned her lesson
about flying and the attention it brought; she didn't want anyone
to realize where they were.

Still kneeling next to her friend, Del'Aru
could look her directly in the eye on her own level. "What do you
think, Treak?"

The goblin's answer came as a gentle rebuke
in the meaning of the hand movements that conveyed her
thoughts.

"I know." She should leave. If Lord
Je'Kaoron was right, her presence could cause disaster. "But…I
promised Je'Surana, and if it buys us time…"

Treak signed again.

Del'Aru huffed in frustration. Her friend
was right, as usual, but she wouldn't give up so easily. "We have
to try. We need time to find a way to release the manacles."
Getting Lord Je'Kaoron out of the city would be a simple matter for
her once he was out from that cellar and in the open.

"And this way, maybe we can help delay
Je'Tiren until High Lord Je'Dron arrives."

If he came. She hadn't forgotten Je'Dron's
lecture about the impenetrability of the city.

Based on the next series of hand signs
suggesting that he would need help getting inside the city, Treak
followed her same line of thought.

"I'm not sure what we can do, except to stop
Je'Tiren, and we're only one demonlord and one goblin. I can only
do so much, Treak." Del'Aru looked up at the pillar. "At least we
can try this."

Treak gave her a look she knew too well, one
of frustration and disagreement. The goblin had argued every step
of the way, yet she had come. She must have agreed with something
or she would have refused outright. Treak was good with the magic
of the Old Ones. Del'Aru hoped her friend could do something to
stop it from being used to release the demon.

Treak pointed at her and signed again.

"We'll leave after Lord Je'Kaoron is free. I
know staying is a risk, but if you can do this, I will be forever
grateful."

Fanlike ears drooped with a sigh from the
goblin. A second later, she approached the base of the obelisk
pillar in the shadow of the wall that rose tall about twenty feet
away. The side of the pillar facing them showed an image of a woman
in a flowing gown with her arm outstretched and looking towards the
center of the formation, where the demon stood entombed. At her
feet were gathered a variety of creatures, some of which Del'Aru
knew and some unfamiliar to her. Much of their world was unfamiliar
to her, however. That was one of the reasons she had set out to
travel—to learn what she could and gain experience.

Treak stood staring at the image of the
towering woman and her entourage etched in the stone. Although the
goblin was better at finding hidden details, Del'Aru began an
inspection of each stone and discovered that the obelisk was nearly
seamless in the tightness of the individual bricks perfectly fitted
and polished smooth.

Her search wasn't looking promising.

"Anything?"

Those
dark round orbs of goblin eyes fixed her with a look she knew from
experience; they said "Don't bother me."

"I'll sit down and meditate."

Treak gave a nod and returned to her
examination of the pillar.

In respect to her friend, Del'Aru stepped
back several strides and sat down on the cool, hard-packed dirt,
her legs crossed for better balance. She stared up at the massive
obelisk, ideas flitting through her head, sorted by relevance and
plausibility. Soon, the lines blurred and memories of home played
in her mind.

She remembered the hint of something that
glimmered in Lady Del'Evati's eyes when Del'Aru insisted that the
nightmares were more than mere unconscious conflict rising to the
surface. The elder had been one of her mentors, guiding her with
patience even in Del'Aru's lack of patience. Del'Aru remembered her
fondly, but she had been one of her earliest mentors and a
friend.

But she
remembered her wisdom the most. "Trust yourself," she had said after Del'Aru's frustrations
about flying a particular course while shaping the wind. She'd
taken the advice and made it work her own way to return to a
patient smile on the old dragon's young face. The eyes of the woman
had borne the same twinkle as every time Del'Aru had discovered
answers she sought.

Trust herself. That's what Lady Del'Evati
would say now. That's what Del'Aru would do.

She breathed deeply, counting to stretch the
inhales and exhales while releasing her concerns and letting her
mind float free.

From the emptiness drifted thoughts,
questions about her purpose and the words of Lord Je'Kaoron.

Show me, Derandria. She pushed out all other thoughts and battled her fear of
seeing horrid visions. She had to do this, to see what she needed
to do.

She waited but nothing happened except for
the revival of her own thoughts trying to fill the emptiness she
maintained. Frustrated, she forced them aside, but her mind could
not remain empty. Rather, she was always thinking, always curious.
This was what her elders had meant when she couldn't sit still long
enough to gain an appreciation of her clan's ways. Lady Del'Evati
had dismissed it as youthful impatience while showing her the
greatest patience of any of them.

Bits of her memories flitted through her
mind, weighing her down in disappointments. All of them had led her
to Nakeros, where she could cause more problems than ever. She had
been a failure.

It had started early in life, but the true
journey had begun at the study. She had been evaluating the Vessel
of Ukalov, which she had also found a book about in the study. A
bowl that could be used to perform miracles and transform any
liquid poured into it, whose magic had been hidden to keep it out
of the hands of those who weren't ready for its power, which could
be as deadly to those who didn't fully understand as it could be
helpful.

Hidden…only to be found by the right use of
magic.

Could the Guardians have done the same with
the pillars?

A sense of foreboding blew through her on a
chill wind and a vision of the Black Fire burst into her mind.

Del'Aru tried to shake it off, but it was
only replaced by the sinister face of a woman she didn't recognize
with strange tattoos on her face along the hairline, a
sorceress.

She opened her eyes to the calm city and to
Treak still at the pillar, her bald green head shining in the sun,
which slowly erased the shadows as it moved overhead towards
midday.

Was it a warning or her own mind desperate
for answers?

Whatever it was, the image faded in the
brightness of the sun warming her. Del'Aru blinked and rose from
the ground. She dusted herself and joined Treak at the pillar.

"I think I know how to find it." Whatever
"it" was that she hoped to find. That was the mystery of the Old
Ones and the Guardians—they never revealed their secrets.

Treak signed a question.

"Just a hunch. They wouldn't want us to know
how the magic works."

Treak signed and Del'Aru sighed. "I know we
shouldn't be tampering with it. Please, Treak. Help me stop
this?"

The goblin shrugged.

"Remember the Vessel of Ukalov? I had to use
the right touch to make it reveal its secrets. What if this is the
same?" She had read several of the books in the study. It had taken
time as she learned their written language, but she had found a
pattern to their methodology. If she could apply that to the
pillar, perhaps she and Treak could change it, corrupt the magic or
lock it from access.

Treak's slow nod boosted her confidence. The
goblin appreciated her perspective.

Del'Aru stepped around to the blank face of
the pillar and put up a hand to the smooth-polished stone. Although
not as proficient as she could be had she applied her attention
more fully to her studies with clan elders, she had been born to
use magic like all demonlords. It came at her call and was
redirected through her will to command the pillar to reveal its
secrets.

Something shifted beneath her hand. She held
her breath as a brick faded from view.

"Treak!" Her voice squeaked with
excitement.

The goblin looked up, her large eyes wide
and ears folded down. She shook her head and waved her hands
frantically.

"I did it. What's wrong?"

The
goblin backed away and signed, Put it back!

"But—"

Treak pointed and Del'Aru looked in to where
the brick had been. "It's beautiful!" Magic swirled inside and
lights sparkled around the interior. As she watched the dancing
haze of magic, a pattern developed that entranced her. She had no
idea what it meant.

A poke in her side woke her to the reality
that she didn't know how to change it. However, she knew now
something of what they were facing.

"All right," she said and put her hands up
with the intention of sealing it once more. The brick reappeared,
hiding the cavern inside and returning the pillar to how it had
been.

"I wonder if Lady Vi'Alees knows."

Treak gave her a look that questioned why
she would even ask. Of course the Vi'Kan knew about the pillars;
they kept the demon's secret.

"I know. All right. Forget that idea." She
would probably spare herself a tongue-lashing by not telling the
lady what she had done. At least she had tried and had learned
something new.

And it had kept her away from Je'Tiren. Now
more than ever she needed to stay away from him.

"Let's go, Treak, before I cause any
damage." Del'Aru turned to leave and blinked in the glare of the
sun off a metal pediment on a nearby building. For a second, she
thought she saw a shadow move along an alley between that and the
next building, but it must have been the spots in her eyes from
that moment of glare, because it disappeared in a blink.

"Maybe we should ask Lord Je'Kaoron." If the
palace was mostly empty due to the games at the arena and the
festivities around the center of the city, that was.

We leave now,
Treak signed.

"Not yet. There must be a way to save him."
She walked along the streets with Treak stiff-lipped and
cross-armed in her objection to staying. Along the quiet streets at
that far edge of the city, she had a chance to think. She needed a
plan to save the Guardian. Their world needed him and the few
others remaining.

But she wasn't a strategist and could hardly
untangle the many twists and turns Lady Vi'Alees had tried to show
her about the intrigues of other clans. She wasn't that kind of
thinker, but she would need a plan to get Lord Je'Kaoron out of his
prison and into the open without any of the tigers around. It
seemed an impossible task.

She would need help.

There might be a way. "The huntress they
mentioned." Lady Vi'Alees had said there was something special
about the woman and that she was loyal to Lord Je'Kaoron. Maybe she
would have an idea of how to save him.

"Only one problem." She looked down on
Treak. "Where do we find her? How do we keep this a secret, and
will she help us?" She frowned and counted on her fingers. "Three
problems then."

Treak
shrugged and signed, Only know if ask.

Too right, and Del'Aru was good at asking
questions.

Her memory sprouted one of the answers
before she had to ask anyone. "The Dao Larashi! She's fighting. She
must be where they keep the fighters." Del'Aru could find that.
Someone at the arena would know about the huntress.



Chapter 25

 


With Treak at her side, Del'Aru returned to
the central part of the city, passing curious gazes from people
going about their daily routines rather than celebrating the end of
the current harvest at the plaza.

From a distance, she saw the plaza and its
commotion between buildings and decided to avoid the thickest of
the crowds by circling around through side streets. Still, the
areas she passed through were full of people laughing and singing
merrily, drinking, and carrying on in friendly games and contests.
Too soon, winter would be upon them and they would be huddled
around warm fires in their homes. For a while, they could enjoy
themselves, blissfully unaware of the threat.

She almost wished she could be, but the
visions wouldn't release her from their terrifying grip.

With Treak at her side, she headed for the
arena, where merchants sold their wares to those passing in and out
of the many arched doorways. A line comprised of mostly orange
tigers lay at the border between the palace garden and the line of
merchant tents.

She made her way through the crowds of
humans, standing out in her coloring and her height. After all she
had learned, she wished she could blend in, become inconspicuous so
that Je'Tiren would not find her, but her uniqueness also had
advantages.

Given how many people flowed among the
currents of bodies outside the high-walled stadium, someone besides
the Je'Gri must have known where the fighters were kept. A man
pulling a small cart with cages of grundlings squawking and
ruffling their wings passed her.

Her stomach grumbled at the thought of fresh
game.

But it wasn't her hunger that pushed her
through the people to meet him.

"Excuse me. Excuse me. Sir?"

He halted and turned. Surprise flashed over
his face before annoyance darkened the eyes beneath thick brows,
and he bowed his head. "My lady."

"Where are these birds going?"

He glanced back at the birds behind him and
then aside beyond her. "They are to keep the natters from eating
each other."

"Natters? They keep them here? What about
the fighters?"

"Them too."

"Do you know where they keep the
fighters?"

He frowned. "I thought all demonlords
knew—beneath the arena, 'round back." He motioned with his head
towards the quiet area facing the palace.

"This is my first visit."

He nodded and gave a grunt. "I see that. Not
many left; fighters, that is. Games should be done by third evening
from now."

Three days. Not much time. She could only
hope High Lord Je'Dron hurried to get there before Je'Tiren had
time to execute his plans. "Thanks."

He tipped his head and continued along with
the cart behind him. She turned and headed in the direction he'd
indicated.

At the line of tigers spaced apart, her
heart quickened, but she continued past them.

They didn't make any attempt to stop her or
Treak and she breathed easier. She had expected trouble, but maybe
they allowed all demonlords in that area and only kept out the
humans.

A pat on her leg drew her eyes down to Treak
as they strolled the paved walkway outside the walls of the arena.
The goblin signed a question.

"I'm sure it will be obvious." She couldn't
imagine any reason to hide the entrance to where the fighters were
kept. It was a public place and not hiding any secrets, or at
least, she didn't see any reason to hide the fighters when the
champions had been on public display when she arrived.

Treak made no other gesture but faced ahead
the way they traveled. Del'Aru strode along with her, her head high
with what she hoped portrayed more confidence than she felt.

Three days until the end of all the events
taking up Je'Tiren's time. Then, she might have no other choice but
to leave. She'd been lucky to arrive there at a time when so much
activity distracted the humans and demonlords in the city. Two days
to rescue Lord Je'Kaoron and put her nightmares to rest.

She hoped the demon hunter would help
her.

They came to a gate with guards standing
watch in armor resembling tigers, the helmets bearing exquisitely
accurate details. Barred doors stood open to a musty tunnel. The
clink of chains reached them with foul odors of bodies and
excrement.

Del'Aru looked down at Treak, wishing her
friend would stop her and wondering how the Je'Gri managed the
place with the assault on the ears and nose. But if this was where
the demon hunters were kept, she would have to enter.

The eyes of the guards watched her.

Nearly holding her breath, she stepped into
the foul, dark cavern, trying to look like she belonged there but
feeling like she failed miserably.

The guards didn't stop her, and she could
only guess that they were accustomed to other demonlords coming and
going, perhaps to check on their fighters. Je'Tiren had said others
sponsored humans for the fights. She might as well be one of them,
or pretend as best she could.

She entered to where the path split,
uncertain whether to continue on the same level or down into the
deeper level from which a cool breeze blew. Light scepters in
sconces faintly illuminated the cell rows, and her eyes adjusted to
the dimness.

The hunters were human. Under other
circumstances, she might follow their scent. However, the sour odor
of many unwashed humans and their filth nearly gagged her. She
wanted to leave, but now was not the time to back out. She needed
the huntress.

"Which way, Treak?" Although she whispered,
her voice echoed in the large chamber of the entrance. She scanned
the long aisle of cells on the upper level with her and Treak but
couldn't see anything much past bars and walls between. They'd have
to wander to find them, and she didn't know what they looked
like.

Treak shrugged and pointed to a man walking
up the incline from the lower level, his bulky body covered in
pieces of armor bearing dings and small dents. Each step he took
rang with the clink of metal from the keys hanging at his belt.
Cell keys, most likely. He would probably know where to find the
demon hunters.

Del'Aru swallowed and lifted herself taller
before stopping at the top of the ramp in his path. He looked up,
the ugly stubble common to human men shading his jaw to give him a
grizzly, unkempt look.

"My lady," he said and bowed his head.

"Tell me where I might find the demon
hunters."

He twisted around and pointed into the lower
level. "Down there. Can't miss 'em."

She gave a firm nod and marched past him
with Treak on her other side. She'd made it that far and descended
into the lower holding area, trying not to look back when she was
sure the human was watching them.

In the lower level, she noticed another of
the muscular men wandering along the cells while a trio of men
carted a barrel from which they filled metal cups with water, which
they set into waiting hands stretching through the bars.

Del'Aru looked along each row lining the
wide central corridor. Less than a third of the cells contained
anyone, and only men. She hoped the demon hunters still lived or,
rather, the huntress.

Reason caught up that if they were dead, the
man with the keys wouldn't have pointed her this way. She had only
to keep going to find them.

She continued past the water bearers and
past a section of empty cells. When she thought she would find no
more prisoners, she saw them. The man lay on the floor with a black
cloak covering him from his chest to his ankles and a black cloth
rolled under his head. In black with pieces of armor tied over the
base uniform, the woman sat next to a stone bench at the back of
the cell with her head on her arms on the bench.

"Huntress?" Del'Aru winced at the loudness
of her whisper.

The woman shifted her head and opened her
eyes. A puzzled expression took over her face and she sat up
straight. "Who are you?"

"I'm Lady Del'Aru and this is my friend
Treak. I came to talk to you about Lord Je'Kaoron."

At that, the woman's face took on a hard
edge. She stood and stepped over the man to meet Del'Aru at the
bars. Her dark eyes studied them both.

"You landed in the gardens a few days ago.
What are a dragon and a goblin doing here?"

Del'Aru thought she recognized the woman.
The huntress had looked quite different then, standing in a light
dress next to Vi'Alees, who had left her to take Del'Aru from
Je'Tiren. "I left my clan to learn about the world. That's how I
met Treak. The rest is a long story."

The woman squatted behind the bars to the
goblin's level. "What is she to you?"

Treak made a motion with her hands that
reassured Del'Aru.

"What is that?" the woman asked.

"It means friend."

The woman looked up and rose. "You can
communicate with your goblin?"

Again?
Everyone was surprised by the way they had found to communicate.
"She's not my goblin. She's
my friend."

A smile crept up the woman's face. "Then
you're not like other demonlords."

"No," Del'Aru said with a note of confusion.
"What are other demonlords like?"

"You haven't been around long enough then,"
the huntress said with a scoff. "I've seen goblins kicked around
like vermin."

"No! I would never do that." The idea that
any could be so cruel abhorred her. Del'Aru shuddered and wanted to
hold her friend for comfort but restrained herself.

"I can see that. I know of only a few
demonlords who respect goblins. Is that who sent you?"

"No one sent us. I came to find Lord
Je'Kaoron." She lowered her voice and said in the smallest volume,
"High Lord Je'Dron said he'd be here and he is."

"I know." The woman's demeanor sank. "I've
seen him."

"Then you know the conditions inflicted on
him."

She nodded and shuddered.

"I can't leave him like that," Del'Aru
said.

Hope glinted in the woman's eyes. "Then help
me get out of this."

Afraid of being overheard conspiring with
the demon hunters, Del'Aru looked down both ways of the wide
corridor. The trio of water bearers made their way towards them,
the barrel on the cart rumbling along behind the puller and helped
by the other two pushing. Extra ears when they paused but drowning
noise when they moved.

"I understand," the woman said with a coy
glimmer in her eyes.

"The games will be over by the end of the
third day from now. I'm told you fight for Lady Vi'Alees."

"Such as it is."

As the cart puller approached, the woman
stepped back and retrieved two metal cups from the bench at the
back of the cell. Del'Aru waited for the men to fill her cups,
standing aside while they carried out their task without
comment.

When they had finished and moved on, the
woman retreated to the man on the floor and set the mugs down
carefully to help him sit up. He winced and grunted from the
effort, clearly in pain.

"What's wrong with him?"

"Je'Tiren," he grunted.

His speaking made her more self-conscious.
She hadn't considered that he might be awake. He had appeared to be
sleeping, lying on his back with his eyes closed. But to hear the
name from his lips didn't surprise her after what she'd
overheard.

"Broken ribs," the woman said while lifting
one of the mugs to his lips. "He can barely stand, much less
fight." Spite lashed from her words while she helped him to drink.
"Lady Vi'Alees made a deal with Je'Tiren in order to sponsor us,
her effort to help us live to leave this city. But if she loses
that agreement, we're all dead."

Could she be referring to the demon? Del'Aru
wanted to ask but dared not speak of it. The Vi'Kan clan had made
it clear that their secret must never be revealed. A human should
not have known.

"Then you must win."

The woman turned to her with a hard look
that took Del'Aru back with shame—the woman knew the pressure
placed upon her. Del'Aru had been wrong to remind her. "I'm sorry,"
she said.

The man put a hand up to push the mug away.
"I must be dreaming. I heard a demonlord apologize."

The woman shook her head. "Stick around
longer. They're not all cruel bastards. She's on our side,
Kaelen."

"For how long?"

"Just drink." She pressed the mug to his
lips again.

Del'Aru peered down the corridors as the
muffled roar of a multitude of voices rose. Something happened in
the arena.

"Do you know how to rescue Lord Je'Kaoron?"
she murmured.

"I already told you—get me out of here." The
woman spoke without taking her attention off the man while he
emptied the cup.

She set it aside with a hollow ping and
helped him lie back down, then covered him once more with the black
cloak before drinking down the other mug herself. After emptying
it, she set it with the other and returned to the bars. Her fingers
tightened around them.

"Let me at Je'Tiren and I'll take care of
all our worries," she said, the dark intent strong in her voice and
in the aura about her.

"How? You're human. He's demonlord."

"I have my ways."

Kaelen turned his head towards them.
"Nadia?" A note of suspicion hung heavily in his voice.

Nadia turned to him, one brow lifting.

"Uh, huh," he grunted and let out a breath
while wincing in pain.

"What?" What did they know?

"It's nothing," Nadia said.

Whatever it was, the two of them knew. "I
can't condone killing," Del'Aru said in regards to the woman's
comments about Je'Tiren. "I understand he's hurt good people, but I
came seeking your help about Lord Je'Kaoron. Lady Vi'Alees said you
know him well."

Nadia's fingers rubbed around the bars and
her eyes dropped with her shoulders.

Del'Aru lowered her voice. "I only need help
freeing him of the manacles and getting him outside the palace.
Once there, I can carry him back to Acropa Je'Gri."

The woman stared at her, a contemplative
calm masking her face. "Can you?"

"I'm a dragon. I carry Treak on my
shoulders. I can carry one more." At the moment, she was glad she
had lied to Je'Surana, for her sake and that of her father.

"What about us?" Kaelen said.

"I can only bear the weight of one plus
Treak."

"Typical. Demonlords only look out for
themselves."

Nadia blasted him with a glare that made
Del'Aru flinch. "Don't tempt me to break another rib."

He gave a small chuckle and groaned. "Just
kill me and be done. It'd be a mercy to what could happen if I'm
stuck here."

"I'm sorry I can't do more," Del'Aru
said.

"No you're not," he muttered.

Del'Aru frowned at the question of her
integrity. "I am."

"Don't
worry about him," Nadia said. "I'll help you, even if I have to
stay behind. Lord Je'Kaoron is more important than any of us." She
whirled on the man. "Don't even say it."

"I'm getting to you."

She huffed. "Don't flatter yourself."

Del'Aru looked down at Treak for her
thoughts on the banter but the goblin gave no response.

"Ignore him," Nadia said. "Just get me when
the time comes. He can stay here and rot."

"You're sure?" It didn't seem right for one
demon hunter to abandon another.

"Sure of what?"

A chill raced up Del'Aru's spine at the echo
of a familiar voice. She swallowed and turned to the lady marching
towards her.

"What are you doing speaking to my
fighters?" Lady Vi'Alees halted before her, a cold look on her
face.

"You didn't arrange this with her?" Nadia
asked.

"No. I—"

The glare from the face shadowed behind her
made Del'Aru shrink in shame. "I figured out a way to save Lord
Je'Kaoron." Surely Lady Vi'Alees would support that.

The lady grabbed her coat and pulled her
close. "You're going to sabotage everything!" she hissed in
Del'Aru's ear. "You should have come to me first."

Words escaped her in the fright pulsing
through her veins. Del'Aru fumbled over fragments of thoughts to
explain, but the lady released her before she could put them
together.

"How is he?" Lady Vi'Alees motioned with her
chin beyond the woman.

"Ungrateful…but alive." Nadia turned around
to Kaelen, who shifted beneath the cloak, and back to Lady
Vi'Alees. Her dark eyes flicked to Del'Aru for a moment. "You might
listen to the dragon."

Del'Aru straightened at the inherent
compliment.

Lady Vi'Alees studied her, wilting her
confidence under the scrutiny with each passing second. "You will
return with me to the palace."

"Yes, my lady." Shamed by the admonishment,
Del'Aru bowed and kept her eyes down.

"As for you and him…" Lady Vi'Alees said.
"I'll do what I can to keep him from having to fight."

"I'd appreciate that," Nadia said. "He came
for me, not Lord Je'Kaoron. Je'Tiren punished him because of
me."

"I understand. This was also an insult to me
and our bargain. The rules of the Dao Larashi are meant to protect
against this sort of sabotage."

"Then we must act soon," Nadia said.

"Spare what you will for that time."

After a pause, Treak pointed to Lady
Vi'Alees. Del'Aru looked up to the lady watching her.

"Come." The lady's voice stung with
admonishment. "We have much to discuss."

Del'Aru winced and did as commanded.



Chapter 26

 


"Where are we going?" Lady Del'Aru marched
with Vi'Alees across the gardens outside the palace. She must have
finally regained her voice after the shame of being caught.

"Stay with me." Vi'Alees couldn't say out
loud with even one tiger around, much less the more than a dozen
lounging in the sun.

She should be berating the young dragon for
her folly of openly soliciting the huntress's cooperation in a plan
to rescue Lord Je'Kaoron, but Del'Aru had apparently realized her
mistake. Shaming her further would gain Vi'Alees nothing. And she
wanted to hear Del'Aru's plan. If it took the dragon and Lord
Je'Kaoron from Je'Tiren's reach, they would all be better off.

They marched through the crowds of people in
a straight line to her objective; no long treks around the humans
enjoying their bountiful harvest of that season, which might be
their last.

Vi'Alees shuddered and continued ahead in
long strides, anxious to reach her destination but wary of being
followed. Once outside the crowds and the overwhelming odor of too
many humans contained in one place, she tuned into the many scents
floating on the breeze—the dankness of moist dirt, rodents hiding
in their holes, and the occasional human, but no tigers. They were
clear so far. That didn't mean other guards weren't patrolling the
city, but it was unlikely that any would be wandering the empty
streets. The most challenging of fights would build up to what they
hoped to be the bloodiest on the final day. Few would want to miss
the last fights.

They would have a chance to slip away for a
short while.

Vi'Alees led the pair towards the center of
the pillars but not quite to the demon's prison. Rather, she
detoured to one of the nicer structures in that empty area, the
two-story building where most of the remaining Vi'Kan lived, the
safest place to hear the lady's full plan without risk of tigers.
At the front door, she turned and scanned the streets around them,
sniffing to take in any hints of threat.

Still nothing.

Satisfied, she pushed the door open. The
scent of her clan came at her with familiar reptilian hints. She
stepped in and held the door in one hand and motioned with her
other for Del'Aru and Treak. "Inside."

After the two entered, she closed the
door.

"We're meeting your clan again," Del'Aru
whispered.

Vi'Alees put a hand up to silence the young
lady and waited. The panels to other rooms were closed, likely
where those not guarding the demon at that time were resting. They
wouldn't want to be disturbed. None of the rest came forward, but
they must have been there. If they had seen her in the rain, they
would have seen them easily in the full light of day.

["I believe the Vi'Kan could learn from a
naive young Del'Rayk what they have forgotten,"] she said to any
listening.

And her clan had sat by too long without
acting on their true duties.

A panel scraped open to the peaceful face of
Lord Vi'Sorus. ["Lady Vi'Alees. You've returned with your friend
again."] He stepped out with others following.

["My lord,"] she said with a bow of her
head. ["I come with an urgent matter."]

["What other reason would bring you a second
time so frequently when before you rarely visited?"]

The gentle admonishment didn't escape her.
["Forgive me, my lord. I thought it best if I kept my
distance."]

["It only hurts you to be separated from
your brethren,"] he said with a hint of sorrow in his voice and
stretched his hand towards the sitting area.

Vi'Alees accepted his offer and led Del'Aru
and her friend into the room. There, Lady Vi'Kasya looked up from
where she sat with a handful of others, who moved aside to make
room for Vi'Alees and her guests. However, Lord Vi'Sin's eyes
scalded her with distrust.

Vi'Alees ignored him and led Del'Aru and
Treak to an open area to sit with their clan elder.

Lady Kasya's questioning stare was the ice
to Vi'Sin's fire, reassuring in the level of concern. ["What is the
urgency?"]

Vi'Alees looked aside to Del'Aru. ["We
believe we can stop the release of the demon, but we must act
quickly."]

Vi'Kasya sat up straighter, as did the
others around her. Even Lord Vi'Sin took notice, his accusing glare
giving way to interest.

["My lady,"] Vi'Alees said with a nod to
Del'Aru to speak.

The dragon looked about in trepidation, her
hands fidgeting in her lap. ["I'm assuming the huntress, being
human, can safely touch the manacles draining Lord Je'Kaoron's
power."]

["You are correct,"] Lady Vi'Kasya said.

Del'Aru focused on the gentle face of their
elder. ["The huntress. She's supposed to be a capable fighter and
she's a friend, a supporter of Lord Je'Kaoron."]

["What huntress?"] Vi'Sin asked.

["A female demon hunter, the only woman to
successfully pass the rigorous training of the Li'Ador,"] Vi'Alees
said. ["Go on, my lady."]

Although hesitant under the critical gaze of
Vi'Sin, Del'Aru continued, ["She's willing to help. Once Lord
Je'Kaoron is out of the palace, I can fly him to safety."]

Lady Vi'Kasya's brow twitched up in a
question to Lord Vi'Sorus, who shrugged. ["It could work."]

The lady refocused on Del'Aru. ["It would
remove you and the Guardian from Je'Tiren's grasp, but can you
carry him?"]

Del'Aru nodded. ["Yes, my lady."]

["Very well. What do you need from us?"]

Vi'Sin blinked and turned to her.
["Us?"]

["Even in the latest hours, there will be
guards keeping watch,"] Lady Vi'Kasya said. ["This is our best
option, but they cannot hope to succeed alone. I assume this is why
Lady Vi'Alees has brought this to us."]

His cheeks twitched.

After a couple seconds of gloom hovering
over Vi'Sin, Vi'Alees said, ["And there is one other task. The
other demon hunter is wounded too much to fight."]

["He is no concern,"] Vi'Sin said.

["He is a concern to the huntress."]
Vi'Alees took a small breath before adding, ["And to all of us. If
he loses, Je'Tiren could demand I give up the secret."]

Several of them shifted where they sat.
Vi'Alees had been wary to mention it but had no choice now, as the
consequences seemed inevitable if her clan refused to help.

["How could this be?"] Lady Vi'Kasya asked
in a note of caution.

["The demon hunters came into the city led
by the huntress in her determination to save Lord Je'Kaoron. She
didn't know he had allowed himself to be captured, but neither had
I. Je'Tiren took a particular interest in her, so I thought I could
bargain for Lord Je'Kaoron's life by sponsoring the demon hunters.
If they win, he goes free. If they lose…Je'Tiren gets the
demon."]

Even Del'Aru looked shocked.

["How could you be so stupid?"] Vi'Sin was
right to be outraged.

["I didn't think he would resort to this. It
is the ultimate insult among sponsors."]

He puffed up in anger in a split second,
when Lady Vi'Kasya put up a hand to halt his coming tirade.

["What's done is done."] The note of
admonishment in the elder's voice lacked harshness, but Vi'Alees
took it in warning. She had been wrong to think she could trust
Je'Tiren to play fair. ["It also exposed Je'Tiren's true motives. I
see no other choice than to remove the wounded demon hunter from
the Dao Larashi."]

["It must be soon. Three days from now is
the close. If the man is commanded to fight, he will die
immediately,"] Vi'Alees said. ["I'm sorry for my error in
judgment."]

["None of us is perfect,"] Lord Vi'Sorus
said with a meaningful look to Vi'Sin that kept him quiet. ["You
did what you thought was right. Je'Tiren must have felt threatened
to resort to this."] The wry grin on the face of their eldest
surviving clan member, who looked no older than the much younger
Vi'Sin, brushed aside some of the shame in her mistake.

["We will remove the wounded hunter and
release the woman to aid the rescue of Lord Je'Kaoron,"] Lady
Vi'Kasya said. ["It will not be easy, and there are far more Je'Gri
than our numbers."]

["I volunteer,"] Lord Vi'Sin said.

Vi'Alees blinked at the boldness of his
statement after all his arguments.

Others also spoke up. Given the numbers,
they divided into teams and planned the details of the rescues with
the breakout of the arena a necessary first step.

After all the planning, Vi'Alees excused
herself with Del'Aru and Treak. At the door, Lord Vi'Sorus joined
her, the others staying behind to discuss details.

The buzz of low conversation was muffled by
the closing of the sliding panels.

Lord Vi'Sorus stood at the door with her and
her guests. ["Perhaps this is a good thing."] He looked back
towards the closed room. ["Too long have we done nothing but guard
the demon. That duty extends to stopping those who wish to release
it. We separated the two ideologies to avoid conflict, but we were
wrong."]

["It took a Guardian sacrificing his life to
make that clear."] A smile teased at her lips. ["Or perhaps that
was part of his purpose—to move us to action."] She should not have
underestimated Lord Je'Kaoron, but he should not have been so
willing to give up his life. The huntress had been a mixed blessing
in that.

The dark eyes of Lord Vi'Sorus glinted with
knowing. ["You are learning."]

She should have realized the elders of her
clan understood. Their Guardians might be long gone, but Vi'Sorus
and Vi'Kasya in their younger days had known the First Ones of
their clan. She might be old enough to remember a golden age in the
city before Je'Tiren arrived, but they were far older.

["I will see you in a couple days,"] she
said and bowed in respect. He granted her the same, along with
Del'Aru and Treak. ["Stay safe."]

They exited the home into a sunny day
chilled by a cold wind. Vi'Alees's senses gave her no hint of
tigers nearby, a small relief. She looked back at the closed-up
house, her heart sinking to think it may be the last time she saw
it or any of her clan again.

The third day from then would be a different
day.



Chapter 27

 


Anger surged through Vi'Alees. She wanted to
slap the smirk from Lord Je'Tiren's face but restrained herself
among the others in the throne room. Rather, as the applause died
down and the lords and ladies returned to their private
conversations after his pronouncement, she sidled up to him and
hissed, "How can I bring both if one can't even move?"

"My lady."

Je'Tiren pressed her aside with more
strength than would have been necessary had he not sought to
isolate her from his guests gathered in the throne room. She moved
with him, not wishing to cause a scene when the Vi'Kan still
considered many of the clans present to be their allies.

Near one of the fireplaces, away from the
guests conversing among themselves, he leaned close to her ear.
"You will refrain from such outbursts or I will have your clan
executed." He eased back, that false charm alight on his face.
"Bring the huntress alone. The man was never my concern."

A servant passed bearing a tray of crystal
flutes sparkling with several shades of wine, a gift from the
vineyards overseen by the Liv'Sor. Je'Tiren took two from the tray
and offered her one.

Vi'Alees made no move to take it.

"I suggest you drink, my lady. Or not. It's
your choice." He sipped from one of the glasses. "You may appear
hostile and lose the support of the others. It makes no difference
to me."

She shuddered at the threat inherent in his
words and took the second flute. The party wouldn't last. They
would spoil his plans, her only consolation to his request.

"Smile and be merry while you can," Je'Tiren
whispered close. She froze with the wine at her lips. "By this time
tomorrow, you'll be telling me how to free the demon."

She swallowed, the wine bitter on her tongue
by the taint of his threat.

A shadow passed over his face and the
malevolence behind it chilled her to her core. He took another sip
and stepped away to join a trio of visiting demonlords from
different clans.

Vi'Alees's rage was cooled only by the
thought that Del'Aru would be removing Lord Je'Kaoron that night
while all slept. Only the huntress would suffer, but she would
fight with the dagger. Vi'Alees had no doubt she would make the
city lord suffer.

But maybe he knew that.

Je'Tiren might want the woman there for some
other vile purpose, perhaps to sabotage Nadia's ability to fight as
he had done to the man, likely after he had his "fun" with her.
Vi'Alees couldn't let that happen. Nadia was a big part of their
plans to rescue Lord Je'Kaoron. The Guardian had barely clung onto
life since Del'Aru proposed her idea two days ago. Vi'Alees
suspected the visit by the huntress, which Je'Tiren had suggested
before then, had something to do with that, reassuring but for the
question of how Lord Je'Kaoron would accept leaving her behind.

Vi'Alees took a gulp of the wine. She wasn't
a fighter and, like most of her clan, abhorred violence or the
subjugation of anyone to another. But it was the reason the Je'Gri
under Je'Tiren's leadership had been eliminating her clan. What
good were they defending an entombed demon?

They were part of the problem—like the other
five clans represented in the statues outside, the Vi'Kan were
needed to release the demon. Without them, no one could hope to
break the spell holding it.

Perhaps they were better off fading into
extinction like the Nik'Terek or the Ai'Do.

Je'Tiren wouldn't allow that. Nor did she
want the world to forget the Vi'Kan. She wasn't ready to die. They
were immortal for a reason—to protect the world. Some had only
forgotten and required reminding.

"My lady."

Vi'Alees blinked at the sudden appearance of
the young woman and her short shadow, the goblin who never left her
side. "You shouldn't be here."

Del'Aru turned to watch Je'Tiren. "I
understand your caution. I thought he might get suspicious if I
didn't attend, and it's a public event."

She had a point. The young woman might be
naive, but she was learning the art of intrigue. Vi'Alees could
only hope it didn't corrupt her. The dragon's sincerity was
refreshing.

"It wouldn't matter."

"Why?"

"He still has all the power." She motioned
with her chin to the white and black figure laughing and smiling
with the others. "With the other surviving champions, he wants the
huntress brought tonight to display her prowess to all."

"Then she will be here when we need
her."

"Or wounded. He has every intent of making
me stick to our agreement, and I would not trust him." Having to
remind him about the reciprocal handicap rule of the games when he
sought to punish Nadia for her boldness and then to find the other
demon hunter wounded beyond a quick recovery had demonstrated
Je'Tiren's intents; but she should not have expected him to play
fair. She had been too trusting, but he had changed that.

As had she. The huntress had her dagger
returned to her. Nadia might have to use it to save them all some
trouble, even if it cemented the position of the others against
Adepts.

Je'Tiren had them backed into a corner. Was
that his game? Or was she overthinking the situation?

"We can't do this without her," Del'Aru
said.

"We won't have to." Vi'Alees watched the
city lord, the spite churning in her chest, and sipped the wine as
new thoughts flowed through her head.

"But you said—"

Vi'Alees stopped the girl's objection with a
look and shifted her gaze to Je'Tiren, who returned to his throne
and put up his arms to gain everyone's attention once more. Voices
quieted.

["Lords and ladies,"] he said in their
Lexic, likely to hide his plans from the human servants bearing
trays about the room. ["When you have finished with your
sponsorship, I have a greater reward for you. As promised, we will
secure our dominance in the world and diminish the threat of the
Adepts."]

Applause rose from the others.

Vi'Alees's insides went cold as those pale
blue eyes momentarily fixed on her with a dangerous gleam. He
lifted his glass to them, a mockery that didn't escape her.

"We have to get you out of here tonight,"
Vi'Alees said in a low voice and set her wine on the marble mantle
over the fireplace. Whatever the cost to her or her clan or even
Lord Je'Kaoron, Del'Aru had to get out.

Del'Aru's normal healthy shade of brown had
paled. "Agreed."

At another lifting of Je'Tiren's hands, the
guests quieted.

"Enjoy yourselves and then I suggest you
give what fighters remain this last night of preparation." Je'Tiren
raised his glass to them once more and finished the wine in it. He
set the empty glass aside and strode towards the door, where
Je'Diri waited.

Vi'Alees pointed Del'Aru to the door leading
out into the lantern-lit evening. Several of the visiting
demonlords from other clans already stepped out, making their way
to the arena. She and Del'Aru and Treak joined them, saying nothing
among the others.

 


* * *

 


Nadia held the cup to Kaelen's lips, and he
helped with one hand to tip it as he needed. When he had finished,
she set it aside and eased him back down onto her
cloak-as-pillow.

Helping him eat was easy compared to taking
care of other things, and she had been ready to leave him to his
own devices given his sour attitude. Only her guilt over the son he
hadn't known kept her from ignoring him. It was a disgusting task
helping him over the cesspit hole.

Kaelen groaned as he lay down, and Nadia
picked up her own plate and sat back against the wall of their cell
to eat and wonder when the demonlords would come for her and what
they had planned. Part of her worried about Kaelen's fate; he never
should have stayed with her.

She finished the cold meat and bread when
the movement of shadows on the periphery of her vision made her
look up at the two demonlords and the goblin.

"Huntress," Lady Vi'Alees said in a low
voice. She looked to the warden, whose keys clinked and jingled as
he turned one in the lock. "Remaining fighters are invited to be
treated by their sponsors." A wry smile touched her lips, but Nadia
couldn't enjoy the meaning hidden behind it.

"What about him?" She looked down at Kaelen,
whose head pressed against her bent knee. Although his eyes were
closed, that didn't mean he was sleeping; a faint smile played on
his lips.

At the door opening, Lady Vi'Alees
approached and stopped at his side, her eyes studying him.

"Why can he not be brought?" Lady Del'Aru
asked.

At that,
Lady Vi'Alees met Nadia's gaze. "He didn't say we couldn't…He only
said he wanted you
alone."

The possible reason for that churned her
stomach. Her appetite fading, Nadia set her plate aside, the soft
scrape of metal on rock echoing in the cell.

"It would make this easier."

At the statement from Del'Aru, Vi'Alees
scorned her with a glare.

"Forgive me, my lady," the other said.

Lady Vi'Alees let out a heavy breath and
shook her head minutely, as if restraining her patience. "He will
need care I may not have time to provide."

"I can," Lady Del'Aru said.

Nadia almost laughed. Kaelen would have to
acknowledge that not all demonlords were contemptible monsters.
"Better the palace than this prison."

"He would like a soft bed," Kaelen said, his
eyes still closed.

"I suppose I have no other choice then."
Lady Vi'Alees folded her arms. "Can you walk?"

"I think so." He slowly shifted, wincing and
grunting and barely making any headway towards rolling over, much
less standing. "But I need help getting up."

Lady Vi'Alees squatted next to him and eased
him away from Nadia's legs, which had partially supported him.
Freed from worrying that he would fall and aggravate his injuries,
Nadia moved to his other side and, with the lady's help, lifted him
to his feet.

With him grunting and hissing, they helped
him one step at a time and exited the cell. Lady Del'Aru grabbed
their cloaks from the floor and followed with the goblin.

Together, Nadia and Lady Vi'Alees supported
Kaelen to the palace. It seemed to take forever with each slow
step, but they made it to the back veranda overlooking the gardens,
and the door attendant let them in. Once inside, Lady Vi'Alees led
them to a main floor chamber, where they helped Kaelen onto the bed
within.

He eased back with a heavy sigh of relief.
"Thank you."

Nadia blinked. "Did I hear correctly? Were
you thanking demonlords?"

"No."

Nadia caught the wink from Lady Vi'Alees
standing at the opposite side of the bed. "Now what?"

The amusement plummeted from the lady's
face, her eyes focused on something past Nadia.

"You come with me, Huntress," a woman said
from the door behind her.

Nadia whirled on the white and black woman
whose presence sparked a rage inside her that threatened to consume
her. The blade hiding in her armor next to her shin whispered its
violent seduction.

Not yet. Lady Je'Diri served Lord Je'Tiren.
Her time would come, but first he deserved to die. Nadia needed the
lady to take her to him.

"She is mine to prepare for the final
match." Annoyance rang strong in Lady Vi'Alees's voice.

Lady Je'Diri's eyes narrowed. "Only by Lord
Je'Tiren's permission. His authority surpasses yours."

The tension between demonlords thickened
into a cloud that threatened to ignite. Nadia stepped towards the
door, dissipating the animosity.

"Nadia."

The weak voice halted her at the door, and
she turned back to Kaelen watching her. His face hardened and she
nodded in acknowledgment of the unspoken request to make Je'Tiren
suffer for Kaelen's situation. More than that, she would end the
suffering for them all.

Lady Je'Diri clamped a hand around her arm
and dragged her out. "This way."

The demonlord slammed the door between them
and pushed her ahead, her hand like iron around Nadia's upper arm,
forcing her to move through the corridor and up the stairs, past
servants who went about their business as if nothing were amiss,
and into a room where a white and black robed figure stood waiting
by a window overlooking the busy plaza, which was lit with lanterns
strung from the central pillar.

Rage surged through Nadia, but she resisted
the urge to pull out the dagger. She wanted to hear what he had to
say and to get closer. Against a half-blood, she could use that
space, but against a full demonlord, she would need far more
cunning to get in a killing blow before he could take her. Fueled
by her own hatred of him, the dagger seduced her with thoughts of
his blood.

Amid the loungers and tables of the sitting
room, a shadow seemed to blur and shift. She blinked, uncertain if
what she had seen was real.

"Welcome, Huntress." Je'Tiren turned from
the night outside the window, a coy smile on his face glowing from
the light of the crystals of several fixtures around the room.

His voice snapped her back to her purpose
for being there. She took some assurance in the furnishings of the
room indicating that he didn't intend to try to seduce her again,
but it put her at no less alert to his mind games.

In the cool of the room, he wore his hide as
a furry robe, much like Lord Je'Kaoron had in the cool mornings and
evenings of Acropa Je'Gri. Nadia choked down the emotions tangling
from his choice of attire, reasoning that many of the tiger
demonlords used the same means to keep warm in their human forms.
Je'Tiren wasn't purposely trying to insult her, but she wouldn't
put it past him.

"Are you enjoying yourself?" He crossed the
room to a table with several glasses and decanters of various
colored liquids.

"Better than Kaelen."

He paused in reaching for one of the pink
liquids, a mockery of a grin on his face. "After the fight between
you two, I'm surprised you care what happens to him."

Nadia caught her breath that he knew. She
should have expected the guards to report their fight to him.

"Don't worry, my dear huntress." He poured a
drink from the crystal decanter while speaking, clinking the two in
a clear note. "This isn't about you. You're merely in the wrong
place at the wrong time." He paused from pouring, a smirk twitching
at the corners of his lips until he finally shrugged and continued.
"That's not entirely true. I do want you, but you're an amusement,
a small pleasure."

Defiance sparked within her, but she choked
it down, refusing to give in to his taunting. This was a game to
him; he wanted to upset her.

He finished pouring two glasses and set the
decanter aside. "Neither is Lord Je'Kaoron necessary, but I am
interested in your new friends." At his offer of one of the
glasses, she took it but only looked in at the liquor with
suspicion. Intoxication was not what she needed at the moment, nor
the risk of poisoning. She wanted a clear head in his presence.

Je'Tiren huffed in amusement. "I suppose you
have no reason to trust me. It matters not. Soon, Lord Je'Kaoron
will be dead. Lady Vi'Alees and her clan will be dead. The Adepts
will suffer—you can be sure of that—all the sects. Humans will be
reduced to their place once more, and a new order will rule
Derandria. So, you see, it makes no difference to me whether you
trust me or not. I've given you every reason to hate me."

Nadia threw the liquid in his face and
dropped the glass, which shattered as it struck the tiled floor and
sent shards around their feet.

"An elegant work of human hands. One more
gone," he said in a nonchalant tone. Using his robe, he wiped the
liquid from his face. A twist of his hand swept the scattered glass
shards scattered into a pile by the wall. "I suppose I should be
angry, but that spirit is far more intoxicating than the wine.
Perhaps that's what Lord Je'Kaoron sees in you."

At mention of the name, her heart gave a
startling thump against her chest and she caught her breath.

"And what is it you see in him?" his voice
deepened and lowered into a hint of the tiger's growl.

His question sparked memories of the last
few months, memories of anger and grief and finally the peace that
had come from Lord Je'Kaoron's caring and encouragement. For the
first time in her life, she had found moments when she didn't care
what others thought of her, and enjoyed herself. Lord Je'Kaoron had
allowed her a glimpse of who she was inside, and that woman wasn't
confused or angry. He had brought peace to her tormented soul.

She swallowed the lump of emotions in her
throat.

"You love him."

Je'Tiren's voice swept away the confusion of
denying herself but also reminded her that she wasn't talking to a
man with a heart.

"This will make everything most
interesting." He sipped from his glass with a satisfied smirk.
After lowering it, he said, "I'd like you to meet a friend."
Je'Tiren turned to the shadow she thought had moved, and this time,
it solidified into a hooded individual in the far corner of the
room.

A demonlord wouldn't wear a cloak, and, at
about her height, the figure wasn't tall enough to be a demonlord.
Through the part in the cloak, Nadia made out leggings with small
feet in laced boots. It must have been a woman.

"I'm curious what it is about you that seems
to bother my closest advisors, so I brought a friend who might
better see inside you." Je'Tiren stepped aside as the woman
approached her, and from the refinement of the chin and fullness of
the lips not shadowed by the dark cowl, it was indeed a woman.

But the tattoos along the jaw and hairline
of the face alarmed her. A sorceress?

"Why are you helping him?" she asked.
"Sorcerers don't help demonlords."

The woman smiled and pulled back her hood,
exposing the full range of tattoos around the perimeter of her
face.

Was this a joke? Had Kaelen set her up for
this to make a point? That would be low of him to stoop to such
trickery. He didn't think like that. But she wouldn't put it past
the councils.

She doubted that. Even this would be pushing
their limits of tolerance, given their hatred of the world's
rulers.

"You're right. They don't like demonlords,"
the woman said. Reddish brown hair hung over her shoulders around a
pale face with faint wrinkles around the eyes and lips. Nadia would
have guessed ten years older than her, maybe twenty, but something
wormed its way through her mind.

"You can't be the sorceress who came fifty
years ago." She hoped she was wrong.

"Fifty-two," the woman said.

"How is that possible?" The woman should be
old and gray, if even alive.

"This shell is sustained by consuming the
spirit of the sorceress that freed me."

Consuming the soul…

Nadia shuddered from the truth realized.
"Demon." She had heard rumors of the dark powers sought by
sorcerers, the reason so many feared them. They kept their secrets,
so none could say what was real or rumor. Lady Vi'Alees had warned
her. Lord Je'Kaoron had been right.

The woman smiled in amusement while Je'Tiren
stood aside, sipping his wine. "But it matters not. I am here, as
are you."

At the woman's approach, Nadia stepped
back.

"You will feel nothing."

In a flash of movement before Nadia could
think to run, the woman grabbed her. The room faded around them,
darkening into nothing. A thousand pins could have been poking in
her and spreading, pressing as if to penetrate her body and mind.
She struggled against it, determined to free herself. Fighting with
her mind was nothing like fighting with her body. She wished she
could use her hands, but the darkness was intangible. She couldn't
grasp it, but she could stop it from invading her spirit.

The room whirled around to reform in an
instant, and the woman teetered back.

Nadia blinked to be sure she was back in
reality.

"This is impossible. I can't feed on her
spirit."

At that, the smirk on Je'Tiren's face
hardened into something fierce. "You can't or you won't? Is this a
trick?"

"No, my lord. She's resisting. No human has
that power, not even Adepts. This body is proof." The woman pointed
to herself, then turned to Nadia. "She's different."

Was it the blade still hidden in her armor?
Could it be protecting her from this creature?

No. She was continually fighting to keep
that out of her mind. Lord Je'Kaoron had said she was strong to
wield such a weapon and that not anyone could do so without being
consumed by its darkness. Whatever strength she possessed was
keeping this demon out.

Demon…

"Try again," Je'Tiren growled. "I want her
secrets."

The woman studied Nadia with new interest.
"As do I."

The darkness enveloped her again, this time
seducing her with power and glory, but she didn't need it. She had
earned the respect of others for her capabilities.

The darkness lashed out at her with a sense
of brutal determination. Nadia thought to protect herself and the
room returned around her again.

The woman staggered back, her brow pinching
into a look of confusion and shock. "I can't. She's too
strong."

Je'Tiren set his glass aside, his fake
pleasantness gone as he approached. "It matters not. Her spirit may
be strong—"

His mood warned Nadia before the shift of
his stance. She raised her arms over her face in time to block
claws, which scraped on armor with enough force to send her into
the wall and crumpling to the floor.

"But her body can be broken. I will enjoy
breaking her in the Dao Larashi."

"Destroy her now," the woman hissed.

"No." Je'Tiren scowled at Nadia for a
second, and turned away. "She's injured. If you cannot defeat her,
she will fight."

Under the woman's scrutiny, Nadia climbed to
her feet but had to slow her progress at the throbbing in her
head.

The door opened and thumped closed, but the
darkness came again, this time with a whisper of promise to defeat
Je'Tiren and free Lord Je'Kaoron. She had to be dreaming…or someone
was in her head. Only the demonlords had that power. Had Lady
Vi'Alees come?

Nadia waited, listening, but only the
thought of help surrounded her, enticing but not clear. The cold
emptiness beyond the promise made her shiver. She pushed it away,
seeking to wake up and find a fire or blanket.

"What are you?" The voice echoed within her head.

Light slowly penetrated the dark.

"Get away from her, demon!" Something
thumped as the world coalesced once more around her. "Nadia!"

She blinked and turned her head, but a face
filled most of her vision, a dark-complexioned face with a crown
around the head. "Lady Vi'Alees?"

"Nadia. Are you all right?"

She pushed herself upright without trouble.
"Yes…Yes. Where'd they go?"

The lady let out a heavy sigh. "I was afraid
the demon had already taken you."

"It tried." Nadia frowned and looked about.
"Where did she go? Where's Je'Tiren?"

"He was
gone before I came to object to him tampering with my only fighter.
I don't care for the sakul m'rath."

"The what?" With help from Lady Vi'Alees,
she rose to her feet.

"The demon in that sorceress."

"Then I was right. It was the demon you
warned me about. I thought they were myths."

"Demonlords banished them back to their
realm, but your sorcerers are leading them back."

Nadia
shuddered and followed the lady out the door. "What is this demon,
this sakul
m'rath?"

"It means 'dark rider', a name from the
language of the Old Ones." The lady spoke in a low voice, her eyes
scanning the seemingly empty palace corridor before them. She
motioned Nadia to follow and hurried to a dark doorway. Her low
voice echoed from the stone of the spiral staircase. "Only someone
truly desperate for power would pull such a creature into
themselves, because it destroys the host, and the demon will feed
upon others. It gains all the knowledge of the host in the process
and also their power, in this case, sorcery. But how did you
survive?"

Nadia thought back to the encounter, three
times battling the different methods of the creature to open her to
its invasion. The demon's words returned: "I was too strong for
it."

On the spiral staircase to the lower level
or the cellar, Lady Vi'Alees halted and gazed at her as if seeing
her for the first time. "He knew. He was right about you. That's
why he trusts you."

"Who?"

Lady Vi'Alees pointed down the dimly-lit
staircase winding around. "He said you would face a challenge."

The answer came on the reminder of that
conversation, as did the way the lady answered her question. They
weren't in a good place to discuss it and Nadia refrained from
asking.

In silence, she followed the lady to the
main floor and into the room where Kaelen rested. Lady Del'Aru
looked up from the far side of the bed.

At the soft thud of the door closing behind
them, Kaelen turned his head. "You're still walking."

"She
held off the sakul m'rath,"
Lady Vi'Alees said from behind her.

Kaelen frowned. "What is it?"

"A demon," Nadia said.

"Not
what you think," Lady Vi'Alees corrected upon the frown on his
face. "This was a true demon. What you fight are corporeal
creatures. The sakul m'rath are
only one of many mistakes of the Old Ones, the reason demonlords
came to exist."

Kaelen huffed and turned his face up to the
ceiling. "Lies."

"The First Ones, the original demonlords,"
the lady said in a scolding voice, "were granted their power as
Guardians of this world. You do wrong to doubt them. It is only
their offspring who misuse their power and have created the mess
around us now."

Kaelen breathed deeply, gasping as he did,
until letting out his breath.

Nadia sat on the edge of the bed next to
him. "Still hurts to breathe?"

"Yeah," he groaned.

"Then sleep."

"I'm tired of sleeping."

She smiled but it dropped soon at the
occasional twitches of pain playing across his face.

"The huntress is the strongest Adept. I've
never heard of such a thing before her."

At that, Kaelen lifted his eyebrows. "I
could have told you that."

"Do not mock her, demon hunter. Your son
would become a powerful Adept," Vi'Alees said in a soft voice.
"Many demonlords would consider him a grave threat. It is for the
best that you have given up ties to him."

Nadia met Kaelen's concerned gaze and slid
her hand to his, her fingers tightening around his. Their son was
safe because of her choice. In that light, she had made the right
choice. Except…"But Je'Tiren knows the demon couldn't take me, and
he knows of our fight in the cell. If he heard my confession…"

"Rest, hunter…all of you." The lady's eyes
burned through Nadia with the command. "We haven't long until help
arrives."



Chapter 28

 


The valley was as she remembered—peaceful,
green, and warm. Del'Aru walked among the knee-high grasses swaying
in a gentle breeze like the waves on the small lake a couple miles
away and lower in the valley, where it was hidden at that time in a
cloud of fog not yet dissipated by the sun warming the land.

Livestock roamed their enclosures around
small farmsteads near the safety of their caretakers, away from the
lush fields of grain. Her clan kept the valley and surrounding
plateaus and peaks free of natters, but the small demons still
found their way into that isolated place on occasion. For the most
part, the beings there lived in peace, free of worry from
attack.

She hadn't been home in years.

She wasn't home. This was a dream, a
pleasant one from which she didn't want to awaken. She had fallen
asleep at Palei Vi'Kan while waiting for her plan to free the
Guardian to begin, with some modification by wiser demonlords. It
was a dream she wished would last a while.

The sun glared down and, like a flower, she
lifted her face in fulfillment. Warmth filled her as if she called
upon the dragon fire, but she simply stood basking in the radiance
of the life-giving warmth.

Del'Aru breathed deeply of the scents of
summer blossoms carried on the breeze. It brushed through her loose
hair and her soul with its gentle invitation to take flight.

For an instant, a shadow darkened the light
through her closed eyes and she opened them as a stronger gust of
wind passed. That wind brought a scent that carried her back to a
simple village on a plateau. Without effort, she stood in an empty,
grassy square surrounded by the rectangular structures of peaked
roofs covered in tiles with their open windows, an unusual
arrangement anywhere on Derandria, but they didn't fear natters
sneaking in at night, nor was it ever cold there. Only when it
rained, did they shutter the windows. The dragons had nothing to
fear, least of all each other.

But she stood alone. Wind echoed through the
open frames of the communal sleeping houses and kitchens.

"Hello?" she called.

Only wind answered.

A wind with a steady beat, like wings.

Recognizing the sound, she turned about to
find the source but saw nothing.

The flapping came from the clear sky
above.

She shaded her eyes to peer into the sun,
which seemed to brighten until she had to almost look away.

Then she saw it. The dark shape materialized
from the light and grew in size as it approached. Wings flapped
with a regular beat until the earth-colored dragon blotted out the
sun.

It approached and lowered its haunches,
wings flapping to slow its descent into a landing. The moment hind
limbs touched down, magic blurred around it and the dragon crumbled
like sand into a man of brown coloring. The sun seemed to glow from
within him, a power that inspired and awed her, like the hint of
what she had seen in Lord Je'Kaoron. This was a man of her own
clan, however. Beautiful and tall but gentle in his manner, he
stepped towards her in shimmering robes the colors of the rocks and
soils of their grassy plateau.

Only one thought filled her, and she fell to
one knee and dropped her head in respect, afraid to look upon his
face. Without having to ask, she felt inside of her the identity of
this Del'Rayk which she had never seen before, and she was humbled.
"My lord."

"Rise, Del'Aru." The richness of his voice
was filled with waterfalls and summer heat and quakes and lightning
and far more. It moved her inside like nothing she had ever
experienced.

His command lifted her to her feet.

"Look at me. See me, young one." The gentle
voice shook through her.

"I can't." Her voice sounded weak, but she
trembled, afraid to look upon him for fear of discovering he wasn't
there, nor did she wish to ruin the intensity of what she felt in
his presence with what she might see. "I'm not worthy."

"I would not come to those I considered
unworthy."

The compliment fought against the ingrained
teachings of humility by her elders. How could she in her few years
of life be considered worthy of the honor of his presence?

"My lady," he said in a voice that erased
the fear within—a fear of failure, of being far less than he
deserved to stand in his presence, a fear that she could not live
up to whatever had brought him to her and that he would see the
naive young demonlord who questioned her elders. It melted away
with that tenderness that only Lady Del'Evati had dared to
reveal.

She finally looked up to a smile that she
imagined could warm the coldest hearts and couldn't believe she had
been afraid.

"What would you have of me, my lord?"

"I have been sent with a message."

"A message?"

"Our world has a task for you. She has
brought you to this place not to run but to serve her. She now sees
what must be done. It was not her choice to start this, but she can
finish it with your help and that of your new friends." He stepped
away and she kept pace with him.

They strolled among the buildings of her
clan, a memory only but one that set aside the longing that had
lingered in her heart. To be approached by the long-dead Guardian,
one of the founders of their clan, transformed the restlessness she
had endured there into acceptance.

"It will not be a simple choice, my lady,"
he said. "Until now, she saw no way to undo the damage of the past.
Ultimately, her decisions led us to this place, to each of us
existing, but our lives, our decisions, are ours. In what she has
lost of control, she has gained in awareness with each life. She
now knows what must be done. No better chance may come." He halted
and turned to her, the gentleness on his face replaced by lines of
concern. "She wishes the demon released."

"What?" Del'Aru caught her breath in shock.
"It will destroy life. Lady Vi'Alees and Lord Je'Kaoron—"

He put up a hand to interrupt her
objections. "She understands. Our Derandria is aware of the
consequences of failure. You must play your part in releasing the
demon. If she is right, it is necessary."

"How?"

"There is another power that she has forged
and she believes is ready. Thousands of years in the making, since
before the demons were made by our ancestors in their arrogance and
greed. We were only the first demonlords. She has prepared for this
day, and yet she cannot foresee its success, only that you must act
with the others to unlock the magic to which I contributed. This
other power can only be revealed if the demon is released."

Confusion coursed through her, her desire to
obey tangling and twisting with her fears of what could happen.
"But my visions…Death. Destruction. Was that not a warning from
her? How can that be acceptable?"

"Success is never a guaranteed outcome," he
said in a somber voice. "I understand your hesitations. I, too, am
conflicted, but I am bound to obey the source of life. You are free
to choose your own path, as I was mine; but I chose to serve
Derandria."

"What if the demon is freed and destroys
everything?" She shuddered to think of what that would mean. "I
don't want to die."

"Neither did I. But sacrifices must be
made."

"My lady?" A distant voice called to her.
The village around her darkened to nothing.

"My lord?" Too late, he was gone like
everything else.

"Del'Aru. Wake up." The voice sounded
closer…

 


She opened her eyes and inhaled sharply. A
nagging tap on her shoulder quit and, when she turned that
direction, Treak stared back with her fanlike ears up and large,
dark eyes staring with a look of curiosity. The goblin signed a
string of ideas using her hands.

Del'Aru shook her head. "I'm not sure if it
was a vision or a dream. I feel like I woke up after too little
sleep rather than a meditation." Meditations left her rested and
fulfilled. This was nothing like that. Maybe she had dreamed it. No
Del'Rayk would suggest releasing any sort of demon. It wasn't
right. It couldn't have been real.

Rather, it could have been a demon trying to
convince her to do its bidding.

And yet, his presence had filled her with a
light no demon could have commanded.

She didn't know what to believe.

Treak signed something else that made
Del'Aru frown.

"I was?" She looked around at Nadia sitting
on the opposite side of the bed and Lady Vi'Alees standing over
her. Their attention warmed through her.

"Trust yourself," the lady said, echoing her
mentor. "Remember what Lord Je'Kaoron said."

Lord Je'Kaoron. Del'Aru snapped from the
dream's confusion and remembered. "It's time. Isn't it? Time to
save Lord Je'Kaoron?"

 


* * *

 


Nadia stared at Kaelen, who laid with his
eyes closed but was probably awake from the intrusion. He'd always
been a light sleeper. "I'm not leaving until Kaelen is safe. He
can't be here for Je'Tiren to kill."

"Go save your precious demonlord," Kaelen
muttered.

Damn him.

Nadia curled her fingers into the fluffy bed
covering to stop herself from punching him. Hurting him more would
do them no good, but she wanted to stop that mouth.

She thought they had worked through this or,
at the least, had come to an understanding. His pain might have
been partially her fault, but that didn't give him a right to judge
her for worrying about Lord Je'Kaoron, who was the primary target
of Je'Tiren's aggression. Kaelen wasn't a threat, never had been.
Nor had he wronged the demonlord ruling the city; she had. As she
had tried to explain, just because she cared about one man didn't
mean she couldn't care about another. It wasn't an either-or
matter. Rather, it was Je'Tiren trying to break her, and now she
understood why.

But
Kaelen didn't. She wanted to tell him so he would shut his mouth
and accept that Lord Je'Kaoron needed saving, for all of their
sakes, not just because she valued him. But she couldn't trust his loyalty to the
Adepts. In time, he might change, but they didn't have
time.

Nadia released the bed covers and took a
breath, the thought of her feelings for Lord Je'Kaoron cooling her
anger at Kaelen. He was partially correct. Like Je'Tiren, Kaelen
had seen the truth she had denied within herself, although until
her most recent encounter with the demonlord, she had attributed
Kaelen's statements to jealousy. He had a reason to be jealous, she
supposed. His attitude towards demonlords, however, needed to
change.

"I'm not leaving yet," she said. "I'll stay
until I know you're in safe hands."

He let out a heavy sigh, his face
wincing.

This is your fault, he said without words.

Nadia rose and turned from the bed to face
Lady Vi'Alees, and saw the faces behind her. Not all wore crowns as
she did but they had the same reddish coloring. "I didn't realize
they had come."

The lady stepped aside to make room for a
man and woman bearing two poles. Inside, they set them on the bed
next to Kaelen and pulled them apart to unroll a gurney. "There are
passages into and out of the palace only our clan can access," she
said in a low voice.

Nadia stood back while the demonlords threw
back the covers and slid Kaelen onto the gurney while he winced and
grunted.

"Try to keep quiet," she murmured.

He moved only his eyes to see her.

"I'll catch up later," Nadia whispered to
him and waved the demonlords away. They disappeared out the door on
quiet feet, leaving her with Lady Vi'Alees, Del'Aru, Treak, and two
other Vi'Kan.

Vi'Alees's expression hardened on one of the
men with them who wore a scowl that made Del'Aru fidget and bite
her lips. As long as it didn't interfere with their plan, Nadia
could ignore the disagreement.

She followed Lady Vi'Alees out with the
younger demonlord and goblin behind her and the other Vi'Kan
bringing up the rear. They hurried through the corridor, their
steps soft but too loud in the vast silence of the night. Only a
few of the crystal torches lit their way, leaving mostly shadows in
the darkened palace.

Shadows
that could hide an enemy like the demon sorceress. That one had
materialized from a shadow in the last room where Je'Tiren had
challenged her. The sakul m'rath could be anywhere, watching and waiting, ready to report
back to Je'Tiren with their escape.

Nadia dared not speak, but stayed close to
Lady Vi'Alees until they reached the staircase. In the echo chamber
of stone, even the softest steps magnified in noise, at that time
multiplied by several. They descended as quietly as possible, which
required slowness that nearly drove her mad in its course.

When darkness consumed the bottom with the
odor of dank and musty stone, Lady Vi'Alees disappeared within, a
sliding sound coming from her hands on the wall. Several seconds
later, a light shone from a scepter in her hand, illuminating the
dingy white and black figure on the ground.

The lady stepped down to the floor and moved
aside, giving Nadia room to slip past her.

Afraid that they were too late, Nadia
dropped to her knees. In the stillness of the room, she held her
breath and watched the shreds of his coat on his side for
movement.

Nothing.

No. Please be alive. She hadn't endured everything to reach Lord Je'Kaoron only
to find him dead in the filth of that prison, his dignity
gone.

Desperate for a sign of life, she lowered
her cheek to his face, listening and waiting. The faintest warmth
blew across her cheek. Relieved, she sat up.

"My lord," she whispered in her lightest
voice. "Lord Je'Kaoron."

The light shifted with the movement of Lady
Vi'Alees around to shine it more directly on his face, which was
turned away from the stairway.

Nadia rubbed his arm, hoping to stir him
from his rest. "Lord Je'Kaoron. Wake up. It's Nadia."

Still no movement or sign of consciousness,
and she didn't want to make too much noise. They needed him able to
walk.

Green feet appeared near his head beneath
short pants worn by the goblin.

Treak knelt by his head and put her hands to
his cheeks. Nadia waited, her breath caught in her throat.

After several seconds, his eyes fluttered
open and Treak stood back.

"My lord," Nadia whispered in relief. She
had never heard of goblins having magic, but wouldn't doubt that
they had a few tricks kept to themselves. In that, she was
grateful.

He turned, and his eyes blinked about until
they found her. "Nadia?"

The weakness in his voice tore out part of
her heart. She smoothed hair from his face, caressing his cheek
crusted black in a streak of dried blood. Emotions threatened to
spill over with tears. "I'm here. It's time for you to be
free."

"My lord, we must hurry." Lady Vi'Alees
knelt and handed Nadia the scepter.

Nadia watched as she took the chains in her
hands as close to the manacles without touching them as she could
and barely lifted. They clinked a couple notes in her strain to
pull.

The link between the two she held separated
at the seam and bent open. She did the same with the other chains
securing his hands and feet. Nadia thought the objective had been
for her to somehow remove the manacle, not merely break the
chains.

"I am…still weak," he breathed in the quiet
afterwards. "Nadia." He grasped her chestplate and pulled. She made
an attempt to lift him, but he shook his head, breathing hard, and
motioned with his other hand for her to come closer.

She
leaned down and put her ear by his face and caught the lowest voice
between breaths: "Use…the dagger…Change the spell…Replace
ti viranu
with…tu kor'ibet and…Like…this…" He whispered the spell to her in
its modified form.

When he finished, she stared at him, afraid
and surprised that he knew the secret language of the Adepts from
their sacred Book of Kirian. And she had never revealed the spell.
How could he know, much less change it?

"Do it."

She would, and hoped that he would explain
afterwards. But if he was a Guardian, maybe…

Nadia shook the thought away and reached for
the hilt of the dagger within her shin guard and pulled it out. Now
was not the time to ponder but the time to act.

In her hand, the full power of the dagger
called to her for blood, any blood. But blood wasn't what Lord
Je'Kaoron was suggesting.

"I hope you're right," she murmured in the
breathless quiet of the others waiting.

Focusing her dispirit power on the blade,
she subdued the wills of the souls within and commanded them to a
new purpose. With the spell on her lips, she put the blade to the
manacle on his right wrist. An aura of colors consumed the dagger
and spread around the metal of the manacle before retreating and
disappearing once more into the blade.

Nadia waited but nothing else happened.

He lifted his other wrist. "Again," he
said.

Nadia repeated the procedure with the
manacle on his other wrist and the two on his ankles, then sat back
and waited. "Did it work?"

By his easier breathing, she assumed it had
done something. He held up a wrist to Lady Vi'Alees, who
hesitated.

"The magic is gone," he said in a weak
voice.

Her swallow rang loudly in the quiet of the
chamber, and she gingerly touched the metal band. After a second,
she grabbed it fully and breathed easier. With both hands, she
pulled it off and proceeded to the other three.

"Thank you," he whispered.

"Don't thank us yet," Lady Vi'Alees said.
"We still have to get out of here without Je'Tiren discovering
us."

He shifted as if to stand but trembled and
fell back, breathing hard again.

Nadia lurched forward to help him. "You're
free. Why aren't you better?"

"I am, but too much have I endured to
recover quickly from this."

To free her hands, Nadia shoved the dagger
back where she had kept it between her boot and shin guard.

Lady Vi'Alees knelt down and took Lord
Je'Kaoron's other arm around her neck as Nadia did on her side.
Together, they lifted him to his feet.

With the other Vi'Kan ahead to watch for
trouble and Lady Del'Aru with Treak behind them, they climbed the
stairs to the main level.

In the faint light from the few glowing
crystal sconces, Lady Vi'Alees frowned and caught the eyes of the
other Vi'Kan, who shrugged.

Nadia adjusted her hold around Lord
Je'Kaoron and moved out with the lady into the corridor towards the
front foyer. In the quiet of the night, their steps made too much
noise.

"Quickly," Lady Vi'Alees whispered. Easier
said than done as Lord Je'Kaoron still hung on her for strength.
Although demonlords were far stronger than humans, he wasn't as
heavy as she had expected, at least not in human form.

He would soon be free. Lady Del'Aru would be
gone. Without the dragon, Je'Tiren couldn't release the demon. They
would be safe. If the Vi'Kan with Kaelen escaped the city, Nadia
would be the only one forced to stay behind, but she had the
dagger. With that, she could finally end Je'Tiren's miserable
life.

The desire for his blood called to her from
the weapon, but Nadia wrestled it aside to focus on her
surroundings. Her senses were extra keen to the faintest sounds and
lightest of scents, although the noxious fumes from Lord
Je'Kaoron's time in which he was forced to lay in his own filth
overwhelmed her nose. She focused on the sounds and sights around
her in an effort to ignore it and in wariness of being discovered.
Every shadow could have been the demon sorceress, but nothing
moved.

They reached the foyer without incident, not
a hint of a tiger. It was almost too easy.

"You planned well," she said in the barest
whisper.

Lady Vi'Alees shook her head, a grim
expression swinging in and out of the dim light. That wasn't the
answer Nadia wanted. It only confirmed what she had suspected.
Either Je'Tiren was lax in his nighttime security—which was
unlikely given the last night for sponsors to prepare their
fighters meant many of those fighters were in the palace—or this
was an illusion.

Nadia caught a glance from Lord Je'Kaoron.
They all understood the danger and stayed alert for trouble.

The Vi'Kan lord opened the front doors on
well-oiled hinges, and they hurried out into the chilly night.
Nadia shivered and held Je'Kaoron's warmth close to her. He kept to
their faster pace down the steps to the plaza, where the six
statues rose tall above them.

In the midst of those statues, Lady Vi'Alees
paused and sniffed.

Her hand supporting Lord Je'Kaoron found
Nadia's arm behind him.

Between them, the lord stiffened and dropped
his arm from her shoulders. Nadia searched for what he had
sensed.

He turned without help. "Lord Je'Tiren."

 




Chapter 29

 


Nadia whirled and stopped upon sight of the
tiger at the base of the steps. Other tigers stepped from the
shadows to form a circle around them. Lady Del'Aru and her goblin
backed towards Nadia.

The tiger at the base of the steps blurred
and transformed into a familiar figure that sparked the rage within
her.

"Very astute." Je'Tiren remained outside the
circle of orange tigers. "Your time locked away has not dulled your
senses. Nor has it dulled your appeal. Your lady friends certainly
adore you."

Lord Je'Kaoron looked aside at her and the
others with a casual interest.

"In any case, I am finished with you. I have
what I need." Je'Tiren growled a short note.

Nadia caught a blur of motion behind
them.

"Treak!" Del'Aru jumped towards her friend,
but the armored tiger guard put a claw to the goblin's throat.
Del'Aru stopped, her eyes on the guard stepping back outside the
circle of tigers, which closed between them.

"I'm certain you know what I want, young
dragon. You're not as naive as you pretend." Je'Tiren's voice
hardened into something cool and malicious. "All of you conspiring,
while my agents observe and listen. You gave me exactly what I've
needed, except you forced my hand sooner than I anticipated."

The demon. Nadia sought Lady Vi'Alees, but
the lady stared ahead at Je'Tiren, only the faint silhouette of her
dark features visible. They needed to act. Lady Del'Aru needed to
leave, but she apparently had a stronger attachment to the goblin
than her wisdom to do what was right for the world when she could
leave any time.

A shadow bore down on Je'Tiren from behind
him. A large serpent glided down on leathery wings, silent as a
ghost and blotting out the stars behind it.

She held her breath in anticipation of
acting, but the shadow didn't attack. Rather, the serpent flapped
to a landing next to Je'Tiren and transformed into a man.

"Vi'Sin." The scorn in the lady's voice had
no effect on him.

He bowed his head but it seemed a mockery.
"My lady. I've made arrangements to keep our clan safe. He knew
what you were planning."

"Traitor," she spat.

"I'm sorry you feel that way."

"The rest of your clan will be left alone,"
Je'Tiren said. "Except for those who have betrayed me tonight."

"This is why you left, to notify
Je'Tiren."

"I had to do something. After your first
visit, I thought I could negotiate. When you came again, I knew I
had to negotiate."

"You learned nothing. Were you not there
when I said Je'Tiren sabotaged the tournament?"

"His win was inevitable as long as the
dragon insisted on staying. We are too few to defend ourselves. We
couldn't continue to fight if we hoped to survive. Alliances are
our only option."

"He will not honor any agreement," Lady
Vi'Alees said. "It would be more honorable to die fighting. The
others will not agree."

Vi'Sin dropped his head. "Only a few
objected. The rest of us want to survive. Whatever happens, you
brought this upon yourself."

Lady Vi'Alees turned to the other Vi'Kan
lord with them. He shook his head and made no move to leave
them.

"No,"
she said. "Whatever happens, you brought it upon us. This could have worked."

He shook his head and stepped back through
the ring of tigers to Je'Tiren's side.

"You know what to do," Je'Tiren said.

Vi'Sin nodded.

"Don't."

At Lady' Vi'Alees's appeal, he paused in
lifting his arms. "If I don't, he will only force someone else.
This way, I can spare our clan." Before she could object, he threw
out his arms as magic transformed him. He flapped into the air,
undulating over their heads and past the pillar in the plaza.

"Now. Huntress. I have a gift for you."

Nadia tensed, afraid of what his "gift"
might entail.

"I believe you lost something…or someone."
From the stairs behind him, tiger guards accompanied the Vi'Kan
bearing the gurney with Kaelen. "I'm certain he will enjoy the show
I have planned, before I put him out of his misery."

The trio joined them between the
statues.

Nadia reached a hand down to Kaelen and
found his shoulder.

"You're welcome to join the new world order,
my dear Huntress. Forsake them and you will live. Or stand by them
and die."

Je'Tiren's taunting never quit. She reached
around Kaelen's thick shoulder under her hand and pressed her
fingers into the muscle there to reassure him before pulling her
hand away to cross her arms. "I'd rather die with friends than
stand as a traitor with the enemy."

A grunt from Kaelen made her want to flip
him out of the gurney for the implications even then. Standing with
the demonlords who fought for peace and equality with humans didn't
make her a traitor.

"Very well. Then you will die with your
friends. Pity the waste." He lifted his chin. "Lady Del'Aru. Are
you prepared to sacrifice your…friend?" He sneered the title in
distaste.

Nadia twisted around to the lady dragon, who
looked from Je'Tiren to Treak to each of them and back to Treak.
The goblin had ceased her struggles in the threat of the claws
ready to pierce her small body. Her fanlike ears drooped and dark
eyes gazed at Del'Aru in pleading.

After a second, the lady stepped back from
them, until the tigers on her other side growled in threat. "Treak
would understand if I refused to cooperate." She cowed, her
shoulders drooped, and said in a low voice, "But I'm not ready to
sacrifice her."

"No, Del'Aru!" Lady Vi'Alees said.

"You can't give him what he wants." Nadia
started towards her, but a firm hand on her arm stopped her. She
looked up in surprise to the sideways movement of Lord Je'Kaoron's
head. "What? You can't let her—"

"It's
her choice. Treak's life is not yours to choose." In her head, his
voice said, "You're not strong enough to take on all those
tigers."

He could scold her all he wanted, but she
wasn't Je'Surana, a child to be taught. She was a grown woman, a
mother, and a capable warrior. She would rather die fighting than
let this happen.

He held secure to her arm in spite of her
attempts to pull away. Clearly, his strength had returned, at least
enough to overpower a human.

"It's not my choice."

The small voice of Lady Del'Aru stopped
Nadia, who waited for reason to take hold. Lord Je'Kaoron of all
people there should be objecting the hardest, unless he had lost
too much strength. It didn't make sense that he would give up
now.

"I had
another vision." The lady looked from Treak to Lord Je'Kaoron.
"He
came. Lord Del'Mulak, the
oldest dragon. He said…He said to release the demon. I want to
trust him, but…I don't know."

"The sakul m'rath."
Lady Vi'Alees whirled on Je'Tiren. "Your pet plays tricks on the
child. Where is it? Where is the possessed sorceress?"

"Working her magic."

The smugness in his voice irritated Nadia,
driving her into the rage that called from the dagger. Only Lord
Je'Kaoron's firm grip on her arm kept her from reaching down for
it. The time to act was past. If Lady Del'Aru wasn't willing to
sacrifice her friend to refuse her part in releasing the demon,
they would all be dead. Nadia wasn't about to let that happen, but
she couldn't believe that Je'Kaoron would.

"Don't do it," Nadia said. "It's a
trick."

The fingers around her arm squeezed for a
moment. She looked up at the pale complexion of Lord Je'Kaoron and
saw the minute shake of his head. Holding her and agreeing with
Je'Tiren…Had the city ruler altered his mind to do his bidding?

She froze on that fear, watching him. He
couldn't have changed, but this behavior went against everything
she knew about him. If humans could manipulate other humans as the
Adepts had done to her, then maybe they had learned it from the
demonlords manipulating their own. Je'Tiren had done so with the
people of Nakeros. Her match in the Dao Larashi had more than
proven how well he could change people's perceptions. He could have
changed Lord Je'Kaoron.

But Lord Je'Kaoron was a Guardian. Putting
them in danger went against everything he believed, and he should
have been strong enough to resist. He had been for stopping
Je'Tiren not two days ago.

But he stood holding her and seemed to
support Je'Tiren. What had happened in his time imprisoned? Was he
still the man she knew?

Or was this a manipulation of his own to
trick Je'Tiren?

"Trust
yourself. Trust her," Lord
Je'Kaoron said to Lady Del'Aru with his usual calm
confidence.

"I wish
I could, but if it was the sakul m'rath…" She shook her head.

"Then
trust me." Je'Tiren's voice permeated the darkness with a threat.
"Activate the obelisk or your goblin friend dies.
That
you can trust."

Nadia tried to pull away to reach the girl,
but Je'Kaoron kept his hold on her.

Several seconds of tense quiet passed. The
sky lightened on the eastern horizon, possibly the last dawn she
would see.

She could only imagine Lady Del'Aru weighing
her choices. "Don't do it."

The dark shape that was the orange-armored
guard holding the goblin moved.

"Treak!"

"Choose!" Je'Tiren roared.

Del'Aru halted in her movement towards the
guard with her friend.

"My lady—" Vi'Alees said in a cautious
voice.

"I'm sorry." Lady Del'Aru stepped back
through the tigers to the base of the pillar, where she put her
hands to the stone.

Nadia watched in horror as the bricks glowed
and vanished, revealing a writhing tangle of colors within a glass
pyramid with the far side blinking lights.

"No, Del'Aru!"

Too late, the girl put her hands to the
writhing colors, which aligned at her touch and fizzled out,
leaving the lights along the opposite side to dim and fade. Nadia
swore the darkness engulfed her heart with the disappearance of
what must have been magic.

"Well done." The sound of Je'Tiren's
satisfaction froze Nadia's heart.

The rumble in the distance silenced everyone
for several long seconds.

"You needed six…" Vi'Alees gasped. "Vi'Sin
wouldn't."

"All were in place, my lady. I needed only
the last two. He came to me of his own free will."

Lady Vi'Alees moved in a blur.

The spark of action ignited all the rage of
the last ten days inside Nadia. She twisted and yanked her arm free
of Je'Kaoron and reached for the dagger. In a flash, she withdrew
it from the neck of the guard holding the goblin, which dropped
free.

"Treak!"

In the next second, a terrifying shriek
exploded into the lightening dawn and the ground trembled beneath
her feet.



Chapter 30

 


Fear ripped through Nadia with that roar
rising against the light of dawn. Tigers fled but not away. Rather,
a white tiger flashed past her with several orange trailing it
towards the noise emanating from the cloud of dust and debris. A
serpent took to the air after them.

Nadia whirled on Je'Kaoron. "Why did you
stop me? I could have taken them and stopped this."

His gaunt face in the growing light bore a
weary look. "When you accept the truth, you will understand."

"Truth? What truth? Je'Tiren's truth?"
Enough with his riddles! She knew the answer.

Sunken cheeks bulged with the clamping of
his jaw.

He turned to Del'Aru, who stood with the
goblin. "What did I do?" Her question rang with disbelief and
horror.

"It wasn't only you. Je'Tiren was ready. He
would have forced you to give him what he needed. He had the others
in place and ready."

"And you trusted demonlords," Kaelen
muttered.

"Shut up!" Nadia didn't need this now. Lord
Je'Kaoron's betrayal after all she had suffered for him ached in
her chest. The dagger screamed for revenge, and she tightened her
fingers around it, fighting against the desire to take his life
while he stood before her in his usual cool composure, the one man
she thought she could trust, maybe even love.

They all betrayed her.

"Don't, Nadia." Del'Aru's plea inspired
doubts about Je'Kaoron. He must have had a reason. "I'm the one who
did it."

"I could have stopped this, if he let me."
She ground the words, adjusting the dagger in her hand, the dagger
that could kill demonlords—the orange guard lay dead, his blood
pooling around him on the stones of the plaza.

Je'Kaoron knew it, yet stood waiting like
when he let her stab Je'Surana.

"Do you really care?" Maybe Kaelen was right
and she'd been a fool all along. Maybe the dagger was right in her
hands.

Thunder from the cloud boomed across the
city. Nadia stared at the terror that emerged from the dust, a
monster burning black as ebony, blood red eyes turning to them with
the body. Its piercing shriek rent the air, and all covered their
ears. Its steps boomed through the city, the ground quaking around
them.

"What is that?"

Nadia turned to Kaelen, who had pushed
himself up on one elbow to see the monstrosity. "Get him out of
here!" He would only slow them down.

Apparently the two Vi'Kan still bearing the
gurney agreed since they turned with it.

"Wait! Nadia."

Buildings crashed in the demon's wake of
destruction.

"Go. Warn the others."

He gave a nod and the Vi'Kan raced away with
him.

"It'll destroy the city." Del'Aru clutched
Treak at her side.

"Yes. And this world." Nadia directed her
words at Del'Aru and Je'Kaoron, bitter accusation heavy in her
tone. "Thanks to you."

Screams pierced the morning, first one at a
time and very soon multiple voices as the people woke up to the
demon.

Someone had to do something. Seeing that
neither of them were moved to act—they had both conspired to make
this happen—she ran from there and towards the demon. She was a
demon hunter, but not even she could take on something burning with
black fire.

But she could wake people and help them
reach safety. The demonlords didn't seem to care. When it came down
to it, they were all the same. Kaelen was right.

 


* * *

 


Je'Tiren raced to greet his soldier, the
creature that could destroy his enemies. He only regretted that
High Lord Je'Dron would not be there for a few days at the soonest.
No matter; With the Black Fire under his command, Je'Tiren would
take the fight to him.

Into the cloud of debris, he ran to find the
others. The shadowy demon's blackness cast over the debris. He
would have little time to claim control over the beast.

From out of the cloud emerged a white
tigress in human form, her white and black hair pulled up into a
tail on her head.

He transformed as she approached with a
leather purse held out to him.

["My lord. They never knew it was
here."]

He took the purse and opened it to a green
stone set in a metal disc on which was etched the spell of the Old
Ones who created this and the other stones. It had been used by a
sorceress to control Je'Dron's half-blood son in the Dao Larashi in
Dev Nadir, but Je'Tiren had bigger ambitions for the ancient
talisman. The humans were too small-minded to see its true
potential. ["You hid it well since recovering it in Dev Nadir. You
never fail me, my lady."]

["Lord Je'Kaoron never knew I left with
it."] A sly smile spread across that lovely face.

["Are you ready to rule this world?"]

The glint in her eyes left no question of
her ambition. Together they sprinted from the cloud to where they
could see the buildings and leapt to rooftops from which to better
view the demon's progress. The Black Fire was unmistakable in
absorbing the morning light.

On one of the rooftops, he stopped and
reached into the bag for the smaller stone to attach to the demon.
This would have been easier had he been able to place it before
releasing the demon, but from what little he could torture out of
different Vi'Kan during his reign of the city, the spell
imprisoning it had prevented any magic from touching the beast.

Now, they would have to restrain it long
enough to place the stone, not an easy task, but not impossible.
The creature towered above the level of the rooftop, its eyes
scanning the city around it as black fire crackled along its skin,
a constant flame that destroyed life but for that which was
protected, such as the magic possessed by demonlords, born to be
masters of demons such as this.

With the Black Fire under his command,
Je'Tiren would be the master of humans and demonlords. He had only
to place the stone. The binding magic would do the rest.

["Lady Je'Diri."] He handed the smaller
green stone to her.

She nodded and stood with him, concentrating
like he did on subduing the demon long enough to place the stone.
Being more agile and quick, she would have a better chance of
getting close.

The monster paused and turned to them.

Je'Tiren focused his control to bring it
closer. It crashed through the building between them, sending up
dust from the structures collapsing in its wake.

In the street facing them, the beast stopped
at his unspoken command. Blood-red eyes gleamed with malevolence
but waited on his command.

["Do it now,"] Je'Tiren said aside to
Je'Diri.

["Come to me!"] The voice rang up from the
street, startling him. A temporary loss of concentration allowed
the creature to turn away.

Je'Tiren exerted his will, but even with
Lady Je'Diri refocusing her power on it, the creature turned.

To confirm his suspicions of the voice's
familiarity, Je'Tiren stepped to the edge of the rooftop.

Rage seethed through him to see the hooded
figure with arms outstretched to the beast. The demon reached
towards her.

No!
The sakul
m'rath would not gain
power over the Black Fire. He exerted his strength to control the
demon.

A flash of white and black leapt over the
sorceress.

Too late. The demon's touch consumed her.
The tigress landed in the street as the demon straightened and
lifted its fiery claws as if examining them.

A crackling like vile laughter rose from the
demon and those red eyes gleamed with something more wicked than
its instinct for destruction. It roared unintelligibly and swung a
burning claw as if to swat him. Je'Tiren leapt away as the claw
crashed through the building where he had been standing.

Lady Je'Diri joined him as the demon roared
in threat, and they sprinted away together.

["I
believe the sakul m'rath has
taken over the body of the Black Fire,"] Lady Je'Diri said while
running next to him from rooftop to rooftop with the monster
thundering in pursuit.

["How can one demon possess another?"] he
asked. He should have listened to Lady Je'Diri when the sorceress
had proposed an alliance to covertly gain the knowledge to free the
demon. The dark rider had insisted it sought to punish those who
had created it, or at least those who had descended from the being
who had shed that part of their spirit rather than stay whole in
the process of transforming to something beyond the corporeal. He
had assumed that meant she would merely support his plans for
destroying his enemies.

["The Guardians would know."]

Lord Je'Kaoron.

Je'Tiren met her eyes with a knowing
look.

A shriek from the demon behind them warned
of its closeness.

["This way."]

Lady Je'Diri kept close to him in their race
along the tops of buildings, leaping from one to the next. Staying
above the streets gave them a better vantage and a clearer view of
the demon. Every building turned to dust as the monster crashed
through. It didn't bother to follow the wide streets but seemed to
delight in destruction of any kind.

Over one of the wider streets, Lady Je'Diri
leapt in what should have been an easy distance for one of their
kind, being far superior in balance, speed, and strength to any
human.

A spray of rock pummeled her and stole her
momentum, sending her crashing.

Je'Tiren dropped from the peak of a roof
onto the decline opposite the source of the attack. The splintering
crack of Lady Je'Diri hitting wood reached him as he jumped to the
narrow space between homes. The lady lay groaning among the wood
and metal debris of a merchant stand.

The demon roared, its shadow cast over them,
blocking the rising sun lightening the sky behind it.

["My lord,"] Lady Je'Diri groaned.

He hurried to her. ["Where is it?"]

She lifted a shaking hand to him and opened
her fingers. He snatched the green stone, determined to find a way
to affix it to the combined demons bearing down on them.

Lady Je'Diri slowly tried to untangle
herself from the wood, but she was too slow to get ahead of the
approaching demon. ["My lord—"]

He shook his head. She would only slow him
down. He had to reach Lord Je'Kaoron. He had to know how to stop
two demons blended into one.



Chapter 31

 


"It's coming this way." Del'Aru couldn't
believe the horror of the monster heading towards them. How could
they have let her make such a stupid decision? The elders were
right about her insatiable curiosity getting her into trouble. It
always had. It might have brought her and Treak together, but more
often than not, she ended up in an awkward situation. This was
simply horrifying.

She'd never seen anything like it.

They should be running rather than standing
there—her, Lord Je'Kaoron, and Treak. The others had all fled,
except Nadia had run towards the threat, likely pursuing
Je'Tiren.

A tap on her leg alerted her to Treak next
to her. The goblin's expressed thoughts gave her pause. She smiled
at the gratitude shared by her friend and the support in believing
her vision. However, Treak also had plenty of opinion about the
results of her decision.

"I don't know," Del'Aru ground out in
frustration. "I can get us out of here."

Lord Je'Kaoron turned from the threat
heading towards them from across the city. "If that is your
choice."

"My lord?" She blinked, remembering that he
was there, and then realized what she had said aloud and how
selfish it sounded. "This is my fault, but what can I do?"

The corners of his lips curved up in a
slight smile. How could he smile at a time like that? He should be
furious at her mistake. She messed up everything and had possibly
doomed their world to death.

She
could only hope that it had been Lord Del'Mulak and not the
sakul m'rath
who had visited in her dreams
and that he had been right. But even he had said they might not
succeed.

"You've done your part. Obeying the will of
Derandria is not always easy. It is only that others may not
understand that makes it feel wrong." As he spoke, a sadness took
over his expression, his gaze stretching out past the plaza in the
direction of the encroaching demon.

"How many times will I feel like this?"

"It's never easy," he said in a quiet voice,
seeming not to notice the danger. "Our beloved Derandria is as a
mother, loving but disciplined. We may not always agree with her
decisions in the present, but later we see that she was wiser. It
is a difficult path. If you choose to follow it, to trust her,
there will be sacrifices."

"Do not we all follow that path?"

Something sparkled in his eyes as if the
darkness approaching was merely a shadow cast from the morning sun
brightening the sky on his face. "Not all are called, my lady. As I
said before, few can hear her. You are brave to make the difficult
choice to listen."

Del'Aru looked down at Treak in question as
inklings of what he was saying connected in her mind, but she
didn't feel brave.

"The Guardians from the First Ones were
simply that, the first guardians," he said, his eyes on the
progress of the demon heading towards them, crashing through
buildings and the dust and debris it raised. The ground trembled
beneath them with each step of the monstrosity.

They should flee if they hoped to
survive.

"But they were not meant to be the
last."

Del'Aru swore her heart stopped. "You can't
mean that."

"We are old and weary, my lady. Those who
died were the fortunate. It is a thankless duty, but necessary. You
will do well."

"But I can't—" She inhaled sharply, unable
to believe what he was saying.

"You won't be alone. She would never forsake
us. I see now her purpose for you, for me, and for others." He
stared longingly towards the demon, but that couldn't be right. "I
understand why she brought us here. There is a war coming, a change
that will shake the races to their foundations; but she has been
preparing." A smile twitched at the corners of his lips. "Derandria
has grown in her wisdom and curiosity. She is pushing us to
something new, exploring what can be."

"How can that be if the demon destroys it
all?"

Treak's
touch drew her eyes from the destruction and the rising desire to
transform and flee. The
way she signed didn't make any sense. The explanation, if Del'Aru
understood right, was convoluted.

"Catalyst indeed." Lord Je'Kaoron turned
from Treak back to the demon. "It is time for others to realize
their potential."

The demon stared at him from several
buildings away with pure malice burning in its eyes. He stood
calmly, as if waiting.

Del'Aru startled from the revelations when
his words clicked together like puzzle pieces in her head. The
pieces that had led her there revealed a clear picture.

As was his intention—he was going to
sacrifice himself.

"My lord, let me fly you from here."

He shook his head, his eyes on the demon
crashing through the city towards them.

"Please, Lord Je'Kaoron. The world needs
you."

He inhaled deeply, his eyes glazing but
still on the demon.

"I need you to
teach me," she pleaded in the hopes that it would wake him from
this surrealism.

"Derandria will be your teacher, along with
those around you. Treak has continued where your elders left off.
You don't need me."

Treak? She looked down at the goblin, who
nodded her agreement, and thought back to their many years
together. She supposed her friend had taught her a few things.

"Every experience will teach you. I had no
one to show me, but I learned. You will too."

"But what if I make a mistake…like this?" If
they survived this.

He peered aside at her with a lift in his
brow hinting of something more. It piqued her curiosity but also
worried her in light of his argument. "You will make mistakes, but
the best teachers are our mistakes. You will learn."

Unless they killed her.

A roar erupted from the demon, which flapped
its two sets of wings into a smoldering pillar of flame as if to
take flight, likely in its frustrations from having to wade through
the barriers of stone buildings between its prison and them.

A tiger emerged ahead of it and raced across
the plaza. It stopped before them and blurred in the
transformation.

Her blood ran cold to see the face of the
man who had threatened her friend.

But he didn't attack. Rather, he dropped the
purse from his mouth into his hands and stopped before Lord
Je'Kaoron, who stood in his calm manner as a man who had accepted
that he could not escape the death coming for him and was
ready.

["The sakul m'rath has
possessed the Black Fire. How is it possible?"]

In the
more elegant Lexic of demonlords that Je'Tiren seemed to prefer
over the common speech, Lord Je'Kaoron replied, ["The Black Fire
was a shell that knew nothing, which was why it was hard to
control. It had no soul. The sakul m'rath was half a soul, the darkness shed."] A note of sadness
struck the statement, unless she imagined it.

["It now has a soul and a mind."] The light
returned to his eyes that she hadn't realized had disappeared.

["We couldn't stop it."] Je'Tiren turned to
the beast hovering over the building at the end of the plaza.

["I warned you not to tamper with the
demons."]

["But we are demonlords! We are made to
command them!"]

The monster landed heavily in the plaza.

["My lord."] Del'Aru looked down to Treak,
who gripped her thigh from behind, her ears drooping. He had
delayed too long. She had no other choice if she hoped to save
them.

In a thought, she called on the power inside
her and felt the strength of her dragon form fill her. The plaza
shrank beneath her and the demon's eyes stared into hers on the
same level.

["Treak,"] she said in the deep bass of her
larger body. She dropped her head and the goblin scrambled up her
scales to the place where her neck and shoulders met.

["Take me!"] Je'Tiren started up her leg and
she flung him off with a roar.

Before she could grab Lord Je'Kaoron,
another force sent her sprawling onto her side.

She lifted her head in time to see the demon
swing its other claw into Lord Je'Kaoron, missing a ducking
Je'Tiren.

 


* * *

 


Nadia gripped the dagger, her heart aching
as the world seemed to slow down in that moment the demon sent Lord
Je'Kaoron flying across the plaza to crash into the front of one of
the large buildings. Limp as a child's doll, he flew between the
front columns and hit the face of the building in shadow behind
them with a thump and thumped again upon hitting the ground.

The demon turned and went after Je'Tiren,
who ducked and swerved.

She took the opportunity of the distraction
to run around the front of the building to Lord Je'Kaoron.
Demonlords were immortal, she told herself. He would be all
right.

But demonlords didn't usually spend days in
starvation, weakened further by magical bindings that took away
their regenerative powers. He might have been free but it was too
recent for a full recovery.

In the chill morning, she reached him in the
shadows, her heart stopped in panic. He lay with his eyes closed
and his body motionless. She fell to her knees and bent low over
him, watching and listening. The stomping of the demon made it
impossible to hear for a breath, but his side rose and fell a few
times.

Nadia let her breath out. "My lord," she
whispered, not wanting to attract the attention of the demon.

She waited, but he didn't wake up.

Her angry words from earlier haunted her.
She had let the dagger cloud her mind with its torment, and she
regretted letting it get the better of her. Lord Je'Kaoron had
saved her, saved many lives. He had sacrificed himself to gain
information about Je'Tiren's plans. This had all been Je'Tiren's
fault. He had imprisoned them all, beaten Kaelen and Lord
Je'Kaoron, manipulated the people of that city to nearly worship
him, and had destroyed many lives in the process.

After all that, Lord Je'Kaoron had stopped
her from stopping Del'Aru as if he had wanted the demon released.
He could have been gaining their confidence to root out their plans
against Je'Tiren, working for the city ruler.

No. She shook the conspiracies away. He had
helped Je'Dron to regain his throne, a demonlord with a proven
record of fairness. He had raised a half-blood daughter. That
couldn't be a lie.

"Why?" She brushed aside the grimy hair from
his face. She wanted to understand why he had let them release the
demon, but he had let people die when he should have been
protecting them. Everything she had learned about him contrasted
his actions that morning.

She couldn't reconcile what he'd done, and
it hurt to think he wasn't the man she had come to know over the
last few months. After having others she had trusted end up
betraying her, she couldn't accept being lied to and used
again.

A quick glance at the demon showed its back
to her in its pursuit of Je'Tiren. They wouldn't have much time.
Lord Je'Kaoron had to wake up to tell her how they could defeat
it.

But he didn't. He lay still.

The dragon roared behind her and the heavy
steps of both leviathans thumped.

She turned her head to see who was
winning—

A white tiger lunged towards her, its ears
back and claws out for attack.

Nadia dove aside and claws raked against
armor.

The tiger roared and lunged. Nadia rolled
away and reached for the dagger, which she had replaced in its
makeshift holding.

A swipe of claw stung across her upper arm
as she pulled the dagger from its hiding, sending it clattering
aside. The tiger's weight in the form of large claws on her chest
and one arm pinned her down before she could retrieve the
weapon.

The white tiger growled, his teeth
bared.

"Kill me," she said. "It's what you want,
Je'Tiren."

He growled again, the tail lashing behind
him. She had purposely provoked his pride by omitting his
title.

If only she could reach the dagger, but that
was the arm he stood upon. She tried to wiggle it free, but claws
extended to pierce through her clothes and skin in an unprotected
part of her arm. Once more, he taunted her.

"Kill me now!" Dying would save her the
heartache which Lord Je'Kaoron's actions threatened to inflict; but
she suspected Je'Tiren didn't intend to follow through. He had a
fascination with her. His offer for her to join him was proof of
that.

A whimper from the dragon caught her
attention. Nadia twisted to see Del'Aru back away from the
demon.

The sharp points of claws dug deeper into
Nadia's arms, piercing her skin. A slow wetness spread over her arm
and cooled.

She turned back to the tiger, wishing he
would be done with her instead of hesitating. But a shadow rose up
behind him, a serpent as thick as an adult woman. It had slithered
up undetected during the conflict.

It arched its body up, drawing back in a
pose Nadia had seen in certain natter types before they
attacked.

The tiger's snarl faded, its lips once more
falling over its teeth. One ear flicked back and its tail slowed
its aggressive whipping into a twitch.

In a flash, the serpent struck at the tiger,
but the tiger leapt, blurring in the transformation. The serpent
grazed the white coat, tracing a red streak. Nadia ducked away with
an arm up to protect her face and head, but the serpent landed next
to her on the stone and slithered aside.

Lady Vi'Alees rose from the ground in human
form, grabbing the dagger as she did. In the same motion and the
swiftness of a demonlord, she lunged at a human-form Je'Tiren,
whose side bled from her grazing bite.

He narrowly avoided her attack and whirled.
Nadia stayed down and out of the conflict. Without her weapon, she
would be no match for Je'Tiren, and Lady Vi'Alees deserved her
revenge after all he had done to her clan.

In a few moves of demonlord skills, Je'Tiren
fell to his knees before the lady, who stood with the bloody dagger
in her hand. A fresh red patch grew on the white coat.

"You killed and manipulated my clan to
release the demon," she said. "We have been passive for too long
against your tyranny."

"How—" He lifted his bloody hands from the
wound in his chest.

She lifted the dagger and gave it a look
that scared Nadia. Lady Vi'Alees was strong enough to resist its
power, but apparently the desire for vengeance was too strong. She
didn't want to resist.

"My lady." Nadia slowly sat up, not wanting
to upset her. "This isn't you. It's the dagger speaking."

"You do not command me, Huntress! I have
watched this monster delight in the deaths of friends and family,
diminishing my clan unto desperation. It must be done. He will only
escape to conspire with others, seeking to bring this world to its
knees for his glorification."

"Then put the dagger down. It's feeding your
dark desires."

"L—Listen to her," a weak voice said from
behind Nadia.

She gasped and turned to Lord Je'Kaoron
rolling onto his side. "My lord—" She reached to help him sit
up.

The demon's roar rattled through Nadia, a
reminder of the real battle waging. Lady Del'Aru's spout of flame
had no effect, dying at the touch of the Black Fire. The cackling
laughter from the demon seemed to feed its black flames to turn day
into night.

"It grows stronger," Lady Vi'Alees said, a
note of fear in her voice.

"Return the dagger…to Nadia." Lord Je'Kaoron
winced as he sat up.

Lady Vi'Alees looked at it in her hand as if
bewildered by its presence. She handed the bloody blade to Nadia.
"I—I didn't realize…"

"I understand." The satisfaction of blood
and the desire for more surged through Nadia upon taking the hilt.
Je'Tiren's blood dripped to the stone from its tip.

She looked but saw nothing of him except a
trail of red in the dark light. Although she desired to punish him
for the destruction of lives he had inflicted on the people of that
city, Kaelen, Lord Je'Kaoron, and the Vi'Kan clan, they had other
matters to resolve; the demon was defeating Lady Del'Aru.

"Go. Help the dragon. Get her out of here,"
Lord Je'Kaoron said.

Lady Vi'Alees pursed her lips as if debating
whether to help him or the dragon and finally turned and
transformed to fly to Lady Del'Aru.

A hand on Nadia's arm returned her attention
to Lord Je'Kaoron.

"I'm sorry…Nadia," he said with a wince, his
other hand going to his side. "I couldn't tell anyone."

"My lord, I—"

He shook his head. "You have the power to
save us. Use…the dagger and the spell."

"But it's a demon. A genuine demon, not a
natter or half-blood."

"But it
has a spirit. The sakul m'rath has
claimed the shell. The two are one."

"I'm human. It'll destroy me." She shuddered
to think of how the touch of the demon had disintegrated the humans
in the street who had awakened in time to escape their tenements
only to be caught. Humans were no demonlords.

He shook his head. "Believe in
yourself."

A shriek pierced the darkening morning.

"Hurry. They won't last much longer."

The serpent flew around the demon,
distracting it from the dragon. In a movement swifter than she
expected for such a large creature, the demon swatted the serpent,
sending it crashing into the ground.

"Lady Vi'Alees!" After all she had done to
help Nadia and Kaelen, Nadia couldn't let her die. The dragon fared
no better, crawling away only by the insistence of the small goblin
next to it.

The cackling laughter of the demon grated
through her, triggering memories of Je'Tiren's arrogance. No more
would die that day. Enough lives had been wasted in the Dao Larashi
and in the Demon's swath of destruction through the city.

She
looked over her shoulder at Lord Je'Kaoron and then at the demon
hovering over the serpent lying still, the demonlord who had done
all she could for Nadia and Kaelen. Nadia had nothing more to lose
and was dead if someone couldn't stop it. Lord Je'Kaoron believed
she, Nadia TuFalan, could stop it, and he had always been right
about her. She had defied the sakul m'rath's attack on her already.

Clutching the dagger in her hand, she jumped
to her feet.

Blood red eyes shot to her. A couple seconds
later, a malevolent cackle erupted from the beast as it thumped
towards her, Black Fire crackling along its skin. Darkness
descended with its approach, carrying a wave of fear.

When the demon reached the edge of the
veranda beyond the columns, she forced her fears aside with the
reminder of the other demon's surprise that she had resisted.
Instead, she focused on the hunger of the dagger and let it feed
her with its confidence and anger, overpowering the fear but not
her sensibilities. The weapon was all she had to defend
herself.

The demon bent down to peer at her with
narrowing eyes and a growled a rumble from deep within its body.
Flames licked at the stone overhang, spreading outward.

Nadia stood between the demon and Lord
Je'Kaoron, who was too hurt to face it alone. His actions that
night might bother her, but she still cared about him as she had
cared about Kaelen. She forgave them both. There was good inside
them, despite their mistakes.

She had made enough of her own mistakes; her
son was proof of that. She might have been selfish when she made
her choice to not accept him, but now she knew it had been the
right thing to do. If she had let the Li'Ador turn her into a
proper woman, she wouldn't have saved all the people who could have
been victims of natters, half-bloods in blood rages, and demonlords
like Je'Tiren and Je'Rekun. Her decisions had consequences, but she
had used them to make the world a better place for her son. She
couldn't have done that while caring for him. She only hoped that
one day he could forgive her.

Something blossomed within her, a discovery
of what she had lost—the reason she had pursued demon hunter
training. It hadn't been to prove herself but to protect those she
cared about, and she had never stopped caring.

She wouldn't abandon Lord Je'Kaoron to the
monster, whatever his intentions, and stood ready. The demon
straightened and lifted its claws together in preparation to smash
them through the roof. She couldn't wait and hoped Lord Je'Kaoron
was right about this.

In the moment she started speaking the
spell, she raced out and leapt from the top step, bringing the
dagger over her head. She finished the spell and the blade glowed
in the instant before sinking into the blackness.

Black flames consumed her in their cold that
tried to penetrate her core. Focused on destroying the beast to
protect those she loved, she held onto the dagger hilt two-handed,
her arms straining until the beast's movement pushed it out. She
fell at the demon's feet, hitting the ground hard enough to send
the dagger clattering and her head ringing.

Among the dark spots in her vision, she made
out a frightening statue with its fists raised and two sets of
wings out behind it looming in the full sunlight.

Cracks started at the feet, unless that was
her head. Nadia blinked, fighting the narrowing darkness
threatening to take her, and saw only a blur of white before
succumbing. In the distance, the rumble of boulders faded.



Chapter 32

 


"Come back, Nadia. Wake up…I need you." The voice reached to Nadia like a
lifeline, and the sun shone its warmth on her. She floated towards
it and emerged into the turmoil around a frightening demon
threatening people, then a dragon and a serpent with wings, and
then a man in white. And Kaelen.

No. Kaelen had been taken away from the
threat.

The sound of a bird song whistled through
the dream, pulling her into an awareness of softness around her.
She opened her eyes to a glowing figure sitting on the edge of her
bed, resplendent in a waistcoat of shimmering white with black
accents like the blouse beneath it. She recognized the pattern.

At the whistle from a bird carried on a
fresh breeze, she turned her head to the open window and the bright
of day, as if the darkness had never existed. It all seemed like a
bad dream.

"Nadia…"

The voice drew her back to reality, and she
looked around at the elegant decor of the room, not wanting to face
the reality of betrayal but to live in the bliss of the dream.
"Where are we?"

"Palei Vi'Kan."

Yes, she should have guessed. "Why are we
here? What happened?"

"You killed the demon, but you hit your head
and fell unconscious, and were brought here to recover."

"Then it's gone? It can never return?" It
had all been real. That meant his actions had been real, and that
realization cut into her heart.

"Yes. Thanks to you," he said in a quiet
voice.

"And the dagger?"

"Darker than ever and in storage so no one
is affected."

There
was some relief, but it didn't excuse him from what he had done.
"You let people die. You let humans die. If they were demonlords, would you have been so
willing to free the demon?"

He let out a quiet sigh and lowered his
eyes. "I bear the blood of many on my hands, my lady," he said in a
somber voice. "I am not without regrets for my actions or
inactions. Releasing it was the only way to end the scourge of Lord
Je'Tiren…another of my mistakes."

"Your mistakes or on purpose," she muttered
bitterly and rolled over away from him for a chance to be alone to
consider all that had happened and the confusion of what she
believed. "Maybe Kaelen was right."

"Maybe…When one lives as long as I, they
risk many mistakes and many sorrows. It's why…It's why I was
willing to die, until you showed your strength and dedication. I
thought you—we…" His swallow rang in the quiet of the room. "I
realized I was still needed."

"I don't understand," she said quietly, not
wanting to roll over and see a lie. "Why would you do it? You let a
tragedy happen. Many lives were lost."

"You ran off before I could explain. You
were so angry at me. I feared I had lost you."

Her heart caught in her throat and she
rolled over. Pain creased his face, and the sound of his swallow
broke the stillness.

"Then why did you stop me?" The words lashed
with the agony in her heart, which tore harsher because of the
kindness he had shown her and the calm with which he had let people
die.

"That was Lady Del'Aru's test. No one could
interfere."

"A test?" Releasing a monster that could
pound demonlords into dust was a test? Of what?

"Yes. Hers…and yours."

"Mine? Why would you test me?" Why did she
always have to prove herself? Maybe he was like all the others.

He shook his head. "Not me. Derandria."

What? "Absurd."

"You have every right to doubt me. It is
difficult for most to understand. Only a few can hear her. Lady
Del'Aru has been hearing her most of her life in the form of
visions. These are the dreams and nightmares of the life essence.
Like me, like the other Guardians, Lady Del'Aru had to learn to
interpret the words of our world. And I believe Lord Del'Mulak did
reach out with a message from Derandria. The demon, a creation of
the Old Ones in their ambitions to understand magic, could be
destroyed at last…by you, but only after it was released from the
magic sealing it. I didn't know that's what Derandria planned until
Lady Del'Aru said Lord Del'Mulak asked her to release it."

"But it
could have been a trick of the other demon, the sakul m'rath."

He tipped his head in a nod. "Perhaps, or
perhaps not. I had to trust her."

He looked down at her hand and closed his
around it. "Long ago, Derandria called to me and others like me who
objected to the experiments exploiting the gifts she had given our
kind. But she has continued to show me her thoughts; and when I met
you, I realized she had other plans. She realized her mistakes in
us and attempted to rectify them in humans, in mortals, in
you."

He hesitated as if expecting her to react,
but she didn't know what to say.

"You are the first to fulfill her
expectations," he said. "The dispirit power of the Adepts was only
the beginning. In the short lives of humans, she was able to push a
new genesis of demonlords to undo the mistakes of the past and open
a new path for life."

Nadia stared, dumbfounded, his words
scrambling in her head to make sense. She couldn't have heard that
right. "'A new genesis of demonlords'?"

"You conquered the rage of the dagger and
burned bright against the demon's darkness. This came from
something inside. You touched a power that no other human, no other
demonlord, has realized to defeat the Black Fire demon."

Yes. She had realized that after giving up
her son, she had returned to finish her demon hunter training to
protect him and other humans from the threats of demonlords and
natters. The desire to defeat Je'Rol and to prove everyone wrong
about her had motivated her, but after giving birth, a new seed had
been planted within her that she hadn't acknowledged until the
Black Fire made her see it, a new purpose for what she was
doing.

That had given her power?

"Lady Te'Mea and Lord Li'Ador were also
Guardians. I can only surmise that Derandria requested them to take
on their roles of guiding those she had gifted in order to reach
this point. In little more than a thousand years, those efforts
have culminated in you, the first of the new demonlords."

"I can't be a demonlord. I don't change
forms. I'm not immortal." As evidenced by the hit that knocked her
out, unless this was all a dream.

"No. But you have mastered the darkness.
Something dark is returning from the past and Derandria needs all
the protectors available."

Nadia gazed down at their hands, through
them, trembling at the prospects, staring into the past and all she
thought she had known. When Lady Vi'Alees had told her about the
Guardians and the real demons, the reason they were demonlords, she
had her beliefs shattered. To hear their world was sentient and to
hear that she would be considered a demonlord stole everything from
her. If the Adept ruling council really had been breeding Adepts to
make them stronger…

Her heart nearly stopped. Did the council
know? "What about my son?"

"I don't know. Part of what made you strong
was your determination to fight, a spirit that refused to be
broken."

"Then it can't be inherited?"

Lord Je'Kaoron shook his head. "That is for
Derandria to decide. I only know what she chooses to reveal."

She shuddered to think what might happen if
other demonlords learned of this. "How can our world decide?"

The mysterious smile she knew too well
returned. "We are merely extensions of her." His fingers tightened
around hers for a second, and in that moment of warmth, her anger
melted. She didn't want to doubt him after all he had done for her.
She was tired of living with anger, and without the dagger's
influence, she could see more clearly.

"I wish you had told me this sooner." Nadia
curled her fingers around his, holding his hand.

"I'm
sorry. Je'Tiren was too perceptive and I couldn't be sure
the sakul
m'rath wasn't near. I
never wanted to hurt you."

"I meant before then, before we left Acropa
Je'Gri."

"That was not possible. Not until I lay
wishing for death and Lady Del'Aru arrived did I comprehend the
purpose for my journey." He spoke in a quiet voice, his eyes
staring into something only he could see, and a small shudder
passed through him.

Seeking to comfort him, she looked down at
their hands together and clasped her fingers more tightly around
his. At least he stayed to explain himself; no one else had done
that much.

"I heard…a voice in my head. It said…" She
closed her eyes, focusing on the memory and the whisper out of the
darkness. She wanted it to be him. "It said, 'Come back, Nadia.
Wake up…I need you.' And then I felt this warm light all around
me."

From the calm relief softening his face, she
had her confirmation. "You were in my mind, just now, before I
awoke, and back at Acropa Je'Gri."

He nodded. "I wasn't sure you heard, but I
had to try. Few humans have the capacity to truly hear. Demonlords,
yes. Half-bloods, yes. But humans, rarely. Of those who do, most
hear only a buzzing in their ears. But you…" His eyes searched
hers, his free hand lifting to her cheek in a tender caress. "That
you can hear it means you are something more, something no human
has achieved."

His hand cupped her cheek while his other
twined fingers around hers, his touch more sincere than any words.
"I've lost many people I cared about. Such is the curse of
immortality. I had numbed myself to feeling, and after Surika's
death, my only goal was to leave a better world for Je'Surana. I
thought I would be happy to die here, comfortable that she would be
all right without me and ready to end this long, lonely existence,
but you showed me that I'm still needed… You gave me the will to
live, a reason to fight. I would serve you the rest of your days to
repay that, if you would have me."

She stared at him, lingered on the soft
caress of his fingers and the warmth of his gaze. In their few
months together, he had never indicated he wanted more than
friendship, but she hadn't been sure of what she wanted until
Je'Tiren confronted her with the truth she had denied. Adepts were
supposed to scorn demonlord-human relationships, not seek them. But
he was a man, a kind man who wanted only what was right for both
their races, and she admired that.

He bent down and dropped his hands to
balance on the bed over her.

Her heart raced in anticipation of a kiss.
White and black hair formed a curtain around her face and his.

However, he stretched forward and kissed her
forehead, where he paused to whisper, "I'll always be here for
you."

Doubting his integrity had been wrong. She
swallowed the lump of emotions in her throat and lifted her arms to
embrace the man who had taught her to trust again, a man who had
put her above himself without judgment.

When she was able to clear her throat, she
said, "Then don't ever hold me back again."

"Yes, my lady," he said and pushed up from
her.

At the knock on the door and its opening,
they both turned.

"Lord Je'Kaoron?"

Recognizing the face that peeked around the
door, Nadia sat up. "Lady Je'Surana. When—" A wave of
lightheadedness made her reach out for balance. Lord Je'Kaoron
caught her and held her still while she waited for the room to quit
wobbling.

"Last night." Je'Surana's eyes went from
Lord Je'Kaoron to Nadia and back before stepping inside with a
tray. "High Lord Je'Dron approved my request to accompany him to
the city. The Vi'Kan said it was urgent that he bring his
forces."

Nadia sat up fully. "High Lord Je'Dron is
here?" Je'Surana was there? Wasn't Lord Je'Kaoron worried about
her?

From the look on his face, she was right.
Je'Surana carefully set the tray on the table next to the bed,
avoiding his gaze.

"How long was I out?" Nadia asked.

"Three days," he said, his eyes still on the
girl.

That explained her hunger pains and how he
had recovered so well.

"What can we do for you, my lady?" Lord
Je'Kaoron spoke with his usual patience.

She lifted her face. "I came to check on
you. Lady Del'Aru was bringing food when I ran into her. I offered
to bring it."

"Thank you."

She gave a nod and hesitated before turning
to leave. With her hand on the door, she turned back, her eyes on
Nadia. "When I first met you, I was afraid, and when my father
spent most of his time watching over you, I was jealous. But then
we talked and you taught me and I saw the way he looked at you—"
Her eyes flicked to him next to Nadia. "And I realized I wanted him
to be happy and that meant you. I haven't seen him like this since
I was young, before my mother succumbed to her illness."

Lord Je'Kaoron's face indicated
suspicion.

The girl dropped her eyes guiltily. "Forgive
me, my lord. I was going to knock, but then I heard your voices and
waited. I didn't mean to hear, but I didn't want to interrupt.
Nadia, he's been at your bedside recuperating with you since before
we arrived. Lady Del'Aru has been serving him. Thanks for taking
care of him. I was so afraid of losing my father."

Nadia nodded in full understanding of the
girl's fears. Je'Surana had good reason to worry about her father,
who had thought he would be sacrificing himself. And to hear he had
stayed at her side reassured her.

"I am sorry, my lord. I broke your privacy
and my promise to stay at Acropa Je'Gri. It was disrespectful."

As he rose from the bed, Nadia pulled back
the covers to expose a long gown, likely the doing of the ladies or
the human servants. She slid her legs out to hang over the bed as
he took the girl into his arms.

"I only want you safe," he said. "But you're
a grown woman."

"And I only want you safe, father, but the
world needs you. I can't have you to myself."

"Then you heard much."

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to. The doors are
thin. No one else will know your secret." She forced a smile. "I am
more honored to know that you are my father."

He let out a sigh and smoothed back a loose
strand of black that had fallen into her face. They embraced
briefly and released each other, and Je'Surana stepped out, closing
the door behind her.

"She's right to worry about you."

He dropped his head. "She didn't know. Few
do. It's too much risk."

"You tried to tell me."

"Trust is a path I have learned to tread
lightly." He turned to her. "Not even Surika knew. But such a
burden is lighter when shared."

"No one will learn the truth from me."

"I know that now." He inhaled and squared
his shoulders. "If you are well, I should leave you to eat and
dress. Your uniform has been cleaned and returned."

At a motion of his chin towards the corner
of the room, she turned and saw the armor on top of the black shirt
and leggings, her boots standing upright next to it. The uniform
was merely for show, but the armor was practical. Still, she was
something different inside. To wear the uniform represented a lie.
She had given up loyalty to the Adepts, because they had forgotten
what they were meant to be. It felt tainted that they dishonored
the Guardians who had trained them. "I don't know if I can."

"Lady Vi'Alees thought you might say
that."

Her heart thumped in her chest. "She's
alive?"

His frown darkened her heart.

"I'm sorry." The lady had been good to her
and Kaelen, doing all she could to help, while trying not to upset
Je'Tiren. She had been in a precarious position.

But she had stabbed Je'Tiren with the
dagger. "What of Lord Je'Tiren?"

At that, Lord Je'Kaoron straightened. "His
body was desecrated by the people of the city as punishment for
what he had done. Lady Del'Aru didn't elaborate, except to say
something about rumors of a demon hunter in the Dao Larashi. High
Lord Je'Dron removed the body last night."

"And what of Kaelen?" she asked with
hesitation, uncertain of how Lord Je'Kaoron would feel about
him.

"Asking about you."

Then he was alive and safe, a relief after
he had suffered because of her.

"You should speak to him."

Hearing that from him surprised her.
"Why?"

His hand on her shoulder was less than
reassuring. "Because he should hear from you. And he doesn't trust
me."

That she knew too well. "I'll speak to
him."

"And if you don't want to wear the old
armor, Lady Vi'Alees commissioned a new set. Apparently when you
were out of your armor, she had measurements taken as a precaution.
I'll leave you to eat and dress. We'll speak later." He flashed a
quick smile and departed, leaving her alone in the room.

After pouring a glass of water and guzzling
it down, she moved around the bed, leaning on it occasionally to
catch her balance in her weakened state. The immortality of the
first demonlords would have been a nice benefit to gaining their
mastery of demons. Lord Je'Kaoron had healed quickly because of
it.

But she would have to make do as a
mortal.

She reached the other side and stared at the
two piles, one the familiar black with the silver on black armor
pieces arranged neatly on top. The demon heads pierced by arrows
stared at her.

The other featured earth-colored clothes and
shaped armor in a mix of brown and bronze-colored metals with
silver overlay. She picked up a chest piece containing clear
pockets to protect her breasts, roughly-shaped on the exterior to
shield her chest and intricately designed scales linked beneath it
as extra protection for her midriff without the restrictions of
solid metal. On the plate across the breast snarled a tiger of such
bright silver as to be almost white with black stripes. Even the
scales bore decorations of the various natters in attack poses,
each scale smoothly forming the picture with the next.

She went through each piece and found far
more to protect her, with linked scales of metal covering areas
that otherwise left exposed in her demon hunter armor. Such details
would have been not only costly but heavy. However, the full pile
of new armor and clothes weighed no more than her demon hunter
armor, having been wrought by the skills of demonlords and, like
them, was far more durable; the magic in it faintly tingled in her
fingers as she caressed the shoulder pieces. Serpents with crowns
of horns hissed on the rounds with wings outstretched along the
sides of her shoulders while the serpents' tails curved back and
forth to the taper over her upper arms. The tiger and serpents were
reminders of her benefactor and the clan of the Guardian she had
fought to save.

She only wished Lady Vi'Alees had survived
her fight with the demon.

The armor suited her. She couldn't stand the
taint of those who had sought to diminish her through the years. A
part of her had died long ago, and what remained had died with
Je'Rol. In honor of Lady Vi'Alees, she made her choice.



Chapter 33

 


Damned that Lord Je'Kaoron. At this rate,
Kaelen would never have a chance to see Nadia. The last time he had
checked, she was still unconscious, and the tiger at her side had
given him a chilling look. The demonlord was to blame for this.
From the explanation the young dragon had given, it had been
Je'Kaoron who had suggested Nadia attack the demon.

If she died because of it, Kaelen would
never forgive them.

He wouldn't forgive the man who had twisted
her mind at any rate.

She should have returned with the dagger to
the convocation of Adepts. It was her duty. None of this would have
happened if not for her entanglement with Je'Rekun, Je'Dron, and
Je'Kaoron.

In frustration, Kaelen kicked the bed
post.

And immediately regretted it. At least the
pain gave him something else to think about, besides the aching
ribs and heart.

He sat on the edge of the bed and stared out
the window at the plaza and torn up city, his thoughts going back
to three nights ago.

The Vi'Kan had run with him to one of the
gates at the edge of the city, where they met others of their clan.
He had rested under the care of the two attending to him and awoke
to the forces of High Lord Je'Dron entering the city. Only upon the
recognition of one of the tigers from Acropa Je'Gri from his brief
time there did the commander finally relent and bring him back to
the palace.

He hadn't wanted to leave Nadia. He should
have been there for her, what little he could have done. Adepts
were supposed to stand by other Adepts. She might have forsaken
their vows, but he hadn't.

Upon a knock at the door, he said,
"Come."

The door opened to a familiar face. Wincing,
he pushed himself from the bed to stand. "You're finally
awake."

"And you should be resting. But we need to
talk." Nadia stepped inside and he felt his heart sink. She didn't
wear the demon hunter uniform with its distinctive armor. Rather,
she wore something else. Practical and elegant, the details
confirmed its origins.

He had lost her.

Nadia shut the door and stood quiet for a
few seconds. "I can't go back with you."

"I see that."

She
looked down at the armor and sighed. "It was a gift from Lady
Vi'Alees. She died for us, after doing everything she could to
keep us alive."

As much as he appreciated all that Lady
Vi'Alees had done, she was still a demonlord, but he didn't expect
that Nadia would listen to that reason and kept it to himself.
"You..." He winced at the ache in his side but walked slowly to
stand before here. "You are a demon hunter, Nadia, not a puppet of
the demonlords."

Her throat flashed with a swallow, and her
hands on his chest touched him inside to stir up hints of their
past. She looked up at him from a closeness that tempted a return
of old feelings. "I'm sorry for what I put you through. You weren't
supposed to be here." Her fingers fidgeted with the ties on his
collar. "I hated you for so long, but now…I'm glad you came. A part
of me will always love you. I know now that's why it hurt so much
when you left. I felt betrayed, but now I understand. I blamed you
for my guilt about leaving our son, but I've realized that I also
left him because I loved him; and I understand why you did what you
did. I forgive you, Kaelen. And I've forgiven myself."

"Then come back with me." This was better
than he had hoped, if he could convince her of what he'd intended
from the start.

"No." She dropped her hands from him and
stepped back. His world shattered at that moment. "I don't belong
there. The sects are corrupt and tampering with sorcery and
intrigues of their own. I don't want to be a pawn of that anymore.
I've finally found peace in who I was meant to be."

He looked down at the armor and the betrayal
it represented. "You don't belong with them, Nadia. You're
human."

"If abuse and corruption are what it means
to be human, I don't want that. Lord Je'Kaoron has shown me more
respect from the first time we met than everyone in the
twenty-seven years of my life before then."

"You just forgive him for releasing a
monster on the city but you couldn't forgive me for leaving
you?"

Her face hardened into that look he knew
well, but he wouldn't give up.

"You don't understand. And he didn't release
the demon."

"Then tell me what that was."

"You're not ready."

"Now you sound like one of them. Do you hear
yourself? You're becoming a demonlord."

"Good." A coy smile crept up her face. This
was a game to her. She was teasing him—it had to be—and he'd fallen
for it.

"Is this what you've become?"

"Maybe. I'm not that naive young girl you
were assigned to break down. I've grown and learned better."

Emotions hardened in his chest, burned by
anger at the Je'Gri, the clan that had stolen the Nadia he knew and
replaced her with this poor imitation.

"I know what you're thinking. I can't change
your mind and you can't change mine. We can't be together."

"And you won't give me the dagger."

She stared at him with firm resolve. "No. It
would destroy you."

"So you say. More demonlord lies," he
spat.

Nadia stepped back to the door. "Good bye,
Kaelen."

She pulled the door open—

"Nadia!"

She turned back to him, all the anger that
she had directed at him since he re-entered her life gone from her
face. In its place was a calm confidence that he had never seen on
her before. She was right about one thing—she was no longer the
fiery, naive girl he had trained. She had changed.

"At least tell me how to find our son."

"I only
know the name of the sorceress who took him—Serae Auril."

It
wasn't much, but it was a start. He could ask the
Sect du Maistri
Te'Mea about the
sorceress and her whereabouts, but the Kodre du Noctir Te'Mea
might also know something about
his son.

He gave a nod only, his anger too great to
voice even the smallest gratitude for that information.

She tipped her head and exited the room.

After all he had tried to do, she had gone
completely to the demonlords.

Damn them all! He slammed his fist into the
wall and received only more pain, which rattled his sore ribs and
made him wince and suck in air.

He couldn't do anything until he healed, but
he wouldn't wait around long. As soon as he could ride comfortably,
he would depart.

He only hoped he could protect his son from
the sins of his mother.

 


* * *

 


They had finally arrived. After setting out
from Acropa Je'Gri more than half a month ago, Nadia stared at the
Nik'Terek Gate. Just as she remembered, it stood in the orange glow
of evening light, a rainbow from the spray of water by the falls
behind it gracing its innocuous appearance.

Nadia sat on her horse on the hill
overlooking the valley and the backdrop of cliffside with its
levels of abandoned structures climbing to the main city upon the
plateau. A road zigzagged across and inward with each narrowing
level to the top. A few structures remained mostly intact, their
roof tiles only partially missing or in a few piles alongside
cracked walls. Staggered as they were, the levels stepped along the
plateau. Just as she remembered it.

The commotion of the battle she recalled
surrounded her, the echoes of memories haunting her. She had joined
High Lord Je'Dron's multitude of forces of various clans from their
hidden city inside Mount Serako to this place. She had been
determined to end the torment Je'Rol had brought into her life, but
she hadn't realized then that she had brought all that pain into
herself.

Kaelen's visit had shown her that.

She let out her breath in a sigh. Kaelen
considered her a traitor of the worst kind; she had seen it on his
face. Maybe she was, but the leaders of the Adepts had betrayed
them first. She didn't want to hate anymore, but in a twist of
events, he now hated her.

Movement from the corner of her eye drew her
attention to the man in white on the horse next to her.

It hadn't been Kaelen who had shown her the
fault of her past. Rather, Lord Je'Kaoron had been quietly
influencing her, guiding her in the direction she needed to take.
For that, she would be forever grateful. He had rescued her from
the darkness.

Getting rid of the dagger with its demon
souls would rid the world of much darkness.

"It looks just like I remember, but less
green."

Lord Je'Kaoron's lips twitched into a smile.
"It will be white soon."

She returned his smile and, for a moment,
considered the implications of winter coming when a shadow passed
over them. The dragon glided to a landing ahead but away from the
arch that was the invisible gateway through which everything
disappeared.

"We should probably stop her from satisfying
her curiosity," Nadia said.

He smirked and rode ahead, his horse moving
into a trot as she caught up with the faint squeaking of leather
and the soft ringing of the metal scales of her new armor matching
the steady rhythm of the horses' footfalls. Orange and white tigers
ran behind them, guards sent by High Lord Je'Dron to accompany them
to the gate while he settled the rule of Nakeros before returning
to Acropa Je'Gri. This time, they numbered far more than they had
when Je'Tiren's forces, led by Lady Je'Diri, had attacked.
Somewhere in the pack, a wagon rattled, its cargo including the
dagger sealed in a magic box to shroud its influence. Nadia hadn't
touched it since destroying the demon, nor did she want to; but
this was her task, no one else's.

They caught up to Lady Del'Aru standing with
Treak a short distance from the gate, an ominous artwork. Carvings
of people with slumped shoulders stood on each side, bearing a
burden—a bow supporting a globe.

"It's just like the pictures." Lady Del'Aru
stared in awe but took no closer steps. Nadia hoped the books she
had studied in the library of the Master Race described exactly
what happened when a person or item passed between the statues.
"Are you sure it's safe to get near? Anything that passes through
vanishes."

Nadia caught the glimmer in Lord Je'Kaoron's
eyes before dismounting. The girl understood.

"It's the only way to fully dispose of the
dagger," he said as he landed next to his horse. "It will harm no
one."

An orange guard appeared and took their
reins to lead the horses aside. Without the horses, the four of
them stood watching the gate unimpeded.

"It has served its purpose," Lord Je'Kaoron
said. "One weapon for each demon. Like the control stones, the
Adepts are discovering the artifacts and finding new, vile uses for
them. The daggers didn't work for us as we had intended, because
the demons had no souls."

Nadia blinked and turned to him. "Then the
sorcerers didn't create the blades?"

"No. They only discovered them."

"Another lie." Her heart fell to think that
the sects who were supposed to protect humans were turning into
power mongers as bad as the worst of the demonlords. And Kaelen
believed them. She could only hope he awoke to the truth before it
was too late. Worse, she had given up her child to that same
institution.

"Their
plans to use them to kill demonlords were not the original
intention. The shevoru were
intended to destroy the monsters being made to serve those who
wished to dominate. They were a defense once we learned what was
happening, but they didn't work. Now, I understand why." His voice
quieted at the end.

"You said 'we learned what was happening',"
Del'Aru said.

Nadia was about to point out the same, but
the answer had already sparked in her head. Lady Del'Aru must have
realized the same—the Master Race, the Old Ones as the demonlords
and goblins called them, and the First Ones, or at least the
Guardians, had existed together. Lord Je'Kaoron had known the Old
Ones.

Before Nadia could question him, an orange
guard bearing a pole from which the box with the dagger hung
stopped before Nadia and fell to one knee, offering the pole with
its burden to her with his head bowed in respect.

Nadia took the pole in her hands, grateful
not to touch the box, and tipped her head to the guard. He rose and
spun on his heel to march back to the others some distance away,
where they formed a perimeter against any lingering supporters of
Je'Rekun.

The box might have been reinforced with
magic to shroud power from within, but Lady Vi'Alees had confessed
it could not suppress the full power of the blade. The pole insured
no one had to touch the box and risk the foul aura of the
demons.

"You'll soon be free of it." Lord
Je'Kaoron's soothing voice broke through the aura faintly emanating
from the box.

The questions could wait. Nadia held the
pole across her hands and stepped onto the platform with Je'Kaoron
at her side. Up close, she saw a shimmer like glass, as if looking
through a window onto the city and valley on the other side. From a
distance, it had appeared as a simple statue with nothing
significant. She hadn't seen it close in her last visit, being too
occupied with the battle around her and her efforts to bring Je'Rol
out of the blood rage.

Lord Je'Kaoron stopped on the level below
the gate and watched her in quiet expectation.

Nadia hesitated to take the final step past
him.

He had thrown Je'Rekun through during the
battle several months ago. She hadn't seen it happen, but she had
seen others go through, never to return. Je'Surana had tossed the
Obelisk of Mai'Kari through that same arch, another artifact meant
to control demons, and one which the Adepts would have abused to
control demonlords, if the legends were true. Before that battle,
she would have, but everything had changed for her then, on this
same plain.

The weight in her hands was nothing compared
to the weight on her mind from the aura of the dagger. The demon
spirits sought escape and destruction. She had trapped them all. It
seemed only fitting that she would rid their world of them.

It took only a second for her to toss the
box through the arch, where it disappeared rather than land on the
other side. The weight of her past lifted fully and she breathed
deeply the fresh air of a new life.
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